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If we cast our minds back twenty or twenty-five years, we encounter a scholarly world 
in which “relics” tended to mean human remains or body parts, and the study of rel-
ics tended to be a study of their containers or “reliquaries.” In Christian studies, the 
post-Tridentine categorization of relics into first, second, and third class, depending on 
whether they were parts of a body or not, tended to be elaborated into a distinction 
between relics (body parts) and contact relics or brandea (objects which had touched 
bodies) – a medieval distinction, it is true, but not one that organized relic cult. Indeed, 
actual relics were little studied. In northern Europe, many had been discarded in the 
aftermath of the Reformation or Puritan iconoclasm or the French Revolution; even 
in Catholic areas their presence was often slightly embarrassing. Historians limited 
themselves to textual references to relics; museum curators tended to concentrate on 
the precious materials or iconography of their containers. Much attention was given 
to reliquaries that made body parts visible, so that the vast array of early medieval 
containers that did not hold bits of body was often ignored.1 Several historians went 
so far as to argue that it is the reliquary that makes the relic a relic.2

If we cast our minds back in a similar fashion to the Anglophone writers of the 
early 1990s, we find a great enthusiasm for the study of nature, but “nature” tended 
to mean human nature, and human nature tended to mean “the body.” Although the 
Christian doctrine of the Incarnation (that is, of the manifestation of the ultimately 
unknowable divine in human form) seemed to underline and authorize the increasing 
importance of bodies and depictions of bodies in Western art, little attention was given 
to the prominence of the doctrine of creation in both medieval Judaism and medieval 
Christianity. The tendency of theologians in both traditions to understand body as 
part of creation and “matter” as stuff extending in a continuum from spiritual beings 
to lowly worms and dust, all labile and capable of metamorphosis, was similarly 
ignored. When scholarly attention turned, ten years ago, to materiality instead of 
body, the study of religious objects still seemed to hesitate before full encounter with 
stuff. Indeed, art historians continued to stress seeing as the basic issue, so much so 
that “looking beyond” or “through” has been a popular book title recently.3 How (and 
whether) art (image or “Bild”) emancipated itself from liturgy or devotion (“Kult”) 
has dominated much recent discussion.4 Despite the so-called “material turn” or the 
even more recent “thing theory,” there has been very little work on the way in which 
matter itself carries the power of the holy.5

It is against this historiographical background that the present volume makes such 
a striking claim. For here is a set of studies that do not project backward anachronis-
tic categories or art historical concerns but rather turn to the significance and power 
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of things themselves. Gone is the assumption that the interesting relics are bodies or 
that “the body” should be the locus of the historian’s investigation of religious mean-
ing. Gone is the tendency to privilege container over contents, or outside over inside, 
although the relationship of container to contents becomes more complex than ever 
before. In this volume, the questions are different from those of two decades ago. How, 
ask the authors, do materials, especially the materials of the Holy Land, convey and 
even bestow holiness on other places? How and to what extent do earth, stone, architec-
tural fragments as spolia, even vials of water and oil or marks of blood and tears convey 
not only the memory of significant places but their actual presence and power as well? 
How did the Holy Land come to Europe in the Middle Ages either through stuff itself 
or through the replication of stuff? And how do replica and material relate?

Whether the process that is studied here is called “transportable topography,” 
“substitutional,” “metonymic not metaphoric,” or “mnemonic” – and these are all 
terms the authors of these essays use – the objects they analyze with such precision 
and sophistication alter our understanding of the nature of relic cult and its place in 
medieval developments. Considering strategies of authentication ranging from labe-
ling to physical contact and fragmentation, they challenge earlier understandings of 
what makes a relic a relic. They also contribute to broadening current discussion of 
materiality, for these things are performative. As Lucy Donkin points out, earth not 
only transports significance when it is moved from one place to another; earth also 
differentiates the bodies buried in it. Some decay and some do not. Earth itself acts. 
Although historians such as Peter Brown, Patrick Geary, Lester Little, and Thomas 
Head have studied the ways in which relics operate in ritual, the materials considered 
here have a wider range of roles and impacts than earlier historians fully realized.6 
These materials transport and mirror place; they offer proof of presence and authen-
ticate miracles; they construct and preserve memory; they provide opportunities for 
political control and authority (for example, the issuing of indulgences). Moreover, 
the studies introduce concerns of scale that are becoming important in history, as 
they have been in anthropology. As Julia M. H. Smith points out below, many relics 
are very small. Hence, consideration of how they have been collected, bundled, and 
grouped has greater pertinence than we have realized before.

Exactly because of the innovative character of this collection, some important ques-
tions are raised, not answered. The editors stress that they have chosen inorganic not 
organic material (such as ivory). This distinction is surely appropriate when considering 
objects from the Holy Land. But further work may suggest that we can use the approach 
pioneered here to ask how important such a line really is for the Middle Ages, when 
stones and earth were theorized as what we would call organic because generative and 
the significance of earth, wood, and oil was owing partly to contact with blood and tears.

Furthermore, the issue of “representation,” much discussed recently by art histori-
ans, is considered here in fascinating ways that go beyond current generalizations yet 
challenge us to go still further. Some of the authors describe the materials they treat as 
representational; other deny this. Yet the question of similitude is a fraught one and 
the objects considered here do much to elucidate it. In Nadine Mai’s essay, for exam-
ple, it is the similarity of the column at Bologna to the flagellation column that gives it 
power and not its provenance. Yet clearly many of the objects treated in these essays 
do not signal what they are or where they come from by how they appear. As Smith 
notes, some are relics because they are labeled as such. Thus, these essays problematize 
the issue of representation by reminding us that “representation” can mean several 
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different things, including “stand in for.” When we speak in ordinary discourse, for 
example, of an ambassador as representing his or her country, we do not mean that 
John Kerry or Hillary Clinton looks like the United States. The measure of Christ’s 
height that pilgrims brought back from the Holy Sepulchre by bringing a piece of 
string did not look like Christ. But it made him present. A stone might represent the 
Holy Sepulchre or a bit of wood the True Cross but not so much by how they looked 
as by the stuff they were.

This complication of terminology relates to another. Historians have often tried to 
distinguish relic from icon or image in the development of Christianity by using C. S. 
Pierce’s distinction between icon, index, and symbol.7 In such classification, icon has 
power because it looks like; symbol has power because it refers to, by some sort of 
agreed upon code; index has power because of an actual, often physical relation to 
the object referred to. This has sometimes led to the assumption that images are icons 
and relics are indexes, that is, that icons image or represent or look like, whereas relics 
are. These essays show the inadequacies of such distinctions for the European Mid-
dle Ages. Historians have recently come to realize that such categories overlap both 
because we often find relic and image combined in medieval sites (as, for example, 
Zaza Skhirtladze shows for Mtskheta, an old capital of Georgia) and because iconic 
images such as the arma Christi (discussed in the essay by Nadine Mai) are often 
images of objects that are themselves also relics. These essays go further in deepening 
our understanding of the inappropriateness of such distinctions as icon and index by 
making it clear that we have paid far too little attention to the nature of materials 
themselves. What, for example, can earth do and not do? As Donkin points out, it 
may be able to bring Jerusalem to Rome but not, at second remove, bring Jerusa-
lem from Rome to Ireland. Why, we must ask, is this so? Even if we can never fully 
express in words the power of such an object, the example shows us that the earth 
of Akeldama is not exactly icon or index or symbol, yet it has the power of all three. 
The earth, oil, water, marble, and wood considered in such detail in these essays point 
beyond themselves as a symbol does; medieval people knew how to read pars pro toto 
– to see oil, for example, as a paradoxical sign of both royal power and preparation 
for death. These materials are also the land they come from, pieces of (that is, indexes 
of) the Potter’s field or the hill of Golgotha that brought those places to Italy or the 
Balkans or Eastern Europe. And they are also (for example, as arranged in the box 
of stones from the Sancta Sanctorum) images that bring before the eyes of medieval 
Europeans the specificity of far off places and events they cannot visit except in the 
visualization of spiritual pilgrimage.

The essays assembled here break new ground by significantly expanding the geo-
graphical area usually considered as Europe. By drawing on cases from Eastern Europe 
as well as Western, the European North as well as the Mediterranean, they add new 
evidence to considerations of borders, of evangelizing and confessionalization, and 
of how ideas and practices are spread by things. Methodologically sophisticated and 
extensively documented, they display the new material history at its best. Historians, 
art historians, curators, anthropologists, travelers, pilgrims, and all those interested 
in the present-day Near East will find in these articles a challenge to assumptions that 
have long shaped the history of Christianity. Each part here truly stands for a whole 
that reaches even beyond the volume itself and induces us to ask new questions.

Caroline Walker Bynum
January 2016
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In the Hinnom Valley in Jerusalem, to the south of Mount Zion, is an area known 
as Akeldama, which is associated with the potter’s field mentioned in the Gospel of 
Matthew (27:7–8) and the Book of Acts (1:19). In Matthew’s version, Judas returns 
the thirty pieces of silver received for the betrayal to the priests. As blood money, they 
say, it cannot be returned to the Temple treasury, and they use it instead to buy the 
potter’s field for the burial of foreigners. The Book of Acts adds that Judas’ bowels 
gushed out there, and so the place became known as Acheldemach, or “field of blood” 
in Aramaic.1

Despite its name and bloody history, Akeldama became a sacred site, drawing pil-
grims as early as the fourth century.2 In 1143, the site was given to the order of the 
Knights Hospitaller so that they might use the land to build a charnel house for the 
burial of pilgrims who died in Jerusalem, a role fitting the Gospel account.3

As the site became sanctified its indigenous soil became sacred as well. Many visi-
tors ascribed miraculous powers to earth from Akeldama, especially that it decom-
posed bodies buried in it very quickly and without a foul smell.4 As a result of these 
transformative powers, Akeldama’s earth was coveted by individuals and communities 
abroad, so travelers hoarded it and transported it home.5 According to a commemo-
rative plaque in Rome’s Church of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, Empress Helena 
transported earth from Jerusalem to a chapel there, which became known as “Gerusa-
lemme.”6 Helena’s earth was perceived to be soaked with blood and thus could have 
carried an association with two sites in Jerusalem, both Calvary and Akeldama.

The earth of Akeldama was placed under the foundations of churches and local 
burial sites in Europe, which became infused with its characteristics and sanctified 
through the earthen relic.7 The earth communicated its significance to the new loca-
tions by miraculous connections to its place of origin. Thus, for example, the anony-
mous English author of the Ynformacio, written between 1480 and 1526, describes 
the ability of the soil from Akeldama (replanted near Saint Peter’s in Rome) to decom-
pose bodies within fourteen days and to regurgitate any locals buried there.8

Belief that the earth at a holy site is enduringly imbued with the sanctity of its 
origin suggests that holiness itself could be multiplied and disseminated far and wide 
through its natural components. Enduring connections between natural materials and 
the sacred sites of the Holy Land from which they were taken underlie the subject of 
this book. The essays in this volume discuss the means of procuring natural materials 
such as earth, water, stones, and wood in the Holy Land;9 track their transportation; 
and consider new associations acquired once they were removed and taken elsewhere. 
They describe evolving relationships between places and their constituent materials 
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and consider the agency of specific substances in representing and disseminating loca 
sancta. They also look at the place of natural materials of the Holy Land among relics 
of other provenance and within the framework of architectural and artistic represen-
tation of the Holy Land in Europe.

Natural material and the Holy Land

Our definition of natural materials embraces raw matter indigenous to the land, 
including wood, earth and other dust or dirt from a site, stones, rocks, and water, fruit 
and other flora.10 In addition to these are their derivatives – such as oil pressed from 
local olives, or stone columns. Also included are raw materials brought into contact 
with other locative natural materials such as water or oil poured over bedrock or large 
stones and then collected.11 Fragments of materials modeled into man-made objects 
such as the wood of the cross or of Christ’s manger, stones of the Sepulchre or of the 
unction, or the rod of Aaron are also included.

The essays in the present volume highlight the way in which all of these types of 
natural materials – whether found in situ, framed in a reliquary, sanctified through 
touch and blessing, chiseled or gnawed from the original, or wrapped in labeled bun-
dles – assimilated meaning associated with their origins and embodied the sanctity of 
sacred places in new locations.

Holy Land natural materials and objects containing natural materials are treated 
here as relics of place or, to use a term coined by Bruno Reudenbach, loca sancta 
relics.12 These are often neglected in more general discussions of relics or are seen as 
separate categories of “devotionalia” or “pilgrim souvenirs.” By focusing on natural 
materials from the Holy Land, the present book supports existing attempts to counter 
the idea that the cult of relics was mainly about bodies and saints. The distinction 
drawn in scholarly literature between corporal and the other relics does not seem to be 
in evidence in collections and inventories.13 As demonstrated by Julia M. H. Smith, in 
early medieval Rome, reliquiae was a collective notion for remains of Christian saints, 
churches, and holy sites. Early medieval collections of relics such as the ones in the 
Lateran Palace, Sens, and Chelles include Holy Land materials together with remains 
of the bodies of saints. It appears that both sorts of relics, corporeal and site-related, 
were collected, stored, labeled, and presented in similar ways.14

Indeed, as demonstrated by the various chapters herein, natural materials of the 
Holy Land share many attributes with corporeal relics. Like the latter, they are sacred, 
are nonrepresentational, and translate sanctity elsewhere. Like bodily relics, natu-
ral remnants have no intrinsic worth, but their documented origins, made known 
through labeling or appropriate containers, make them priceless. They are charged 
with unnatural potency, for example, the ability to behave in an unnatural way, to 
perform miracles, or otherwise to evoke enchantment. Similar to a body part such a 
relic can serve as pars pro toto, a part signifying the whole, representing its place of 
origin in the same way as a saint is represented by a fragment of bone or a wisp of hair. 
Thus, such a relic can evoke the memory of the event associated with its site of origin 
and convey related hopes of salvation.15

As fragments from the Holy Land, however, the prominent feature of the natural 
materials we discuss here is their ability to dislocate memory from place and carry it 
elsewhere. Terra sancta from Akeldama, water from the Jordan River, and stones and 
wood from the Mount of Calvary act as synecdoche of their respective places.
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Considering the term “holy place,” Mircea Eliade defined it as a cosmological 
center ritually enacted and manifested to the religious believer in an act he describes 
as hierophany, that is, distinguishing the sacred from the profane.16

Although Eliade’s paradigm is still a cornerstone of the discourse on holy places 
at large, other scholars have considerably refined it as it applies to the Holy Land. 
Emphasis has since been laid on the specificities of the biblical sacred sites, on the 
one hand, and the fluidity rather than strict dichotomy between sacred and profane 
spaces, on the other.17 Robert Markus calls attention to the lack of historical context 
in Eliade’s claims, noting that in describing the nature of holy places in religions in 
general, he doesn’t consider the specific development of the concept of holy places in 
Christianity: from sacred community to sacred sites and monuments.18 Whereas early 
Christians referred to virtuous men and women and to Scripture as holy, the term loca 
sancta entered the Christian lexicon with Empress Helena’s rediscovery of such sites 
and the Constantinian building campaigns around them.19 The fourth century saw a 
notable increase in the number of pilgrims who flocked to see and to touch the places 
where Christ walked.20 As traced by Maurice Halbwachs, the sites of biblical events 
met the early Christian community’s need for a tangible way to identify with the past.21

Scholarly opinion is divided as to whether the Christian concept of holy sites origi-
nated in the Holy Land or elsewhere, especially Rome, under the influence of the cult 
of martyrs.22 The loca sancta function differently from martyrs’ graves. Sites dedicated 
to the memory of saints became potent through the presence of their bodies; in the 
Holy Land the place itself is venerated.23 Pilgrims venerating a bodily or other relic 
elsewhere interact with an object, whereas Holy Land pilgrims interact with an item 
representing space and its associated biblical story. Indeed, the celebration of an event 
as a component of a locus sanctus is a significant addition to the definition: only in 
Jerusalem, notes Jonathan Z. Smith, “story, ritual, and place could be one.”24

Recent discussions go on to portray sacred sites as dynamic spaces, continually 
being generated and shaped by action, movement, and use rather than limited to a 
mere geographical dimension.25 The sites of the Holy Land are certainly more than 
static locations and more than backdrops for the stories attached to them. Their defi-
nitions encompass what is done and imagined as well as what is actually found in 
these places, including both their developed and their natural environments.26 Indeed, 
it is the materiality of the holy sites that makes the practice of loca sancta relics pos-
sible, and it is the portability of these material remnants of the holy sites that allows 
for their sanctity to be carried off to distant places.27

The fluidity and dynamism of the loca sancta are witnessed by the habit of translat-
ing and representing them elsewhere. Throughout the Christian ecumene buildings 
and complexes representing the sacred sites of the Holy Land were built and used to 
evoke the originals.28 Often, landscape elements within these monumental representa-
tions were used to mark the topography of the Holy Land: a local valley was named 
“Jehoshaphat” and a hill became the “Mount of Olives.”29 Loca sancta relics were 
often incorporated within such architectural and topographical transpositions and 
played key roles in providing authenticity, serving as tangible links between the sacred 
spaces defined by the architecture and the original sites they signified.30 Yet, whereas 
recent years have seen a growing awareness of the role of architecture and monumen-
tal art in translating loca sancta elsewhere, much less attention has been devoted to the 
unmediated means of translating the Holy Land, that is, the carrying off of its natural 
materials.31
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Materiality and representation

In pursuing the intrinsic association between matter and place, this volume contrib-
utes to the study of what has been termed “the material turn,” that is, the growing 
scholarly interest in matter and materiality as subjects for interrogation. For students 
of religion, the interest in matter comes from the understanding that it is, to use Ann 
Taves’ term, a fundamental “building block” of religion,32 or a way of “making invisi-
ble faith visible,” by focusing on practices and objects rather than on abstract beliefs.33 
Embracing material manifestations of religion as a new analytic concept has brought 
objects such as relics and images as well as the study of sensory and bodily experi-
ences they engender to the fore of scholarly inquiry.34 The concern with works of art 
as “things” that act upon beholders and generate responses was developed by Hans 
Belting, David Freedberg, Alfred Gell, and W. J. T. Mitchell.35 Indeed, art historians 
have always manifested a particular interest in the material aspect of things, although 
this interest has certainly intensified in recent years.36 Herbert Kessler, for example, 
calls attention to the “overt materiality of medieval art,” posing new questions about 
the role of different materials in the making and meaning of medieval objects.37

Caroline Walker Bynum demonstrated that medieval objects call attention to their 
meaning through a combination of material and shape.38 She shows that the later 
Middle Ages were characterized by an intense awareness of the power of materials 
manifest in works of art as well as in theological, devotional, and philosophical writ-
ings.39 She points to the phenomenon of “living holy matter,” meaning material that 
behaved in a way particular to living things, such as animated statues, bleeding hosts, 
and holy dust that itself mediated transformation.40 This medieval diffusion (or even 
rejection) of the difference between something that is alive and inanimate material is 
explored by Jane Bennet, who searches for natural instances of “material vitalism.”41

Historians of the Middle Ages have found a deep confluence between belief in the 
Incarnation and interest in materiality, as it was seen as a filter through which the natu-
ral world could be understood with religious eyes. Sara Ritchey argues that the Incarna-
tion, through the presence of God in the physical world made all natural matter holy.42 
Ritchey’s reading places emphasis on the sanctity of the natural world as something 
that embodies God’s creation, enduring presence, and promise of salvation, whereas 
art historians have focused more on the use of matter in art and object and less on its 
natural form.

The essays herein address instances when matter stood on its own, with its own 
associations and meanings, rather than as a medium, but was made part of an artistic 
installation that enhanced its properties. This sets the present volume apart from other 
investigations of matter in art history and religious studies, and the confluence of mat-
ter and place distinguishes it from studies on the materiality of objects.

Of course, this does not mean that the natural materials were not framed or manip-
ulated. Generic, even worthless, matter gained its identity as “holy matter” through 
narrative, visual, epigraphic, architectural, and ritual constructs. Elaborate reliquaries 
added interpretation and content to the natural (though significant) materials they 
held. Reliquaries could conceal simple material remnants, call attention to their pres-
ence, or elevate their worth by the use of precious materials that evinced their hid-
den meanings, bridging the gap between their earthly manifestations and heavenly 
significance.43 The artistic forms of the reliquaries were so prominent that Cynthia 
Hahn suggests that the relics themselves hold only a small part in the reception and 
understanding of these objects.44
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However, it was not in all cases that sacred matter was displayed in reliquaries. 
Earth from Akeldama in Pisa and in Rome was spread on the ground, fruits from the 
trees of the Holy Land were eaten, and handfuls of earth and tiny stones were kept in 
bundles of silk and vellum that were labeled with their origin and significance. As dem-
onstrated by the essays in this volume, the meaning of material remnants was heavily 
dependent not only on their containers but to the same extent on such signifying acts 
as labeling, placement, presentation, illustration, architectural surroundings, or other 
means of making their significance known. Natural materials could be completely 
invisible, their worth signaled by verbal communication, written or spoken. They 
could be presented in a collection with other Holy Land relics and juxtaposed with 
various other materials, images, or inscriptions. What was done with the materials 
dictated their perception and the engagement of their beholders – whether they were 
placed within a trove, displayed as individual exemplars, or given as political gifts.

Structure of the book

Before a remnant of a natural material could become a sacred relic, it had to be 
isolated from the landscape and defined as such. The first section of the book, “Col-
lecting and collections,” approaches the issue of isolation, considering the act of col-
lecting materials at loca sancta and their later grouping in elaborate collections. The 
included essays deal with the various stages that were crucial in the process of defining 
material remnants as sacred, such as having them blessed by clerical authorities at the 
local sites, bringing them into contact with other objects, or labeling them by nar-
ratives and inscriptions. The essays further highlight the institutional use of natural 
materials at the sacred sites, such as their organized distribution among pilgrims by 
clerics, their use as political currency between rulers, or their exchange between cleri-
cal institutions.

Ora Limor traces evidence of individual collections of natural fragments of the Holy 
Land as found in early pilgrim accounts. The materials collected by these pilgrims, 
such as local stones or branches, fruits and vegetables, and water and earth, were 
accessible, found in abundance, and not carefully guarded. Their value was entirely 
dependent on their identification with their source locality, which gave them power 
and significance. Pilgrims were not only the collectors but also the reporters and com-
mentators regarding these objects. Egeria, the Piacenza Pilgrim, and Willibald told 
stories about the Holy Land, its marvels, virtues, and sacred traditions, and brought 
home objects that validated these stories, which could be accessed through the senses 
– touch, sight, hearing, taste, and smell. Both acts, collecting and writing, commemo-
rated the visit and transmitted the essence of the holy places in didactic, sentimental, 
and sensual ways. That some of these objects, such as fruit collected in the Holy Land, 
would have eventually rotted raises the question of how and if they were preserved or 
if they were, rather, eaten. If the latter, one would wish to know whether it was with 
any ceremony or on a specific occasion.

At the opposite extreme were the fragments collected within silk or vellum wrap-
pers, labeled, hoarded, sealed, and stored within an altar for posterity. The relics 
included in these collections were tiny, amorphous, and indeterminate objects, rarely 
visible. The two eleventh-century relic troves described by Julia M. H. Smith were 
accompanied by prominently located lists that recorded all the items in the collection. 
In contrast to narrative descriptions of the Holy Land in pilgrim itineraries, these 
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relic lists do not constitute coherent accounts from a geographical point of view, nor 
are their significance and raison d’être self-evident. Smith explores the relic collec-
tions of Bishop Leofric of Exeter (1046/50–1072) and Bishop Gundechar of Eichstätt 
(1057–1075), which they used to promote the reputation and resources of their dio-
ceses in the third quarter of the eleventh century. Gundechar cemented the Holy Land 
relics into the altars of his church, where they were hidden from sight but marked by 
inscriptions. By contrast, Leofric had the relics of Jerusalem carried around the church 
and city for all to see, and their significance was expounded aloud. The two collections 
raise questions about how readily Holy Land relics were available, if and how they 
were differentiated from the corporal relics held with them, and how their significance 
was communicated. Smith explores the ways in which the act of recording the name of 
every particle in a relic collection provided its components with durable identities and 
enduring significance, a task then completed by religious ritual and splendid settings.

Architectural settings built to house relics were not limited to single collections and 
often became accumulative “monumental reliquaries” in their own right. Manfred 
Luchterhandt explores this aspect of the additive and varying relic collections within 
the chapel of the Sancta Sanctorum in Rome. A wide range of substances had reached 
Rome from the Holy Land in the seventh, eighth, and ninth centuries. The papal 
palace possessed one of the largest documented assemblages of relics from Palestine 
during the Middle Ages, larger than the ampullae of Theodelinda, the relic collections 
of Charlemagne, or the imperial Pharos Chapel at Constantinople. Although the col-
lection includes more than 50 relics from the Holy Land, previous scholarly discussion 
has focused on a single object45: the wooden reliquary box painted with scenes from 
the life of Christ, discussed in detail in this volume by Elina Gerstman and Asa Mitt-
man. Luchterhandt explores this relic collection as a whole, reconstructing the content 
of that huge assemblage, which was eventually dispersed in the twentieth century. The 
collection serves as evidence for pilgrimage activity in the Holy Land after the Muslim 
Conquest and of surprising political exchanges in the form of diplomatic gifts of loca 
sancta relics by the Roman popes, attesting to the political connections between Rome 
and Jerusalem.

Relic collections are thus shown to have been manipulated on a broad scale, extend-
ing beyond the immediate topographical setting of Jerusalem. Laura Veneskey inves-
tigates the status of fragments of the True Cross as a mobile marker of Jerusalem’s 
sacred topography. The mobility of the cross relics allowed for them to accrue multi-
ple associations across different locations and to be deployed not only as potent spir-
itual objects, but also as signifiers of power and authority, both religious and political. 
Veneskey argues that equating the relics of the True Cross with the Holy City was 
complicated by the seemingly endless division and distribution of its splinters. Focus-
ing on three sixth- and seventh-century accounts of the cross’s translation, those of 
Avitus of Vienne, Queen Radegund of Poitiers, and Theodelinda, Queen of Lombard, 
she demonstrates that authenticity of a splinter could be constructed in a variety of 
ways, influenced by geographic context and historical conditions. These relics con-
tinued to communicate aspects of Jerusalem’s topography and the passion narrative 
across time and space, but they also provided an axis around which new sacred nar-
ratives could be told.

The second section, “Agents of translation,” focuses on the mechanisms by which 
natural material, when transported, signified a sacred site in another location. As 
the first two chapters of this section demonstrate, the story told by holy matter is 
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multilayered, rooted in times predating the witnessed biblical event and extending 
well afterward. The translated material acquires a mythical dimension in its new loca-
tion, entwined with local miracles and history and enriched by the legend of its own 
translation, developing a legacy of local pride in light of its Holy Land origins. Tanja 
Trška and Zaza Skhirtladze focus on the reception of holy stones from Jerusalem in 
Croatia and Georgia, respectively, and on the way they became emblematic for the 
recipient society. Trška discusses two stone relics from the Holy Land sent to the 
Republic of Ragusa (present-day Dubrovnik in Croatia) by the guardian of Mount 
Zion, Fra Bonifacio de Stephanis da Ragusa (Lopud, ca. 1500–Timişoara, 1581), trac-
ing their reception through archival documents from 1558 until the late eighteenth 
century, examining their veneration in Ragusa and doubts about their authenticity. 
Zaza Skhirtladze focuses on a holy stone linked with the self-identity of the Georgian 
Orthodox Church, the Stone of Grace, traditionally brought from Jerusalem by Saint 
David, one of the so-called thirteen Syrian Fathers active in Georgia in the mid-sixth 
century. He traces the legend of how the stone was acquired along with two others in 
Jerusalem and their presentation and reception in Georgia, which led to the monastery 
being recognized as a pilgrimage site.

The interpretation of materials in their new locations depended on many factors, 
one of which was quantity. Lucy Donkin explores the qualities of terra sancta when 
measured in sacksful or shiploads rather than handfuls as described in texts from 
the Middle Ages and the beginning of the early modern period. She traces the dual 
representation of Rome and Jerusalem in cases where earth from the Camposanto 
Teutonico in Rome (that originated in Akeldama) was taken for the foundation of 
cemeteries elsewhere.

Using spolia or imitating the architectural spaces that marked the loca sancta made 
it possible to transfer sanctity and evoke their memory elsewhere. The third section, 
“Used materials, new locations,” further documents the complexity of the relationship 
between matter and place by considering two cases in which stone was used to transfer 
meaning to a new site as spolia or as a narrative construction. Yamit Rachman-Schrire 
explores the tradition and translation of the Stone of Unction, which marked the place 
where Christ’s body was anointed. Thought to have been transferred from Jerusalem 
to Ephesus in the first century and then to Constantinople in 1169, a slab identified 
as the Stone of Unction was displayed at the entrance to the Holy Sepulchre Church 
in Jerusalem toward the second half of the thirteenth century. She argues that in Con-
stantinople the historical narrative of the stone’s physical transfer gave it meaning, 
but that in Jerusalem, allegedly in its original location, the stone manifests the trans-
mission of traditions and iconographical schemes from Constantinople and the Latin 
West to the Holy City.

Lawrence Nees examines the columns of the Dome of the Rock, noting that their 
different colors, origins, and arrangement inside the building could have been per-
ceived as references to different sites in Jerusalem. All of the column shafts appear to 
be Roman spolia, removed from one or more Roman buildings. Nees postulates that 
the prominent red-colored columns axially aligned with the north, east, and south 
doors, and forming a pair at the west door, probably the main entrance to the Dome 
of the Rock (then and now), were either taken from the Nea Ekklesia or made refer-
ence to its columns, which were described as “flame-colored.” The arrangement of the 
columns in the Dome of the Rock might have been a reference to Solomon’s Temple, 
which stood on the same site.
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The fourth section, “Installation and enactment,” focuses on the framing of and 
interaction with transported materials. The way materials are displayed has a pro-
found effect on viewers’ engagement and perception of meaning. As noted above, 
materials could be presented in a reliquary; in a collection with other Holy Land relics; 
or juxtaposed with various other materials, pictures, or inscriptions. The next three 
chapters analyze the associations of natural materials with images, texts, and architec-
tural spaces, and the effect of such installations on their beholders.

The box of stones from the Sancta Sanctorum chapel in the Vatican, discussed by 
Elina Gertsman and Asa Mittman, is perhaps the best-known example of combining 
stones, wood, cloth, and earth translated from loca sancta with identifying inscrip-
tions and images in a wooden box. Their interest lies in the performative ways that 
viewers would have engaged with the wooden box and its content. They explore 
the mnemonic and affective thaumaturgical potential of the rocks and their painted 
environment.

Brad Hostetler expands the discussion to personal devotion in the Middle Byzan-
tine period. Focusing on a twelfth-century reliquary now in the collection of the Pro-
taton (Mount Athos, Greece), he argues that the relics, iconography, and inscriptions 
interact to transform it into a locus sanctus where the donor, whose image appears 
on the lid, ensures his tangible and perpetual presence at the site and hour of the 
crucifixion.

Nadine Mai focuses on the sculptured Calvary constructed by Anselm Adornes in 
his Jerusalem church in Bruges by considering the way that this centerpiece referred 
to its architectural frame. The rocky surface of the sculptured Calvary, which dis-
plays arbitrarily distributed Arma Christi and almost vanished horses’ hoofprints, 
expresses a unique visualization of the passion drama via its location, the Golgotha 
Hill. Moreover, as the sculpture also houses natural materials from the Holy Land, 
it is also a reliquary, functioning as a statement of Christ’s mundane permanence, 
which could be likewise replicated by walking through the surrounding architecture. 
Simultaneously preserving tools, sites, and relics and allowing liturgical re-enactment, 
the Bruges installation created an inspiring link to the original sites of the passion and 
transformed the chapel into a multifaceted synopsis of a holy place.

A final paper in the form of a postscript by Kobi Ben-Meir considers a contempo-
rary re-enactment of the practice of collecting natural material relics in the work of 
the London-based artist Susan Hiller. Starting in 1969, Hiller collected water from 
various loci around the globe considered to be sacred, a prolonged action/creation 
that was finally sealed in 2009. She visited pilgrimage destinations for believers of 
different faiths and collected and bottled water that was considered to have magical 
powers to heal, protect, and provide heavenly blessing. While acting as a pilgrim col-
lecting holy matter, Hiller, a former anthropologist, stored the holy water in cabinets 
that could simultaneously be perceived as (religious) reliquaries and as their secular-
modern equivalents – first-aid cabinets or anthropology museum vitrines.
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In his famous book The Innocents Abroad, Mark Twain ironically recounts how he 
and his fellow travelers collected stones known as periapts against barrenness at the 
Milk Grotto near Bethlehem:

We went to the Milk Grotto, of course – a cavern where Mary hid herself for a 
while before the flight into Egypt. Its walls were black before she entered, but in 
suckling the Child, a drop of her milk fell upon the floor and instantly changed 
the darkness of the walls to its own snowy hue. We took many little fragments of 
stone from here, because it is well known in all the East that a barren woman hath 
need only to touch her lips to one of these and her failing will depart from her. 
We took many specimens, to the end that we might confer happiness upon certain 
households that we wot of.1

Mark Twain attests to an old and long-held custom of Christian pilgrims, as old 
as Christian pilgrimage itself, of collecting “specimens,” to use his word, that they 
came across on their way and taking them home. Most of these specimens were of 
lowly substances, such as geological or botanical fragments, but others were relatively 
scarce and precious, such as rare scents.2 Some objects, such as the stones of the Milk 
Grotto, were story-related. They were collected in places where distinct episodes from 
the biblical past or the venerated history had occurred and had left their marks on the 
sites forever. Others carried miraculous traits without a specific narrative. It stands to 
reason that such objects were also connected to some old myth that was either lost to 
memory or not committed to writing by the informants, that is, the visiting pilgrims.

Unlike relics of saints or those of the foundation myth of Christianity, such as the 
Holy Cross or the crown of thorns, the objects discussed here were accessible, found 
in abundance, and usually less carefully guarded.3 Yet, like the famous rare relics, their 
value was not defined by their material worth but rather by the meaning attached to 
them.4 Moreover, whereas the rare relics could be and actually were transferred else-
where, the abundant objects, even if some were taken away, were never diminished 
and never ceased to exist. By the seventh century, most of the important relics were 
in Constantinople, which consequently became a magnet for relic chasers of all kinds 
and the source of Western relics through donation, diplomacy, trade, or theft.5 At the 
same time, while Jerusalem was shorn of her precious historical relics, the natural 
materials remained in situ and retained the Holy Land attraction for believers. They 
could never be removed entirely and it was their locality that gave them power and 
significance. Although fragments of these relics were constantly being taken away, 
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the Holy Land itself preserved its former state, retaining a truth beyond words, the 
truth of the sacred revelation that occurred there. The power of the natural elements –  
earth, stones, water, oil, plants, and scents – was absorbed through the senses. These 
elements could be touched, eaten, and smelled.6 As such, they stimulated memory and 
understanding and were effective transmitters of knowledge.7 Rather than souvenirs, 
they were signs, symbols, and replacements for the holy places themselves, retaining 
in their fragmentary and lowly matter all the virtues and miraculous powers of those 
places.8

Pilgrims were not only the collectors but also the reporters and commentators on 
these objects. They described the process of their collection and explained their mean-
ing. Writing was one way to preserve the pilgrimage experience and to share it with 
others; collecting objects was another. Both commemorated the visit and transmitted 
the essence of the holy places in their didactic, sentimental, and sensual senses.9 This 
chapter traces early evidence of object collection as attested to by early Holy Land 
pilgrims.

Egeria’s eulogiae

In her letter to her “beloved sisters” describing her pilgrimage to the East and the 
liturgy of the Jerusalem Church (the accepted date of her stay in the Holy Land is 
381–384), Egeria tells of eulogiae, “blessings,” that is, benedictional gifts that pil-
grims received at the hands of monks residing in the holy places.10 To be sure, exqui-
site relics did not escape Egeria’s attention, as attested to in her famous story about 
the thief who bit off a piece of the True Cross. Consequently, the cross was closely 
guarded whenever it was exhibited in public.11 However, ordinary pilgrims, even peo-
ple of some means, such as Egeria herself had probably been, had to make do with 
more mundane objects, which nevertheless had some contact with holiness. The first 
such instance in Egeria’s treatise relates to Mount Sinai. After guiding Egeria and her 
entourage throughout a detailed tour of the Mount and its surroundings and perform-
ing the pilgrimage rites for them, the presbyters of the place gave them some fruit that 
grew on the Mount as eulogiae, “blessings.”

It is clear from Egeria’s words that the significance of these eulogiae laid in the ven-
erated site from where they were taken. She notes that the monks showed the pilgrims 
the huge plain across which they could see Sinai, the Mountain of God. This was the 
huge plain where the children of Israel camped when Moses went up on the Mount 
and stayed there for forty days and forty nights (Exod. 24:18). In this very same val-
ley, the pilgrims were shown the place where the Golden Calf was made (Exod. 32). 
A large stone marked the spot.12 After crossing the valley, the group arrived at the foot 
of the Mount itself, where they found several hermit cells and lodged there. At dawn, 
they started to climb the Mount, an arduous task then as it is today. At ten o’clock, the 
group arrived at the summit, “where the Law was given, that is, the place where God’s 
glory came down on the day when the mountain was smoking.”13 There was nothing 
on the summit but “the cave of holy Moses” and a small church. The presbyter, “an 
ascetic, as they say here,” came out to meet the pilgrims and with him all the hermits 
who lived near the mountain. They performed the liturgical rites for the pilgrims, 
which included readings of the biblical chapters pertaining to the site and the perfor-
mance of the offering. When the pilgrims came out of the church, the presbyters of the 
place gave them “eulogiae, that is, some fruit which grows on the very mountain.”14
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In Egeria’s description, a eulogia (bracha in Hebrew, benedictio in Latin) should be 
understood as an object, a material gift – fruit in this case – that was given together 
with an oral blessing that bestowed upon the pilgrims a wish for the favor of God. 
Egeria stresses the fact that although the Holy Mount was all stony, there was a little 
soil around its foot where the “holy monks”15 planted shrubs and set out orchards or 
vegetable beds and also around their cells, “and it looks as if they gather fruit grow-
ing in the mountain soil itself, which however they grow with their own labor.”16 The 
last sentence is most telling. The fruit’s uniqueness stemmed from its dual contact with 
the holy – holy men and holy soil. It grew in the very soil of the Holy Mount and was 
nurtured by the holy men who lived there. Whereas the holy ground was the source 
of the fruits’ sanctity, the words uttered by the presbyters gave them the favor of God 
and turned them into eulogiae. The donation was part of a solemn rite that sealed the 
visit as an orchestrated drama, a ritual.

Egeria does not mention other holy objects that could be found in Sinai, such as 
stones from the Holy Mountain or holy earth from the place where Moses stood when 
he received the Law. Unlike earth and stones, fruit can be eaten. It enters the pilgrim’s 
body and saturates it with holiness. Egeria could perhaps keep some of the fruit and 
dry it or at least dry its leaves and bring it home to her beloved sisters, as she did with 
the letter of Abgar that she acquired in Edessa.17 In any case, her detailed description 
of the bestowal of the fruit is clearly an indication that a eulogia was much more than 
a memento.

Egeria mentions eulogiae in three other places: On their way from Jerusalem to 
Mount Nebo, she and her group visited the spring where Moses took water from the 
rock and gave it to the children of Israel to quench their thirst (Exod. 17:6; Num. 
20:8). The ascetic monks living there received the pilgrims hospitably, held prayers 
with them, and gave them eulogiae “as they are used to giving to those whom they 
receive hospitably.”18 Egeria does not specify the nature of these eulogiae. In Aenon 
near Shalem, where John the Baptist baptized the faithful (John 3:23), the presbyter 
gave the pilgrims eulogiae from the orchard of Saint John the Baptist, and so did the 
holy monks who had cells (monasteria) in the garden.19 Finally, six miles from Haran, 
the pilgrims visited the well where Jacob watered Rachel’s flock (Gen. 29: 2–10), 
a center of Christian life with a large, beautiful church and cells of hermits. After 
inspecting the huge stone that Jacob rolled off the well’s mouth and performing the 
customary rituals at the church, the pilgrims visited the monks, who welcomed them. 
After preaching to them, the monks kindly gave eulogiae to Egeria and to all those 
who were with her, “as is the custom of the monks to give to those they kindly receive 
in their cells.”20 Egeria does not specify the nature of these blessings.

Apart from these four instances, in Ramses in Egypt, Egeria mentions a sycamore 
tree that was said to have been planted by the patriarchs. “Though it is now extremely 
old, and thus small, it still bears fruit, and people who have something wrong with 
them pick its twigs, which do them good.”21 Finally, Petrus Diaconus, in his Liber de 
locis sanctis (twelfth century) based partly on Egeria’s account, mentions the altar 
made of the stone near the Sea of Galilee, where Jesus placed the bread (probably the 
bread of the miracle of bread and fish [Mark 6: 33–44]). People took little pieces of 
stone from it for their health (pro salute sibi), and it benefitted many.22

It is clear, then, that from the very early days of Christian pilgrimage, benedictory 
gifts were part and parcel of pilgrimage customs and a trait of monastic hospitality. 
Monks guarded the holy places, guided the pilgrims, and performed the pilgrimage 
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rituals for them. They sealed the visit with “blessings,” both verbal and material. As 
Caroline Walker Bynum writes, although it was easier for the faithful to obtain a 
verbal blessing, “people wanted objects . . . not mere words.”23 The combination of 
words and matter was essential, even indispensable, in forming the eulogiae, movable 
segments from the immovable sites.

A pilgrim’s collection

By the sixth century, collecting eulogiae had become one of the main pilgrimage goals. 
The anonymous Piacenza Pilgrim, who visited the Holy Land around 570, went home 
with a sack full of objects he had collected in the holy places.24 Most of them were small 
specimens that could easily be carried a long way, others were probably quite heavy, 
and all were collected for a blessing, “pro benedictione,” a phrase the pilgrim uses time 
and again. Some of the objects were closely connected with pilgrimage rites, just as in 
Egeria’s description, and depended on the authorities of the local holy places, presbyters, 
or monks, who performed the rites and presented the blessings. Some were of special 
value when given at a certain time within a liturgical setting. All, however, were local, 
dependent on the place from where they were taken and were understood as its repre-
sentatives. A list of the blessings, when given in sequence, tells the story of the journey.

As long and impressive as the list of natural objects collected by the Piacenza Pil-
grim is,25 it is unlikely that we can create an exhaustive list of such objects. Vari-
ability, mobility, and renewability are distinctive characteristics of the phenomenon, 
along with the traditional nature imprinted in it. Many objects recur regularly in 
the sources and are listed in relic collections, whereas others appear and disappear, 
depending, inter alia, on the creativeness and inventiveness of local orally transmitted 
traditions.

One noticeable distinction between the descriptions of Egeria and that of the Pia-
cenza Pilgrim pertains to the process of collection. Whereas Egeria describes herself as 
a passive actor who received gifts when offered to her, the Piacenza Pilgrim appears 
to have been very active in accumulating as many objects as he could. Yet, it would 
seem that when it came to holy matter, such as earth from Jesus’ sepulchre, oil from 
Golgotha, or water from the Jordan River, he too was dependent on the offerings and 
benedictions of church agents. Another distinction is the quest for remedial powers 
attached to many of the objects. Egeria mentions only one such object, that is, the 
twig from Ramses (although the missing parts of her letter might include others), 
but the Piacenza Pilgrim seems to have been rather obsessive about medicinal herbs 
and objects.26 However, more than anything else, the Piacenza Pilgrim’s list of objects 
reflects the collection impulse of the late antique Christian pilgrim and his enthusi-
asm for relics of all sorts, and we can assume that he was not unique in that. His list 
includes objects about which he explicitly notes that he took a sample back with him 
and others with no such indication; that is only one way of sorting his inventory. Other 
ways are according to places, narratives (e.g., Old Testament vs. New Testament), or 
liturgical uses. However, as the present volume revolves around natural materials, it 
seems reasonable to sort his list according to matter. The entire list, sometimes com-
plemented with other descriptions, forms what can be termed, to paraphrase Julia 
M. H. Smith’s definition, the portable Holy Land.27
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Earth

In itself a nondescript item, earth from holy places or earth that touched the holy 
became a customary relic.28 Abundant, even endless, it could be carried in small 
amounts, and as it was hard to distinguish from mundane, ordinary earth, it was also 
immune to confiscation and taxation. On the other hand, and for the same reasons, it 
was not easy to authenticate, and it had no validity without a label or an artifact that 
described and defined it.29

Earth was either taken from a specific holy place or from a place touched by a holy 
person, preferably by Jesus himself. In the City of God, Augustine writes about the 
ex-Tribune Hesperius, who received from a friend a sample of sacred earth taken from 
Jerusalem, “where Christ was buried and rose again on the third day. He had hung it 
up in his bedroom to ward off any evil from his own person.” When the house was 
purified of the malignant spirit that attacked it, he asked that the sacred earth be bur-
ied somewhere and a place of prayer established on the spot. This was done, and the 
site became a place for prayer and miraculous cures.30

The Piacenza Pilgrim also brought back earth as well as oil from the holy tomb, 
both “as a blessing”:

In the place where the Lord’s body was laid, there is a bronze lamp that back then 
was positioned at his head. It burns there day and night. We took a blessing from 
it (ex qua benedictionem tulimus), and put it back. Earth is brought to the Tomb 
from the outside, and those who go in take a blessing from it (benedictionem 
tollent).31

The Piacenza Pilgrim is careful to go into detail as to how the blessings were 
acquired. The earth was not integral to the tomb but was brought in from outside, 
probably from a nearby place, and thus it was close, perhaps even identical in its 
geographical and geological features to the original earth in which Jesus was interred. 
Through physical contact with the tomb, the external earth became one with it, and 
thus a true eulogia.32 Gregory of Tours, in 587–588, recounts the following:

Marvelous power appears from the tomb where the Lord’s body lay. Often the 
ground is covered with a natural radiant brightness; then it is sprinkled with water 
and dug up, and from it tiny [clay] tokens are shaped and sent to different parts of 
the world. Often ill people acquire cures by means of these tokens. The fact that 
these tokens frequently deflect the approach of snakes is remarkable. But what do 
I rashly dare to say about them, since faith believes that everything that the sacred 
body touched is holy?33

According to Gregory, the earth was not collected by the devotees themselves, but 
rather by church functionaries who sprinkled water on it, collected it, and shaped 
tokens out of it to be sent far and wide. One can surmise that their involvement also 
included a verbal blessing, inseparable from the token or from any eulogia, as can be 
deduced from its name.

Oddly enough, the Piacenza Pilgrim fails to mention the earth that believers col-
lected from the place of Jesus’ ascension on the Mount of Olives, which famously 
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retains his footprints. This failure may attest to the eclectic nature of any pilgrim’s 
collection, as keen on blessings and virtues as he may have been. The ascension earth 
is described in detail by Sulpicius Severus early in the fifth century:

Moreover, it is an enduring proof of the soil of that place having been trodden by 
God that the footprints are still to be seen; and although the faith of those who 
daily flock to that place leads them to vie with each other in seeking to carry away 
what had been trodden by the feet of the Lord, yet the sand of the place suffers no 
injury; and the earth still preserves the same appearance which it presented of old, 
as if it had been sealed by the footprints impressed upon it.34

A similar story is told by Adomnán, the learned abbot of Iona in the seventh cen-
tury, whose information relied, among other sources, on the report of the pilgrim 
Arculf. The place of Jesus’ footprints, writes Adomnán, could not be incorporated 
into a pavement, for the ground rejected whatever was laid upon it. This is why the 
center of the Ascension Church lay open to the sky, without roof or vaulting. Relying 
on Sulpicius Severus but also adding new information, Adomnán continues:

Nay more, so lasting is the proof that the dust was trodden by God, that the 
imprints of the feet are visible; and, though crowds of the faithful daily plunder 
the earth trodden by the Lord, still the spot suffers no perceptible damage, and 
the ground goes on keeping the semblance, as it were, of footprints.  .  . . Also, 
at the western side of the structure, there is a sort of door always open, so that 
people entering by it can easily approach the place of the sacred dust, and take 
particles of it by stretching their hands through the open perforation in the circu-
lar structure.35

The earth then had a will of its own. It preferred to stay just as it was created, with-
out any intervention by a human hand, artist or craftsman, which was the reason that 
pilgrims and visitors to the place were so keen to acquire it. Moreover, although the 
sacred earth was well protected by a circular structure around it, it was still accessible, 
but in an organized, structured way. The collecting of holy earth was an orchestrated 
action that included physical activity (kneeling, stretching, hands extended) and prob-
ably, although not explicitly written, also a verbal blessing.

Stones

Several remarkable stones could be seen and touched on Mount Zion.36 In the basilica, 
the Piacenza Pilgrim saw the cornerstone that was rejected by the builders (Ps.118:22; 
Isa. 28:16; Matt. 21:42). The Bordeaux Pilgrim, more than 200 years earlier, had seen 
the cornerstone on the Temple Mount, the place where it was when Jesus related to 
it in his sermon.37 The stone was related to Isaiah 28:16: “So this is what the Sover-
eign Lord says: ‘See, I lay a stone in Zion, a tested stone, a precious cornerstone for 
a sure foundation; the one who relies on it will never be stricken with panic.’ ” In 
Christian tradition, the name Mount Zion, historically associated with the Temple 
Mount, was transferred to the Western Hill, which may explain the migration of 
several Temple traditions to the new site. The Piacenza Pilgrim describes the stone in 
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some detail, probably transmitting what he heard (and perhaps misunderstood) from 
a local guide:

When the Lord Jesus entered that church, which used to be the house of Saint 
James, he found this ugly stone lying in the middle, so he took it and placed it in 
the corner. When you hold it in your hands and lift it, and then put your ear in 
that corner, the sound you hear is like the murmuring of many people.38

Notably, the Piacenza Pilgrim ignores the stone’s allegorical import. Indeed, as a 
rule allegorical interpretations are rare in his text. On the other hand, it is clear that 
he touched the stone and listened to the corner where it lay, although he does not men-
tion taking any pieces from it.

At the Church of Mount Zion, the Piacenza Pilgrim also mentions the many stones 
with which Saint Stephen was stoned. Other sources offer variants of this tradition. 
Although the Breviarius de Hierosolyma (Short Description of Jerusalem), dated around 
530, mentions only one stone and locates it in the sacrarium of the basilica, Adomnán 
in the late seventh century indicates “the rock on which Stephen died by stoning outside 
the city,” rather than the stone by which he was killed.39 The tradition is multifaceted, 
attesting either to modifications that occurred over the years, to different understand-
ings by different informants, or to changes that can occur in the transition from the oral 
story to the written text. Saint Stephen’s stone (or stones) was the means of his torture 
and death, the object that made him a martyr and thus was somewhat similar in func-
tion to Jesus’ cross. Like many other objects, it was a contact relic.40

In the same basilica, the Piacenza Pilgrim also saw two columns. The first was 
the flagellation column, one of Jerusalem’s most celebrated relics, mentioned in most 
descriptions of the Holy Land.41 The column very clearly retained the marks of Jesus’ 
hands, fingers, and chest as he held it while being whipped, so people took “measures” 
(mensura) from it for any kind of disease and, wearing them around their necks, were 
cured. These, then, were protective objects, amulets of sorts. According to Gregory 
of Tours, many believers came to the column. They tied cords around it and then got 
them back as a blessing (pro benedictione) that would help against various illnesses.42 
The words “they got them back” again imply the involvement of the church authori-
ties who conferred the blessings on the cords. The other column mentioned by the 
Piacenza Pilgrim is a small column (columnella) that was the setting for the cross on 
which Peter was crucified in Rome. This column is not mentioned in other Holy Land 
descriptions, and its presence on Mount Zion is quite bizarre.

The Piacenza Pilgrim also tells about a marble column that he saw on the highway 
on the way to Diospolis. When Jesus was taken toward it to be scourged, it was 
lifted up by a cloud and moved to that place. It had no base but stood directly on the 
ground. People took lights and incense up to it, and individuals possessed by demons 
were cured there on behalf of Saint George.43

“Measures” (mensura) were also taken from the stone on which Jesus stood while 
being sentenced by Pilate. The stone was at the former Praetorium of Pilate, close to the 
Temple Mount, transformed to the Basilica of Saint Sophia. Jesus’ footprints could still be 
seen on the stone. “From this stone where he stood,” writes the Piacenza Pilgrim, “come 
many blessings (virtutes). People take ‘measures’ (mensura) from the footprints, and wear 
them for various diseases, and are cured. This stone is decorated with gold and silver.”44
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Although failing to mention some stones, such as the ascension stone on the Mount 
of Olives, the Piacenza Pilgrim does offer information on other powerful stones in 
the Holy Land. He tells about a small round rock on Mount Carmel, which although 
solid, made a noise when shaken. A woman or an animal to whom it was attached 
would never miscarry.45 He does not say whether he took a piece of it, but he does note 
that he took a blessing from the “bed” of Cornelius at Caesarea (probably meaning 
his tomb).46

Stones were also good for expressing contempt. The Piacenza Pilgrim tells of a 
gesture made by all those who passed by the tomb of Goliath on the road to Gaza: 
throwing three stones at it. Therefore “there is not a pebble left for a distance of 
twenty miles.”47 According to a tradition recorded by Petrus Diaconus, possibly based 
on Egeria’s treatise, a similar gesture was performed at the tomb of Jezebel in Jezreel.48

This list of stones, either in their natural raw form or shaped as columns or tombs, 
is long and diverse. Many of them acted against their nature and exhibited a remarka-
ble liveliness. There were stones that could speak, like the murmuring stone on Mount 
Zion or the small rock on Mount Carmel that made a noise when shaken; there were 
stones that become soft when touched by the holy, such as the stones bearing Jesus’ 
footsteps on the Mount of Olives and in the Praetorium or the scourging column on 
Mount Zion. All of these stones revealed and proved the constant immanence of the 
divine presence in this world, as Glenn Peers writes: “This mode of understanding 
geology is related to perceiving nature as in a constant, contingent states of diviniza-
tion: God works himself out in the world, he is immanent in all of it, and he reveals 
that presence in answering stones.”49 In Peers’s view, material objects of this sort were 
not “objects of devotion,” because that definition would imply that they were only 
passive receivers, whereas in late antique understanding, they were animated, they 
could act and answer, and they were active in making the world “full of God.”50

Oil

The unique natural and cultural attributes of oil, its association with light and warmth, 
and its traditional use for anointment and chrism made it one of the most significant 
materials used as blessings.51 Pilgrims to Jerusalem brought home olive oil, known for 
its quality and durability, from olive trees growing around the city. Oil from the Ana-
stasis Church is probably the best-known Holy Land eulogia, owing primarily to the 
ampoules that carried it, many of which are preserved to this day in various places in 
Italy and elsewhere.52 According to the Piacenza Pilgrim, it was given to the pilgrims 
in two places – Jesus’ tomb and Golgotha. As mentioned above, at the Monumentum, 
that is, Jesus’ tomb, pilgrims were given oil from the very lamp that was put at his 
head when his body was placed there. “We took a blessing from it (ex qua benedictio-
nem tulimus),” writes the Piacenza Pilgrim, “and put it back.”53

The description pertaining to Golgotha’s oil is more detailed:

In the courtyard of the basilica is a small room where they keep the Wood of the 
Cross. We venerated it with a kiss. . . . At the moment when the Cross is brought 
out of the small room for veneration . . . a star appears in the sky, and comes over 
the place where they lay the Cross. It stays overhead whilst they are venerating 
the Cross, and they offer oil for blessing in little flasks (et offertur oleum ad ben-
edictionem, ampullas medias). When the mouth of one of the little flasks touches 
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the Wood of the Cross, the oil instantly bubbles over, and unless it is closed very 
quickly it all spills out.54

Ampoules with oil sanctified by the True Cross were carried home as amulets. The 
obverse of the Dumbarton Oaks tin-lead ampoule (Washington, DC: Dumbarton 
Oaks, 48.18) bears the inscription: “Oil of the Wood [Tree] of Life of the Holy Places 
of Christ,” an inscription that evokes the contemporary passage from the Piacenza Pil-
grim cited above.55 The Golgotha oil was offered to the pilgrims for blessing in small 
flasks during the veneration of the True Cross on Easter Sunday as part of the liturgies 
of the day. Pilgrims such as Egeria and the Piacenza Pilgrim did their best to follow the 
events of Christian venerated history not only geographically but also chronologically. 
Both were at the Anastasis Church during Holy Week. The Piacenza Pilgrim was also 
at the baptism place at the Jordan River on Epiphany. His description of the presenta-
tion of the True Cross on Easter Sunday complements that of Egeria, who tells how 
the cross was venerated by all those attending, but was also well guarded from them.56 
As the True Cross oil was given to pilgrims on Easter Sunday, the day of the resurrec-
tion, it stands to reason that the oil from the Holy Sepulchre lamp was given to them 
on Friday, the day of the crucifixion and burial. Place and time together created these 
oils’ special virtues.

The Piacenza Pilgrim also mentions other oils, which although not connected to a 
specific biblical story, were still remarkable for their wondrous quality, mainly their 
healing powers. The Christian women at Paran came to meet the pilgrims and anointed 
their heads and soles with radish oil, known for its remedial powers.57 The pilgrim 
also took “for a great blessing” (pro grande benedictione) rock oil that dripped from 
a natural rock on an island near Clysma, which smelled of sulfur and was effective 
against all diseases and especially efficacious for those possessed by demons.58

Water

Similar to the stone “measures,” water is also a strong protector, but in much more 
diverse ways. One can drink it for a protective blessing, wash in it, wash clothes in it, 
sprinkle it, or take it home as a eulogia. Pilgrimage accounts provide evidence of all 
of these uses.

Following the liturgical cycle, on the day of the Epiphany the Piacenza Pilgrim was 
on the bank of the Jordan River. He describes the event thus:

The moment he [the priest] starts blessing the water the Jordan turns back on 
itself with a roar and the water stays still till the baptism is finished. All the ship-
owners of Alexandria have men there that day with great jars of spices and bal-
sam, and as soon as the river has been blessed, before the baptism starts, they pour 
them out into the water, and draw out blessed water (aquam benedictam). This 
water they use for sprinkling their ships when they are about to set sail. After the 
baptism everyone goes down into the river to gain a blessing (pro benedictione). 
Some wear linen, and many other materials which will serve as their shrouds for 
burial. And after the baptism the water returns to its place.59

We may assume that pilgrims drew water from the Jordan on other days as well, but 
it had special value and holiness on the day of Jesus’ baptism. The Piacenza Pilgrim 
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describes a ritual during which the water was first blessed and then scented with pre-
cious spices and balsam. The water of the Jordan, just like the Golgotha oil, was an 
active participant in the liturgy. Whereas the Golgotha oil bubbled when it was blessed 
and touched the cross, the water of the Jordan, when blessed, turned back on itself 
with a roar and stayed still till the baptism ended. Further, the oil performed its mira-
cle on the Day of Resurrection, and the special virtue of the water was revealed on 
Epiphany. Much earlier than the Piacenza Pilgrim, John Chrysostom (ca. 349–407), in 
his homily on baptism, tells of a custom to obtain water from the Jordan River on the 
day of Epiphany and of the virtue of this water:

Why is not that day, on which the Lord was born, considered Theophany – but 
rather this day on which He was baptized? This present day it is on which He 
was baptized and sanctified the nature of water. Because on this day all, having 
obtained the waters, do carry it home and keep it all year, since today the waters 
are sanctified. And an obvious phenomenon occurs: these waters in their essence 
do not spoil with the passage of time, but obtained today, for one whole year and 
often for two or three years, they remain unharmed and fresh, and afterwards for 
a long time do not stop being water, just as that obtained from the fountains.60

The Jordan water conferred a blessing on both land and sea and both in this world 
and the next.61 Although not explicitly stated, we can surmise that the Piacenza Pil-
grim did not fail to take home a flask with holy water from the Jordan and perhaps 
also from the Spring of Elisha near Jericho.62 Earlier, he probably acquired a flask of 
water from the water-pots of the wedding at Cana. At the spring in Cana, he washed 
so as to gain a blessing (pro benedictione), as he specifies.63 We can assume that he also 
gained a blessing by washing in the famous hot springs at Gadara, where lepers were 
cleansed,64 as well as at the pool of Siloam, which had two marble basins separated by 
a screen: “Men wash in one and women in the other, to gain a blessing.”65

In Jerusalem, pilgrims drank water from the crucifixion sponge kept at the Holy 
Sepulchre and perhaps also from the onyx cup of the Last Supper.66 As many other 
pilgrims, the Piacenza Pilgrim also drank water “for blessing” from the skull of the 
martyr Saint Theodota. The skull was kept in a golden chest adorned with gems in a 
women’s monastery at Mount Zion.67

Notable also is the curative dew coming down from a cloud that ascends from the 
Jordan Valley in the morning and arrives over Jerusalem at sunrise, dropping down 
like a shower on its holy places. Sick people collected it and all the food in the city’s 
hospices was cooked in it. Many diseases were cured in places where it fell. The Pia-
cenza Pilgrim explains that this was the dew of which the psalmist sang: “Like as the 
dew of Hermon, which fell upon the hill of Zion” (Ps. 133:3).68 Wondrous dew also 
came down from the sky over a valley in Sinai. Called manna, it solidified into some-
thing like lumps of gum. The monks at the monastery had casks full of it and they 
gave little flasks of it to pilgrims as blessings. They also gave it to them to drink as a 
liqueur.69

After he left Jerusalem and drew near to Rachel’s tomb on the way to Bethlehem, 
the Piacenza Pilgrim saw a spring of sweet water coming from a rock, up to seven 
pints. “Everyone has his fill, and the water does not become less or more.” People say 
that the water began to flow on behalf of Mary, who on her flight to Egypt became 
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thirsty and stopped there.70 Apparently, the Piacenza Pilgrim also had his fill. Another 
site of sacred water near Bethlehem that the Piacenza Pilgrim fails to mention is noted 
about 100 years later by Adomnán, based on the account of Arculf. Adomnán tells 
about a rock outside the city wall, over which the first washing water of baby Jesus 
was emptied. When poured from the wall, the water of “the sacred washing” found a 
channel in the rock beneath and since then, without fail, it is full of the purest water. 
“Our friend Arculf saw it with his own eyes and washed his face in it.”71

Botanical specimens

As noted by Egeria, fruits and twigs were favorites of the early pilgrims. Like the other 
objects discussed here, some were unique, canonical objects, such as the rod (virga) 
mentioned in the Breviarius de Hierosolyma as one of the objects kept in the sacrar-
ium of the basilica on Mount Zion.72 The rod, probably the rod of Aaron, held a rich 
typological interpretation. It symbolized Jesus as well as Mary, and it was understood 
that the verse “and, behold, the rod of Aaron for the house of Levi was budded, and 
put forth buds, and bloomed blossoms, and bore ripe almonds” (Num. 17:8) related 
to her. Other fruits and twigs were free of such typological weight but still carried holi-
ness, such as the fruit that Egeria received from the holy monks.

Pilgrims were most impressed by the size and beauty of the fruit that grew near Jeri-
cho. According to the Piacenza Pilgrim, this lushness was due to the spring that Elisha 
made sweet (2 Kings 2:19–24), which supplied Jericho with its water and irrigated its 
fields and orchards. He found dates there that weighed a pound. He took some home 
and gave one to a local nobleman named Paterius. He also saw grapes good for sooth-
ing fever, citrons that weighed forty pounds, and a vine that yielded full baskets of 
grapes. These grapes were on sale at the time of the ascension and the wine made of 
them was sold in great jars at Pentecost.73

Although the fruits the Piacenza Pilgrim tasted in Sinai and in Egypt were not con-
nected to any biblical story, he still found them worthy of documentation, as part of 
the exotic and wondrous things he encountered on his journey. He tells of roots (radi-
ces) that the Saracens gave the pilgrims in Sinai, which smelled sweeter than any spice. 
He was astonished by their taste and also by the fact that the Saracens would take 
nothing for them because it was the festival season.74 In Surandela, he saw a pepper 
tree (arborem piperis) and picked some fruit from it. In Clysma, he was given bright 
green nuts from India: “People think they are from paradise.” One has only to taste 
them to feel satisfied.75

The list of the Piacenza Pilgrim’s botanical specimens can be supplemented by 
Adomnán, who writes about the oak of Mamreh, called also the oak of Abraham 
“because once upon a time he entertained angels under it.” Arculf saw the oak “with 
his own eyes.” In his time, it was only “a truncated spur (spurium) rooted in the 
earth” and protected by the roof of the church. Adomnán elaborates on the custom of 
taking small pieces of it and explains its logic:

Now this cropped spur is hewn about on every side by axes, little splinters being 
carried away to the divers provinces of the world, out of veneration and remem-
brance for the oak, under which, as was mentioned above, the famous and note-
worthy meeting with the angels was once vouchsafed to Abraham the patriarch.76
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Balsam

The Holy Land was transferred far and wide through matter, taste, and smell. Of 
special value was balsam, which carried an exquisite fragrance and also had typologi-
cal meaning. Jerome writes that upon seeing the balsam vines of En Gedi and Zoar, 
Paula meditated on the verse, “A cluster of cypress my love is to me, in the vineyards 
of Engaddi” (Cant. 1:14), a verse understood to refer to Jesus.77 The Piacenza Pilgrim, 
in his description of Epiphany recounted above, writes that on that day, as soon as 
the river was blessed and before the baptism started, people poured spices and balsam 
into the water and then drew out holy scented water.78

Saint Willibald, who toured the Orient in the 720s, managed, through a clever strat-
agem, to smuggle valuable balsam out of the Holy Land, a feat that he remembered 
vividly and in great detail for many years.79 He hid the balsam in a flagon, concealed 
beneath a can of petrol-oil. In his biography (written more than 50 years after the pil-
grimage itself by the nun Hygeburc), the balsam adventure is framed as a heroic story 
that combines the protagonist’s resourcefulness with the unfailing help of God to his 
believer, the devout pilgrim. According to the text, had the Moslem authorities in Tyre 
found the concealed balsam, he would have suffered a martyr’s death.80

Balsam was the most celebrated product of Judea during the Roman and Early 
Byzantine periods and the most valuable one.81 Exquisite, exotic, and important for 
liturgical use, it intensified the sensory contact with the divine through the sense of 
smell.82 Willibald was even ready to risk his life for its sake.

The power of natural objects

Pilgrims such as Egeria, the Piacenza Pilgrim, and Willibald transmitted knowledge 
about the Holy Land in various ways. They told stories about its marvels, counted its 
virtues, and elaborated on its sacred traditions and the liturgies performed there; they 
also brought home objects that could be accessed through the senses – touch, sight, 
hearing, taste, and smell. These objects were varied and came from all corners of the 
land. Their quantity, variety, and the breadth of the geographical space from where 
they were taken implied that wherever one tread, the country as a whole was blessed.

“In Christian tradition, a relic was material stuff that was not (just) what it was,” 
writes Julia M. H. Smith.83 To turn this material stuff from a mundane, indistinct 
fragment into an object with meaning needed words. Pilgrims’ descriptions supplied 
not just words. They supplied narratives, shedding light on the process by which col-
lections of objects came into being. They told how the objects were taken from their 
places of origin, were brought to new places, and became relics. Pilgrims’ evidence 
was even more powerful than the labels attached to medieval relics, as they them-
selves had brought the objects back and guaranteed their authenticity. On the other 
hand, once the objects came to new places, they were detached from the pilgrimage 
accounts, thus losing their topographical link, and became subject to the risk of ano-
nymity, neglect, and oblivion.84

The dependence of matter on words is salient in the Breviarius de Hierosolyma 
mentioned above. It elaborates on the holy relics that were held and displayed in the 
Holy Sepulchre complex and the Mount Zion Basilica, several of them in a special 
treasury room, the sacrarium. Visitors to the basilica could see the flagellation column, 
the stone with which Saint Stephen was stoned, and the crown of thorns. They could 
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also see the lamp in the place where Jesus taught his disciples and the rod enclosed in 
a silver column.85 Of these, the stone and the rod are of special interest in the present 
context, as both are mundane, natural objects that acquire meaning only through 
their location within the church and the words attached to them, orally or in writing 
by church interpreters. These words were the key to “creative viewing,” to use Jaś 
Elsner’s words, that is, the key to a true understanding of the biblical truth and of 
the meaning of sacred history.86 Old Testament typology (the rod), New Testament 
revelation (the cornerstone), and the first steps of the Christian Church (Saint Ste-
phen’s stone) all became accessible through fragmentary, incomplete natural objects 
that became not only metaphors but synecdoches for places as well as for events.87

This mode of seeing and understanding was built upon the education and the expec-
tations of the pilgrims themselves. Judging from the Piacenza Pilgrim’s account, it 
would seem that not all viewers had the capacity for such hermeneutical, contempla-
tive viewing, and not all were able to look at one thing and understand another. But 
for such pilgrims, too, objects could do what texts could not.88 Like the holy places 
from where they were taken and the liturgy performed there, natural objects bearing 
a blessing intensified and prolonged the pilgrimage experience. Seeing them, touching 
them, hearing stories about their virtues, and especially collecting them were powerful 
motives for traveling and made enduring the hardship of travel worthwhile.
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An eleventh-century manuscript now in Oxford includes a Latin list of the relics belong-
ing to the Church of Saint Mary and Saint Peter in Exeter. After itemizing 146 relics, it 
concludes with a note that there were also many others whose identities were unknown 
because their names were not written down.1 Although comments to this effect were 
common at the end of medieval relic lists, they were not a trope. The relics collected in 
large numbers by medieval churches were tiny, amorphous, and indeterminate objects 
that were rarely, if ever, directly visible. As a consequence, their significance and raison 
d’être were not self-evident.2 Liturgical ritual, glittering receptacles, and precious silk 
wrappers did much to interpret and uphold their overall meaning, but rarely differenti-
ated among them.3 This chapter explores the ways in which the act of writing down the 
name of every particle in a relic collection provided its components with durable identi-
ties so that religious ritual and splendid settings could complete the task of endowing 
these paltry objects with massive and enduring significance.

In contrast to narrative delineations of the Holy Land in pilgrim itineraries, the relic 
lists presented here do not constitute geographically coherent accounts. Nor, unlike 
such discrete representations as the sixth-century painted box from the Sancta Sancto-
rum in Rome and the Holy Land theme parks of late medieval Europe, is their signifi-
cance immediately obvious. Rather, prior to the First Crusade, objects from Jerusalem 
became subsumed into relic collections from which they have to be extracted with 
care. Whereas the presence of saints’ relics under or inside altars took its cue from the 
Book of Revelation 6:9, there was no equivalent biblical rationale for placing objects 
from the Holy Land among them.4 Their presence in medieval churches is the more 
notable for the absence of canonical or liturgical obligations to include them. How 
can we exploit the written documentation about relic collections in general to enhance 
our appreciation of the ways in which the Holy Land was represented, relocated, and 
made present in the Latin West?

Natural materials, the written word, and ecclesiastical ceremonial fused to relocate 
the earthly and heavenly Jerusalem into Europe’s churches and, indeed, to elide them. 
To be sure, this was not new in the eleventh century, for the process can be glimpsed as 
far back as ca. 800.5 In combination with the much more elaborate eleventh-century 
liturgical sources, however, the extensive documentation of Salian-era relic collections 
brings the dual significance of writing and ritual into focus by the turn of the millen-
nium. Whereas ninth- and tenth-century evidence is mostly from monastic milieux, by 
the eleventh century it is possible to point to metonyms of the Holy Land in the context 
of episcopal interactions with their lay congregations. I demonstrate this by means of 
two complementary case studies. One is English and the other German: both concern 

2	� Eleventh-century relic collections 
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bishops who worked hard to promote the reputation and resources of their dioceses in 
the third quarter of the eleventh century. They raise questions about how readily Holy 
Land relics were available, how they contributed to buttressing episcopal authority and 
identity, and whether Western churches shared a common experience of the Holy Land.

Leofric of Exeter (1046/50–1072) and Gundechar of Eichstätt (1057–1075) had 
much in common beyond their interest in relics. Both were courtier bishops appointed 
from within the ranks of their respective sovereign’s household, yet neither came from 
the ranks of the highest nobility: having risen more through ability than their rela-
tives’ influence, both returned to their natal regions as bishops. Both also stewarded 
their sees through turbulent political times – in Leofric’s case the Norman Conquest 
of England in 1066 and in Gundechar’s the Saxon revolts against Henry IV.6 Both 
presented themselves as members of the circle around Leo IX (1047–1054), the first of 
the eleventh-century “reforming” popes who, as bishop of Toul and then pope, fully 
shared their enthusiasm for relics.7 Above all, both exploited the capacity of the writ-
ten word to solidify episcopal ritual, fashion a persuasive narrative of their place in the 
history of their sees, and project it to their successors.8

***

Alongside the ordination of clergy, the consecration of churches was one of the most 
important tasks undertaken by an eleventh-century bishop.9 Gundechar of Eichstätt 
certainly took it very seriously. In all, he consecrated 126 local churches and altars in 
the course of his pontificate, for every one of which he would have needed relics. Of 
direct concern here, however, are the altars within his own cathedral church. It fell to 
Gundechar to complete a cathedral whose rebuilding and enlargement had been under 
way since the pontificate of one of his predecessors, Heribert (1022–1042). In 1060, 
three years after his installation as bishop, he consecrated its high altar, and over the 
course of the next fourteen years, consecrated a further eleven altars in various loca-
tions within it, together with one in the episcopal abbey of Herrieden. It is through 
his disposition of more than 800 relics around these thirteen altars that we can track 
how Gundechar mapped the Holy Land onto the monumental fabric of his cathedral.

Owing to the large number of surviving books of episcopal rituals from tenth- and 
eleventh-century Germany, the ceremonials for consecrating an altar and for dedicat-
ing or blessing a church are well known. An advance announcement (denuntatio) of 
the deposit of relics urged everyone to attend, and on the day itself, after an elaborate 
consecration ritual, the relics were processed in a large portable casket (feretrum) into 
the church to the accompaniment of the antiphon “I have sanctified Jerusalem, says 
the Lord, and I  shall give my saints the kingdom and the chosen tabernacle which 
I have prepared with the perfume of unguent. Alleluia.”10 Before the relics were sealed 
into the altar’s confessio, the bishop returned to the church door and in the course of 
an address to the members of the congregation informed them “in whose honour the 
church was built and dedicated, and also the names of the saints who rested in it.”11 In 
this context, it became increasingly common to keep a written record of the dedication 
ceremony, sometimes including details of every single relic deposited.12

Gundechar stands out for his meticulous attention to this task. Archeological evi-
dence from his cathedral’s eastern crypt has revealed how inscriptions recorded these 
details for all to see on the walls immediately behind each altar, in large red lettering 
on white plaster (Figure 2.1).13 These must have been composed before the relics 

         



Figure 2.1 � Painted relic inscription from the northern altar niche in the eastern, eleventh-
century crypt of Eichstätt cathedral. The text corresponds very closely to the list of 
relics for this altar provided by Gundechar’s Liber Pontificalis; traces of more recent 
overpainting visible. Photo credit: Bayerisches Landesamt für Denkmalpflege.
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were cemented into the altars and compiled by copying the information from the 
tiny parchment labels customarily attached to every relic. In all likelihood, every 
altar had its own analogous inscription. The painted lettering thus made the invis-
ible known.

In 1071/1072, Gundechar commissioned a magnificent Liber Pontificalis for his 
cathedral, now Eichstätt Diözesanarchiv MS B4.14 This sumptuous presentation vol-
ume combines the full set of orders of ceremony for episcopal rituals now known as 
the “Romano-German Pontifical” with information on the history of his see, prepared 
with limited attention to historical accuracy.15 Its purpose was to emphasize Gun-
dechar’s place in the unbroken succession of Eichstätt’s bishops, which extended back 
to its first prelate, Willibald (d. 787), and to present the cathedral as the equivalent 
of a community of saints, the communion of all the living and dead members of the 
church. With this in mind, he placed it on the Willibald altar in the choir, where it 
emblematized the bishop’s office and its pedigree.16 He copied into it details of the 
dedication of all of the cathedral’s altars, including comprehensive lists of the relics 
within them. By reproducing this information, Gundechar freed the relics from their 
hidden placement and their fixed inscriptions and gave them a new role as an integral 
part of the image of his pontificate that he presented to posterity.17 His Liber Pontifi-
calis thus allows us to explore the relics’ contribution to Eichstätt’s identity. Through 
careful analysis we can map the placement of Holy Land relics around the cathedral 
and deduce their significance (see Table 2.1).

Gundechar consecrated a total of thirteen altars. In the altar of the chapel in which 
he wished to be buried, he also placed his own pectoral cross, containing a further 
forty-five itemized relics.18 As in other major eleventh-century churches, Eichstätt’s 
multiple altars transposed the specific history of the diocese with its own patronal 
saints onto the universal narrative of Christian salvation. Typical of the age, it was 
a double-apsed church, and the altars’ distribution in the choir, the nave and tran-
septs, the eastern and western crypts, and the towering westwork created a three-
dimensional liturgical space that served as the stage for carefully choreographed ritual 
enactments of priestly authority and the Christian salvation story.19

Gundechar began this effort in 1060, marking the day on which Willibald’s priestly 
ordination was commemorated (22 July) by consecrating the altar in the choir dedi-
cated to Willibald and for which, in due course, his Liber Pontificalis was designated. 
Only five of its seventy-four relics denoted the Holy Land. Then, chronologically sec-
ond (28 October 1060) but transposed to first place in the manuscript sequence, came 
the original main altar, dedicated to Christ the Savior: “in honor . . . of his most holy 
birth, life-giving passion, most glorious resurrection and ascension, the descent of the 
holy spirit upon the apostles, the life-giving cross and Mary the holy mother of God, 
perpetually virgin, the nine orders of the spirits of the blessed, the patriarchs, proph-
ets, apostles, martyrs, confessors, and virgins, but especially of those saints whose rel-
ics are here deposited.” There follows a list of 156 relics, of which the first nine refer 
to Christ and his mother.20 They constitute an eclectic selection, in no obvious nar-
rative, geographical, or liturgical order. Although the altar of Saint Salvator enjoyed 
liturgical pre-eminence, others housed a higher percentage of Holy Land items. The 
variable numbers and proportions indicate that Gundechar did not simply divide a 
central relic set into evenly distributed parts. Not even two altars consecrated on the 
same day (10 July 1072; altars in the two tower chapels) contained matching relics. 
Some lacked any Holy Land or dominical relics altogether; most had four or fewer.21
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The largest absolute number, fourteen in total, was contained in the Chapel of Mary 
and John the Evangelist: fragments of the Lord’s crib; the tree under which the shep-
herds were standing when the angels appeared to them; the palm that the Lord carried; 
the shroud in which his body was wrapped; his loincloth; the table of the Last Supper; 
the Holy Cross; the Lord’s sepulchre; the rod of Aaron; the clothing of the Virgin; 
and the clothing of John the Baptist.22 It was also here that Gundechar deposited his 
pectoral cross. This spot was central to Gundechar’s self-identity, for he consecrated 
it on 17 October 1062, the fifth anniversary of the day he first occupied his episcopal 
throne, and also earmarked it for his own burial.23 At the crucifixion, Mary and John 
the Evangelist had flanked Christ’s cross: relics and dedication together made this 
chapel into Eichstätt’s Golgotha. By developing it as his own funerary monument, 
Gundechar ensured his own presence at the foot of Calvary.

Although each of the thirteen altars had its own particular identity, their relics are 
always listed in accordance with a standard template: first come those of Jesus’ life and 
passion, with those of Mary and John the Baptist (if any) tacked on at the end. There 
follow the apostles, then martyrs and confessors, and finally virgins. This classification 
had been widely (although not universally) used for relic lists since ca. 800, and effec-
tively re-created the heavenly Jerusalem in the form of a list, exactly as litanies did.24 
As an inventory of the heavenly hierarchy, the format did not reference the earthly 
topography, and disentangling earthly Jerusalem from its celestial context is by no 
means straightforward. Although fragments de ligno Domini denote the cross of the 
crucifixion, they were so ubiquitous by the early eleventh century that their presence 
in seven of Gundechar’s lists is of liturgical rather than geographical significance.25 As 
the altar dedicated to the Holy Cross itself confirms, relics of the cross carried univer-
sal rather than topographical meaning: the piece of the lignum Domini in this altar 
was not accompanied by anything that might denote the Holy Land. Similarly, the six 
mentions of the presepium Domini need not necessarily refer to Bethlehem, for Santa 
Maria Maggiore in Rome had celebrated its crib relic since the seventh century. Also 
in this context, it is notable that the Holy Innocents are classified as martyrs, although 
their cult originated in the gospel narrative (see Table 2.2).

In several instances, however, we can be confident about the convergence of celestial 
and mundane topography. By far the most common dominical relic, present in ten 
of the lists, came de sepulchro Domini. Two other items, both only mentioned once, 
explicitly denote places: the mountain from which Christ ascended to heaven and 
“the place of Calvary.” Although not identified topographically, several other objects 
refer to Jerusalem. The rod of Aaron (originally in the Temple’s Holy of Holies) and 
the Column of the Flagellation were reported to have been in the church on Mount 
Zion by ca. 530, whereas of the various passion-related objects housed in the Basilica 
of Constantine, Eichstätt possessed the basin in which Jesus washed the disciples’ 
feet and the sponge used at the crucifixion.26 Still others – including the bread that 
Jesus blessed; the table of the Last Supper; the towel He used at the foot-washing; 
His shroud – are well known from elite collections of passion relics, such as those 
at Saint-Riquier, Oviedo, and the Pharos Chapel of the imperial palace in Constan-
tinople.27 Relics of John the Baptist, on the other hand, imply that some pilgrims had 
journeyed to Sebastiya, whereas in the sixth century, Mary’s miracle-working clothes 
were reported to have been kept at Nazareth, although these geographical details were 
of no interest in Eichstätt.28
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Even the vegetation of Jerusalem and its environs had been incorporated into pil-
grims’ itineraries in a way that made it suitable for appropriation as relics: two items 
in the Chapel of Saints Mary and John the Evangelist had been fashioned from trees. 
Fronds from a palm that Jesus had carried presumably came from a tree somewhere 
along the Palm Sunday processional route from the Mount of Olives into Jerusalem, 
while a piece of “the tree under which the shepherds were when the angel appeared to 
them” was doubtless retrieved from the vicinity of the Monastery of the Holy Shep-
herds near Bethlehem. Unparalleled in other relic collections, this exceptional object 
perhaps derived from Willibald’s own pilgrimage to the Holy Land in 724–726, for 
Hygeburg of Heidenheim reported that his itinerary included “the place where the 
angel appeared to the shepherds.”29

The bishops of the Ottonian-Salian Empire commonly utilized relics among the 
many ritual props of their authority and manipulated them in status-enhancing ways. 
Although participation in the empire-wide networks of contact gave them ready 
access to large numbers of sacred particles of German and Italian origin, the channels 
through which Holy Land relics circulated are less easy to identify.30 Various pos-
sible sources to which Gundechar had access can be suggested. In the first place, we 
may presume that when new altars replaced old ones in the previous cathedral, relic 
deposits were transferred from the old to the new. Indeed, in the eastern crypt, which 
was not rebuilt, Gundechar simply moved the two altars into different positions.31 We 
have already seen a suggestion that at least one of the old altars contained relics that 

Table 2.2  Gundechar of Eichstätt’s Holy Land relics, by frequency of mention

De sepulchro Domini 10
De ligno Domini 	 7
De presepio Domini 	 6
De ueste/uestimentis Sanctae Mariae 	 5
De sudario Domini 	 4
De mensa Domini 	 3
De linteo quo erat precinctus quando discipulis pedes lauit 	 3
De uirga Aaron 	 3
De linteo Domini 	 3
Sancti Iohannis Baptista 	 3
De fragmentis Domini 	 2
De palma quam dominus portauit 	 2
Sanctorum Innocentium 	 2
De arbore palme quam dominus portauit 	 1
De monte quo celum ascendit 	 1
De capillis et ueste Sanctae Mariae 	 1
De spongia Domini 	 1
De arbore sub quo pastores erant quando apparuit illis angelus 	 1
De sindone ubi corpus Domini inuolutum erat 	 1
De sancta cruce 	 1
De pane quem ipse Dominus benedixit 	 1
De columna ubi Dominus fuit ligatus 	 1
De pelue in qua Dominus pedes discipulorum lauit 	 1
De loco Caluariae 	 1
De uestimentis Sancti Iohannis Baptista 	 1
De pane quem ipse Dominus benedixit 	 1
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Willibald had brought back from his pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Others might have 
gradually accumulated as secular and clerical benefactors donated relics and reliquar-
ies to the church.32

Another source may well have been pilgrims returning from Jerusalem. We know 
that a large party of Germans had made its way, not without difficulty, to the Holy 
Land in 1065 and that it included Gundechar’s own metropolitan, Archbishop Sieg-
fried of Mainz. Furthermore, two of the three other bishops in the group presided over 
dioceses adjacent to Eichstätt – those of Regensburg and Bamberg.33 It is hardly con-
ceivable that none of them amassed relics during their journey, and so the normal gift 
exchange of relics among imperial bishops probably channeled recently acquired Holy 
Land items into Eichstätt. Indeed, the pattern of Gundechar’s relic deposits suggests 
that an influx reached him part way through his pontificate: having had few, if any, 
Holy Land relics available for the four altars consecrated in 1064, he then deposited 
nine in Herrieden on 1 October 1071.

We know for certain of one pilgrim from Eichstätt who completed the round trip 
to Jerusalem. The calendar that Gundechar included in his Liber Pontificalis contains 
a selection of deceased persons to be commemorated liturgically, all of whom were 
important either in the history of Eichstätt or in Gundechar’s own life. They include, 
on May 5, Meginward, pilgrim and “exile for God,” who died a good death having 
returned from Jerusalem. Whether Meginward had joined the 1065 party cannot be 
ascertained, but the inclusion of his obit is a sure sign that he was somebody who mat-
tered personally to his bishop. Although Gundechar himself never went on pilgrimage 
to the Holy Land, he experienced it at one remove through his encounters with those 
who had.

On balance, however, Gundechar evinced little interest in relics as metonyms of 
particular places in the Holy Land. They were a subset of his much larger relic supply, 
whose effect was cumulative and generic: he was evidently unconcerned about the 
particles’ uneven distribution around the church or about obtaining a comprehensive 
assemblage representing as many biblical sites and events as possible. Rather, these 
sacred particles fused the earthly Jerusalem into its celestial and salvific counterpart. 
Their presence in his altars ensured that episcopal liturgy was at all times grounded in 
the framing narrative of the Christian story and that Jerusalem was present in Eich-
stätt and Eichstätt in Jerusalem.34 Just as his Liber Pontificalis was not concerned with 
historical accuracy, so it was not bothered with topographic precision either. Instead, 
it projected a powerful message of Bishop Gundechar as the between mediator past, 
present, and future, as guarantor of the intercession of the saints of the heavenly Jeru-
salem on behalf of the deceased and living members of his flock. His designated burial 
place within his cathedral’s Calvary Chapel enabled him to continue in this role after 
his own death: the miracles that occurred around his tomb earned him elevation to 
sainthood in 1309.35

***

Leofric of Exeter’s self-fashioning was less ostentatious, probably because he could not 
afford lavish expenditure on either buildings or luxury manuscripts. His clerical train-
ing took place in Lotharingia, the western province of the German Empire, and clear 
traces of his continental networks are discernable in many of his activities in Exeter. 
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In 1046, Edward the Confessor appointed him to the small, rural see of Crediton, but 
four years later, Leofric secured Leo IX’s permission to transfer his seat to Exeter, a 
flourishing walled city of Roman origin but with an impoverished mother church. His 
efforts to build up its landed endowments generated a series of spurious or interpo-
lated documents, which make evaluation of his episcopacy difficult. Although, as we 
shall see, he had plentiful spiritual resources (in the form of relics), lack of financial 
means may explain why he continued to utilize the pre-existing church as his cathe-
dral, which, at less than half the length and approximately one-third the width of Gun-
dechar’s cathedral, was a comparatively cramped liturgical space.36 Instead of building 
activities, however, Leofric devoted much energy to stocking its library, acquiring large 
numbers of second-hand books as well as commissioning new workaday manuscripts; 
owing to the survival of a large number of them, Exeter’s mid-eleventh-century liturgi-
cal and literary culture is exceptionally well documented.37

Among the many manuscripts he acquired, two stand out in this context. The first, 
Oxford Bodleian Library MS  Bodley 579, known as the “Leofric Missal”, served 
an analogous purpose to Gundechar’s Liber Pontificalis but achieved its ends differ-
ently. Its core was a late ninth-century sacramentary probably produced in Canter-
bury, where substantial additions were made during the tenth century.38 How Leofric 
acquired it remains unknown, but he personalized it by inserting supplementary litur-
gical and historical material of his own choosing and then presented it as a gift to 
his see for his successors’ use. Just like Gundechar’s Pontifical, this book confirmed 
Exeter’s episcopal status, shaped its history, and commemorated Bishop Leofric, pro-
viding a coherent image of his place in the wider world.39

Among the notable additions to the Leofric Missal is the long relic list (fols 6r–6v) 
with which I opened this chapter (Figure 2.2). In Latin, it had been copied onto a 
blank leaf in the Mass book near the end of Leofric’s episcopacy. Riddled with evi-
dence of scribal carelessness and haste, it is essentially a functional document, one 
perhaps produced as part of the normal process of inventorying a bishopric’s pos-
sessions when the incumbent died. After a brief prefatory note stating that it names 
Exeter’s relics and that most of them had been gifted by King Æthelstan (924–939), 
it then catalogues the relics, but, unlike some of Gundechar’s altar lists, no names 
are repeated. Beginning “First, from the blood of the Lord,” it continues with “the 
wood of the Lord [i.e., the cross]” and then with another nineteen dominical or Holy 
Land relics, including the Holy Innocents, before proceeding to the apostles and on 
to martyrs, confessors, and finally virgins.40 Although entries take the form of short, 
functional descriptions, analogous to those in many other eleventh-century relic lists, 
the Leofric Missal forms, in effect, a pedigree, a chain of succession from the Christian 
story’s origin to Leofric’s own day.

Exeter’s relics anchored the heavenly Jerusalem to the cathedral, as in Eichstätt. 
Unlike Gundechar, however, Leofric lacked a sainted founder and predecessor whose 
body would have formed the point where his see’s secular and sacred histories con-
verged. Instead, the city claimed to have its own Roman-era martyr, Sidwell, or 
Sativola, who is listed, without further comment, four places from the list’s end.41 To 
this extent, the Exeter list, exactly like Gundechar’s, is cosmology redacted as inven-
tory, the specifically local version of the universal story of redemption.

But there the similarities end, for the relic list in the Leofric Missal cannot be evalu-
ated without taking into account a second relic list also compiled in Exeter during 
the third quarter of the eleventh century (Figure 2.3). This is among the materials 

         



Figure 2.2 � Latin relic list added to the Leofric Missal: Bodleian Library, MS Bodley 579, fol. 6r. 
More than half of Exeter’s relics are listed on this page, including all the Holy Land 
and martyr relics. Photo credit: The Bodleian Libraries, The University of Oxford.

         



Figure 2.3 � Old English Exeter relic list prefaced to a ninth-century Breton Gospel book Bod- 
leian Library, MS Auct D.2.16, fol 9v. The folio illustrated lists ten of Exeter’s Holy 
Land relics. Photo credit: The Bodleian Libraries, The University of Oxford.
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added to another ninth-century service book acquired by Leofric, the Breton gos-
pel book that is now Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Auct. D.2.16.42 Its second added 
booklet, written entirely in Old English (fols 8r–14r), includes a lengthy preamble 
explaining Æthelstan’s generous donations followed by details of 138 relics. Linking 
preface to inventory is a direct first-person address emphasizing that the relics will be 
“explained” without any deceitfulness.43 The list itself is divided into the same cat-
egories as in the Leofric Missal, but within each section the individual entries do not 
appear in the same order. There are also some notable omissions and additions.44 It is 
not, however, simply a translation of the Latin list, for the two are independent but 
interdependent.45 The mise-en-page of the Old English is spacious and calligraphic, 
but the page size is slightly smaller than that of the gospel book that it now prefaces: 
it may have been conceived as a self-contained booklet.46

Exeter’s eleventh-century historical records note that upon his arrival in 1050, Leo-
fric found the church to be “almost entirely despoiled” of its property and possessing 
only three books and one relic shrine.47 Although the challenge of sorting through 
the contents of a large relic chest may perhaps explain the discrepancies between the 
lists, this cannot be the reason that the two versions of the inventory provide sub-
stantially different textualized reports of the objects it contained. These divergences, 
which extend to much more than just language and syntax, are most striking in the 
treatment of Holy Land objects.48 For instance, the Old English list ignores the blood 
of the Lord and opens thus: “First, from that same precious tree, the holy cross, on 
which Christ suffered and thereon delivered us all from the power of the Devil.”49 
Similarly, the Latin list’s “From the crib of the Lord” is in the vernacular, “From the 
manger in which our Lord lay when he was born of St. Mary.”50

The most striking contrast concerns the relics of John the Evangelist. The Latin 
gives “From the manna of St. John the Evangelist” immediately followed by “Again. 
From the clothes of the same apostle.”51 The Old English, on the other hand, reverses 
the sequence, placing the clothes first. But the object itself pales into insignificance, for 
the full entry reads: “From the clothes of St. John the Apostle and Evangelist, who 
was loved so much by our Lord that at his supper, He leaned upon his breast, and then 
when He suffered for us on the cross, He entrusted St. Mary, His dear mother, to the 
same John, His favourite, so that he should look after her.”52 Here, more clearly than 
anywhere else, the redactor of the Old English list turned the task of making an inven-
tory into an opportunity for a didactic exposition of the gospel story.

What can we learn from the Old English list about conceptualizations of the Holy 
Land in Leofric’s Exeter? In the first place, biblical topography and chronology both 
collapse. Relics of Moses (Mount Sinai; the burning bush) interrupt the dominical 
sequence, which itself is not structured to follow the order of events in the biblical 
narrative.53 Nevertheless, there is a somewhat greater awareness of place than in Gun-
dechar’s lists, for the Jordan River, Mount Sinai, the mountain on which Jesus fasted, 
the place where He was conceived, and the Mount of Olives are all mentioned.54 
Evidently, Anglo-Saxon pilgrims had made extensive journeys beyond Jerusalem and 
its immediate vicinity. They also attended the annual ceremony of the paschal fire at 
the Holy Sepulchre, because Exeter possessed a relic “From the candle which God’s 
angel kindled with heavenly light at our Lord’s sepulchre on the Easter-vigil.”55 Unu-
sually, Jerusalem is mentioned once by name, in the context of its post-biblical history: 
“There are also here the relics of many martyrs who were martyred at Jerusalem for 
Christ’s name.”56
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Secondly, in contrast to Eichstätt’s liturgical framing of its relics and the possible 
administrative purpose of Exeter’s Latin list, the Old English inventory suggests a 
more didactic role. The preamble’s emphasis on truthfully explicating the relics aloud 
has led to various suggestions about its purpose. Although the proposition that pre-
amble plus list form the text of a sermon seems improbable, some kind of documen-
tary prompt for oral communication does underlie parts of it.57 An expository purpose 
would certainly help explain the use of the vernacular, perhaps also its origin as an 
independent booklet.

Several plausible occasions can be suggested. In the first place, we should consider 
Leofric’s likely diocesan activities. A  strong indication of these is provided by the 
two-volume collection of Old English homilies (now London British Library Cotton 
Cleopatra B. xiii fols 1–58 and London, Lambeth Palace Library MS 489) assembled 
for his use. Among them are four different sermons for the consecration of a church, 
which might have been used to supplement the relevant rituals in his Missal.58 It is pos-
sible, indeed probable, that he undertook the consecration of new local churches within 
his diocese, exactly as Gundechar did, and in this context, the “explaining” of Exeter’s 
relics may well refer to either the denuntatio or the address to the people demanded by 
the Romano-German Pontifical, which Leofric knew well.59

His homiliary also includes a sermon for the commencement of rogationtide, the 
days in the liturgical year when relics were carried around the fields to invoke divine 
blessing on the crops.60 Rogation processions were essentially pleas for intercession 
and mercy by the bishop and his flock, in the presence of the assembled saints. They 
originated during the fifth century in times of distress and danger and constituted the 
principal occasions on which a bishop needed portable relics to carry from one place 
to another. Despite their routinization as part of the annual rhythm of the liturgical 
year, relic processions persisted as effective rituals in times of crisis. Early in 1068, 
William the Conqueror laid siege to Exeter, but the assault ended when “the flower 
of [the city’s] youth, the older men and the clergy bearing their books and treasures” 
exited the gates and threw themselves on the king’s mercy.61 We can be sure that the 
clergy processed out carrying their relics, which the preface to the Old English list 
emphasizes were “the most precious treasures,” and may suspect that Leofric’s politi-
cal acumen and mastery of liturgical pomp had brokered the cessation of hostilities.62

Finally, a third potential occasion – and surely the most significant – for proclaiming 
an exegesis of Exeter’s relics was the formal transfer of the see from Crediton to Exeter, 
on 29 June 1050. On that day, in the presence of the entire royal court, King Edward 
the Confessor and Queen Edith linked arms with Leofric and, with the king on the 
bishop’s right and the queen on his left, led him up the aisle of Exeter’s ancient church, 
where they duly enthroned him “with great glory.”63 No standard ritual was available 
for such an exceptional event, and Leofric must have extemporized an appropriately 
splendid liturgy. The prestigious collection of relics that Æthelstan had gifted surely 
featured prominently for his successor to venerate, and an exposition of the biblical 
significance of selected items would have been a fitting way for the incoming bishop 
to take possession of Exeter’s long and glorious Christian past. In a very real way, the 
relics became the foundation stones of his episcopate.

In sum, Exeter’s relics were adaptable for various purposes. The characteristics of 
the written texts make it certain that they remained accessible, unlike at Eichstätt, and 
the various ritual uses posited here imply that a selection of objects might be extracted 
for different occasions. Although they always reinforced Leofric’s episcopal authority, 
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their exegesis might nevertheless have been adapted to fit the moment. Equally signifi-
cant, the relics and the lists were both portable. Together with heavenly Jerusalem’s 
saints, earthly Jerusalem’s biblical topography could be transported into the nave of the 
cathedral, out of the city gates, and into the fields around the diocese. In Eichstätt, Gun-
dechar had cemented the Holy Land into the architectural fabric of his cathedral, where 
it was hidden from sight but signaled by inscriptions, but in Exeter, Leofric and his 
clergy carried Jerusalem around for all to see. We have to envisage a stone from the top 
of Mount Sinai, a stub of candle wax from the Holy Sepulchre, a twig from the burning 
bush, and unspecified other objects (dust? scraps of altar coverings?) from biblical and 
Christian sites being held up to the eleventh-century populace as their significance was 
expounded. This was the Holy Land made real, yet nothing except the words on their 
labels would have distinguished them from ordinary stones, twigs, and candles. Priestly 
exposition and liturgical context supplied the exegetical framework, but the written 
word ensured that their significance was remembered, available to be read, recited, and 
explained. Without appropriate ritual, neither the earthly nor the heavenly Jerusalem 
could be conjured up in Europe, and without writing, natural objects could not func-
tion effectively as metonyms of the Holy Land.
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The idea that premodern treasure collections represented more than simply conglom-
erations of material, aesthetic, and spiritual values is a key insight in the field of culture 
studies, and relevant research can well be of value for the study of relics.1 Particu-
larly in cases where artifacts originating from different places and cultural spheres are 
assembled together at a political and religious focal point, the “cultural biography” 
of the objects and their perception cannot be understood through the prism of art his-
tory alone. As McCormick demonstrated for Sens and Chelles, a relic collection can 
also be viewed as a form of material communication, conveying information about the 
infrastructures in which people and things circulated – about trade, diplomacy, and 
pilgrimage.2 Nevertheless, in his analysis of collections in the early medieval Mediter-
ranean world, McCormick left out an important collection at the threshold between 
antiquity and the Middle Ages: the papal relics in the Lateran Palace in Rome.

The questions considered below relate to this collection, which is one of the most 
important in European history but thus far has been little researched in its entirety. 
When the medieval relic shrine of Leo III in the papal palace chapel Sancta Sanctorum 
(Figure 3.1) was reopened in 1903 after 400 years, its compartments were found to 
contain a unique ensemble of twenty-seven reliquaries, boxes, cases, and glass con-
tainers whose provenance from Byzantium, Jerusalem, Alexandria, and Sicily docu-
ments the extensive cultural relations of the various popes.3

Moreover, the containers were also found to hold one of the largest collections 
of relics from the medieval period. Their written labels, which provide information 
about persons and places in the Eastern Mediterranean, from Syracuse and Cyprus to 
the Sinai Peninsula, bear unique testimony to the international character of the sacred 
papal economy.

Unfortunately, at the present time, the potential of these authentics can be only 
partially utilized. The early transfer of the collection to the Vatican and its overhasty 
publication by rival scholars precluded its careful documentation before the relics, 
containers, and written labels were separated and archived. This situation continues 
to impede research because we can no longer identify the original containers for most 
of the relics, as Galland’s 2004 edition of the cedulae and the excellent analysis car-
ried out by Smith have demonstrated.4 This not only inhibits questions concerning 
the history of the papal relic collection, but also hampers the investigation of many of 
the reliquaries, whose date, use, and provenance are difficult to reconstruct without 
knowing their content.5

3	� The popes and the loca sancta  
of Jerusalem
Relic practice and relic diplomacy  
in the Eastern Mediterranean after  
the Muslim conquest*

Manfred Luchterhandt

         



Figure 3.1  Rome, Chapel Sancta Sanctorum. Photo credit: Manfred Luchterhandt.
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The consequences for the interpretation of this treasure can be demonstrated by just 
one example. Although the cedulae identify more than 50 relics from the Holy Land, 
discussion has been limited to a single object: the wooden reliquary box painted with 
scenes from the life of Christ (Plate 1), which has been one of the most frequently 
cited examples of pilgrimage art from Palestine.6 Other wooden boxes (Figure 3.2) 
have been ignored, thus neglecting the opportunity to place this exceptional reliquary 
casket within a context of uses and practices.7 Through the interpretation of the casket 
as “treasury art,”8 the group of relics as an ensemble faded into the background, and 
questions of their geographical and political mobility between the papal court and 
other places of power were ignored. Even recent investigations of the casket from the 
perspective of visual culture have failed to consider how the reliquaries came to be in 
the Lateran Palace.9

I do not suggest that the following discussion reconstructs the history of the papal 
relic collection, as that would require the scientific investigation of many objects from 
which little art historical information could be gained. Rather, I proceed from a state 
of affairs that has only become clearly evident through the publication of the cedulae: 
that is, that even in its early days the papal palace possessed one of the largest docu-
mented assemblages of relics from Palestine from the Middle Ages and that these relics 
formed the historical core of the later collection.10 Neither Theodelinda’s treasure nor 
the relic collections of Charlemagne or of the imperial Pharos Chapel in Constantino-
ple can be compared with the holdings of the papal collection in terms of the extent of 
their contemporary written documentation.11

The present study makes use of this potential by starting with the relics and investigat-
ing the objects and their sources in a way that also takes account of their places of ori-
gin. The relics are important pieces of evidence not only regarding Rome and the papacy 
but also in connection with the holy sites in Palestine, pilgrimage activity, and the politi-
cal links between Rome and Jerusalem. Rather than dealing with the well-researched 
pilgrimage activity of late antiquity, I focus herein on the Islamic period up to about the 
year 900, as that is when the foundations of the papal relic collection were laid.

Figure 3.2 � Wooden reliquary boxes, early medieval, probably Palestine, from the Sancta Sanc-
torum treasure, Rome, Vatican, Musei Vaticani, Museo Sacro. Photo credit: Vatican 
Museum.
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Therefore this study is designed to answer the following questions: (1) What infor-
mation does the Lateran treasure provide concerning the way relics were acquired in 
early Islamic Palestine and the practices and circumstances of post-antique pilgrim-
age? (2) What conclusions regarding their agents and bearers (pilgrims, ambassadors, 
monks, etc.) can be drawn from the quality, accessibility, and topographical distribu-
tion of these relics? (3) Through what ways and political channels did the relics come 
to Rome and to the papal court? (4) What were the prevailing political, social, and 
economic conditions that allowed for the high mobility of relics between Jerusalem 
and Rome in the early Middle Ages?

Relics dating from the early medieval period

One of the most important findings in Galland’s study was that more of the Lateran 
collection was made up of relics from the loca sancta of Palestine than was evident 
from previously known medieval inventories. Fifty-seven of the 119 cedulae refer to 
locations extending from the Sea of Galilee to the Sinai Peninsula, and the handwrit-
ing on them dates from about the seventh century up to around the year 900.12 Before 
that time the papal collection consisted primarily of relics relating to the life of Christ, 
establishing the papal palace and the adjacent Basilica Salvatoris as the focal point of 
a Roman cult of the Holy Land.

This historical profile is clearly evident if the two most important groups – the loca 
sancta relics and the relics from nonbiblical saints – are compared chronologically.13 
Although it was the cult of saints that distinguished Rome’s historical identity, until 
the year 900 far more loca sancta relics than saints’ relics were collected at the papal 
court, and even among the saints’ relics few came from the West. The long-lasting 
refusal of the popes to permit the translation of Roman saints also had its effect on the 
collection in the papal palace. It was not until the tenth century that relics of Roman 
saints were more frequently found in the Lateran, and at the same time the tradition 
of relics relating to Christ came to an abrupt end (see Table 3.1).

The medieval inventories of the Lateran collection, which have so far dominated its 
interpretation,14 do not reflect this history. They describe the Sancta Sanctorum after 
the changes in papal policy on relics, when the translation of corpora had become 
usual and the chapel was dominated by the cult of Roman saints.15 However, very few 
relics that were at the center of attention at that time were in the chapel before the 
eleventh century. It is therefore necessary to redefine the historical identity of the papal 
relic collection for the early Middle Ages on the basis of the surviving relic labels.

Table 3.1  Chronology of relics held in the Sancta Sanctorum Chapel

Estimated date of cedulae Loca sancta Saints

Seventh/eighth centuries 14 11
Seventh century up to about 800 	 8 	 2
700–800 18 10
Eighth/ninth centuries 	 3 	 3
800–900 14 	 5
900–1000  – 	 4
1000–1300  – 39
Total 57 74
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Eulogiae or relics? Changes in the quality and economy of  
post-antique pilgrimage objects

According to the evidence of the cedulae, the Lateran collection of relics from Pal-
estine probably began in the seventh century, a time regarded as the “Byzantine 
phase” of the papacy, which was characterized by popes, officials, and monastic 
communities bringing their languages, culture, and religious practices from the 
East.16 The new cults of saints that they brought to Rome also left their mark on 
the papal chapel: their authentics, which Galland did not always identify correctly, 
include surprisingly few Roman saints (see Table 3.2); rather there are many from 
Syria, Palestine, and Egypt – regions that were most strongly affected by the Arab 
conquest and consequently saw the flight of many refugees. For some Eastern saints, 
such as the Coptic Saints Amus and Arsenius, or the fathers of Judaean monasti-
cism, Chariton and Theoctistus, the authentics provide the first evidence of a Roman 
cult.17 This in itself makes the papal relic collection important evidence of the political 
upheavals that took place in the Mediterranean in the seventh century, as well as of 
the role of the church in these events.

As the largest group of objects apart from these saints’ relics, the 57 loca sancta rel-
ics and their labels are invaluable sources of information regarding pilgrimage activity 
in early Islamic Jerusalem, for which very little material evidence has survived.18 They 
not only confirm the continuity and intensity of interrelations between Rome and Pal-
estine over a long period,19 but also make it possible to conduct a statistical analysis 
of the forms and practices of the acquisition of relics to an extent not feasible on the 
basis of the written sources alone.

This applies above all to the custom of collecting solid materials as “site relics” in 
containers and recording their places of origin on written labels.20 The most sophisti-
cated product of this practice is the late antique wooden box that combines fragments 
of stone, wood, and textiles together with scenes from the life of Christ on the inner lid 
to create a reliquary made up of images and objects (Plate 1). Scholars regard this box 
as a typical product of the late antique pilgrimage industry around 600.21 However, it 
only partly reflects the practices and customs of pilgrimage, as is true of other relics 
in the Lateran.

The only partial conformity between the objects in the papal treasure and the 
known sources concerning pilgrimage raises a question as to the extent to which pil-
grimage activity changed its character under the economic, political, and religious 
conditions of Muslim rule. In their accounts from late antiquity, pilgrims reported 
that they collected primarily amorphous natural objects including oil, water, manna, 
wax, dust, leaves, and soil, as well as pictures, cloths, and mensurae, whose curative 
and protective powers were manifested in numerous miracles. As several scholars have 
demonstrated, it was not the value of these materials as memorabilia that was para-
mount, but their medicinal purposes and the protection they were thought to offer 
from dangers encountered during travel, such as storms, epidemics, and snake bites.22 
There is much less textual evidence relating to the stone relics in the box: pilgrims’ 
reports refer to the stone table used to feed the multitudes, the pillars of Stylites, and 
fragments from the hill of Golgotha, that is, objects that were probably not assembled 
but rather chipped off a monument site.23
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Table 3.3  Materials of the Lateran loca sancta relics

Material Number In percent

Stones 26 	 48
Soil 	 8 	 15
Wood 	 5 	 9
Sponge 	 4 	 7
Textiles 	 3 	  5.5
Dust 	 3 	  5.5
Wax 	 2 	 4
Oil 	 1 	 2
Manna 	 1 	 2
Bones 	 1 	 2
Total 54 100%

The preferred natural specimens that travelers took from the holy sites are also 
reflected in objects that have been preserved, from tokens made of earth to pilgrimage 
bottles made of glass, clay, lead, tin, or gold to hold oil from the holy sites or other 
substances.24 These natural substances do not feature prominently in the Lateran col-
lection, as one would expect. Predominant among the documented materials are solid 
substances (38), primarily stones (26), then textiles, wood, and sponge (12), with soil 
(8), dust, wax, or oil making up only 27 percent of the total. The most usual contact 
materials of late antiquity (oil, soil, manna, dust, textiles) account for only 30 percent, 
and there are very few liquids (see Table 3.3).25

The relative dearth of soil and liquids matches the absence of the well-known 
pilgrimage items such as are found in abundance in the relic collection of Queen 
Theodelinda (ca. 570–627).26 In the Lateran collection, holy soil was no longer pre-
served in pressed medallions bearing stamped images, but rather was in small sacks 
or parchment; oil and wax were no longer in clay or metal pilgrim’s bottles but in 
glass flasks sealed with parchment inserted in a wooden box or were trickled onto a 
sheet of parchment.27 The period between the dating of Theodelinda’s treasure and 
the Lateran cedulae thus reflects the transition from late antique to early Islamic 
Palestine, which was accompanied by a drop in the antique production of pilgrimage 
objects.28

Was this change the result of an economic decline? Or was there a shift in the 
market, with the collapse of the pilgrimage industry leading to a preference for 
solid objects that could be transported in any bag? Or were visitors less interested 
in curative substances than in obtaining permanent memorabilia for a church relic 
collection?

Unequivocal answers are impossible because economic aspects and shifts in reli-
gious practice are not mutually exclusive. Evidence of economic decline is provided 
by cases in which the pilgrim rituals did not change, but the objects did. For exam-
ple, the Lateran holds several relics of terra de sepulchrum domini, which confirm 
that in the ninth century visitors to the Holy Sepulchre were still taking consecrated 
soil away with them, as they had done at the time of Gregory of Tours.29 In the case 
of the spelunca of Elizabeth (Ein Kerem), however, simple lumps of earth or stone 
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relics take the place of pictorial medallions, such as have been preserved in Monza.30 
According to several accounts, oil from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre had not 
lost its importance as a medicinal remedy in early medieval times, although there is 
no longer any evidence of the production of eulogiae.31 The change in the form of 
the objects at the same time that practices remained stable would seem to indicate 
that the market for pilgrimage articles did indeed alter in the early Islamic period.

It is more difficult to assess the influence of the cult of relics on the selection of 
objects. Pilgrims’ reports seldom mention the collecting of stones as site relics, and 
standardized containers for transporting them have not survived. The medicine box 
adapted for that purpose in the Lateran collection (Figure 3.3) suggests that it made 
more sense to adapt an existing ornamental receptacle or, as in the case of the second 
stone reliquary (Plate 2), to craft a custom-made container.32

After all, relic collectives that were worth such effort and expense were probably the 
exception. The grouping of the labels according to their script indicates that the relics 
came into the Lateran in units of no more than four to eight objects, and this is about 
the number to be found in other church treasure collections.33 With more than twenty 
pieces, the painted box (Plate 1) was thus an extremely extravagant individual item, 
rather than a mass-produced object “manufactured in large quantities for the pilgrimage 
market.”34 Furthermore, both stone boxes are considerably larger and heavier than the 
well-known devotional objects of late antiquity, which raises the question of whether 
they were indeed at all suitable for the traveling conditions encountered by pilgrims.

That the very construction of the containers took into account a certain practice 
of venerating relics is demonstrated by the cycle depicting the life of Christ on the 
interior lid of the painted box (Plate 1). Its location corresponds to that of later 
staurothekes and indicates that the relics were venerated in the opened reliquary, as 
was customary in the veneration of the cross as well as in other cases.35 It is conceiv-
able that the stone box was also intended for a relic of the cross but was later put 
to a different use. Its widely accepted pre-614 dating based on its representation of 
Christ’s tomb falls during the time that the relic of the cross was still in Jerusalem.36 
The original use of the casket as a staurotheke is also suggested by the cycle of 
images, such as is also found on the Monza ampullae and on enkolpions and stau-
rothekes, and particularly on objects containing relics of the cross.37 The elaborate 
decoration of a liturgical object would doubtless be more in keeping with the status 
of a relic of the cross, since it is not usual in other objects from Jerusalem. Indeed, 
if that is the case, this relic box could be one of the oldest surviving staurothekes.38

Moreover, the size and design of the container is more similar to that of church 
reliquaries used in ceremonies than to lightweight pilgrim objects.39 Was it this rit-
ual use of relics that led to the preference for tangible, permanent objects? After all, 
stones and pieces of cloth were easier to work into a reliquary than oil or soil, which 
may explain their preferred use in the production of enkolpia.40 The preference for 
solid objects might then be explained by the increasing transfer of such objects to 
altars and precious reliquaries for liturgical use, in which case the character of the 
relic as an amulet or medicinal remedy must have declined in importance.41

Provenance, geographical distribution, and modes of travel

If the geographical distribution of the relics (Figure 3.4) is taken as reflecting the mode 
of travel of the people who collected them, then a typical trend of the early Middle 

         



Figure 3.3 � Medicine box, ivory, Egypt, fifth century (with medieval alterations), from the Sancta 
Sanctorum treasure, Rome, Vatican, Musei Vaticani, Museo Sacro. Image source: 
Christoph Stiegemann, Martin Kroker and Wolfgang Walter, eds., Credo: Christian-
isierung Europas im Mittelalter, vol. 2 (Petersberg: Imhof 2013), 132, figure 98.
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Table 3.4  Relics according to the script groups of their labels (after Galland)

Group Date Sites/relics

B ca. 650–750 Tomb of Mary, Jordan, Mount Sinai, Tower of Siloam
E Cana, Golgotha, Zion, tree of Zacchaeus (Jericho), Cyprian, Lucia
A ca. 650–800 Jordan, tomb of Christ (2×), Golgotha, Bethlehem, sponge, cave of 

Elizabeth
F ca. 700–800 Tomb of Christ, Golgotha, Bethlehem, Jordan, Zion, pillar of the 

flagellation, Mount Sinai, John (Emesa)
G Tomb of Christ, Caesarea,
H Golgotha, Bethlehem
J ca. 800–900 Golgotha, pillar of the flagellation, holy chalice, Bethlehem
K Tomb of Christ (3×), Golgotha, Bethlehem, Jordan, cave of 

Elizabeth (possibly a duplication of group A)

Ages becomes apparent, namely, that interest in the Christian topography of Palestine 
in all its historical breadth declined, whereas the appeal of individual sites and relics 
increased.

Approximately 59 relics from 14 biblical sites were held in the papal collection, 
some of them in groups of four to eight objects, which in most cases probably came to 
the Lateran together, but without any discernible classification scheme.42 Many mul-
tiples of certain relics suggest that they were not acquired according to any strategy. 
Rather, the collection of relics was accumulated successively through various missions 
whose destination was often Jerusalem. For instance, as many as nine relics of the rock 
of Golgotha came to the Lateran in this way (see Table 3.4).43

A map of their places of origin (Figure 3.4) shows that most of the relics came from 
the environs of Jerusalem; other regions were hardly visited. The most usual locations 
were no more than one day’s journey from Jerusalem: Bethlehem (7), the Baptism site 
(5), Jericho (1), Ein Kerem (1), and Eleutheropolis (1). According to the relic labels 
few visitors were interested in the mountain of Moses in Sinai, and even fewer in the 
Christian Galilee.44 If one also takes into account the places of origin of the saints’ rel-
ics (Figure 3.4), other destinations were typical of the travel routes in the early medi-
eval period: from southern Italy across the Mediterranean to the coasts of Asia Minor, 
Cyprus, and Syria or along the southern route via Alexandria, the Nile Delta, and 
northern Sinai.45 The first route was taken in 721–726 by the Anglo-Saxon missionary 
Willibald, who traveled by sea from Syracuse via Ephesus and Cyprus and received his 
transit papers in Emesa.46 The second route was taken in 867 by the Frankish pilgrim 
Bernard; setting out from Rome he traveled to Taranto and boarded the ship of a slave 
trader sailing to Alexandria, thereafter taking a well-developed pilgrimage route via 
Gaza to Jerusalem.47

Within Palestine, however, the places of origin of the Lateran relics do not at all cor-
respond to the records that exist concerning late antique or early medieval pilgrims. 
For them, Galilee and the sites mentioned in the Old Testament were also important 
destinations, and they generally took more time to visit the periphery of the country.48 
The unknown collectors of the relics, by contrast, had little interest in sites that rep-
resented a Christian memorial landscape as defined by Halbwachs, an imagined Holy 
Land.49 Cana and the site of the feeding of the multitude are only represented once, 
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and Capernaum, Nazareth, and Mount Tabor not at all. Even in Jerusalem, the source 
of 60 percent of all the relics, their interest was one-sided: nearly all of them were from 
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the Basilica of Hagia Zion, the two main sites 
of pilgrimage (see Table 3.5). Other places were of little significance.

No internal logic can be discerned in the relic collection. The individuals who 
acquired these relics in Palestine preferred the most frequented pilgrimage sites, but 
they did not travel like foreign pilgrims. If the sites relating to saints are also taken into 
account (Figure 3.4), the region in which they moved corresponds more to the centers 
of ecclesiastical life around Jerusalem50 and to the area of the Judaean monasteries, 
which looked after many of the holy sites.51 The Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the 
Basilica of Hagia Zion, the most common places of origin of the relics, were the focal 
points of their activities; outside Jerusalem it was Bethlehem, the Monastery of Saint 
Gerasimus of the Jordan, and the more distant monasteries of Egypt and Sinai.52 The 
fact that the relic collection more closely reflects the interests of Eastern monks than 
those of Western visitors is also confirmed by looking at the catalog of Epiphanius, 
the only Greek-language pilgrim guide from this period: it shows the same focus on 
Jerusalem, the Sinai, and the tombs of the fathers of monasticism, which counted more 
than Jerusalem in the monastic peregrinatio.53

As long as it remains unknown as to whether both groups of relics came to Rome 
with the same individuals, no conclusions can be drawn from this. It is evident, how-
ever, that Jerusalem was the primary destination of the travelers and that, unlike typi-
cal pilgrims, they had little time for or interest in the wider regions of the Middle 
East. The relics came with people who traveled directly between Rome and Jerusalem 
rather than those who explored the Holy Land with the curiosity of foreigners in an 
unfamiliar country.

The accessibility of relics and the social stratification  
of their collectors

Pilgrims’ reports from the late antique period give the impression that the eulogiae 
received at the sites, from tombs and rivers, were available to most visitors.54 However, 
this is not at all certain for many of the Lateran relics. Many of them suggest privileged 

Table 3.5  Provenance of the loca sancta relics

Jerusalem and Environs (33)
  •  Church of the Holy Sepulchre (23): tomb, angel’s stone, Golgotha, sponge, chalice
  • � Basilica of Hagia Zion (6): pillar of the flagellation, stone of the anointment of Mary, 

Saint Stephen
  •  Grotto of Elizabeth (2)
  •  Saint Mary’s tomb (1)
  •  Tower of Siloam (1)
Bethlehem and Church of the Nativity (7)
Jericho (6)
  •  Baptism site on the Jordan (5)
  •  Tree of Zacchaeus (1)
Eleutheropolis, Tomb of Zechariah (1)
Mount Sinai (3)
Galilee (3)
Emesa (1)
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access to places and authorities, which implies the existence of social stratification 
among those who conveyed them. Whereas soil, wax, and oil from the Holy Sepulchre 
were presumably still distributed generously as contact material, it is improbable in 
the case of the stone relics from the pillar of the flagellation or other sites. According 
to their cedulae, three such stones are from the “resurrection stone” of the Sepulchre 
and eight others are from the rock of Golgotha.55 Given that the Commemoratorium 
of 808 notified custodians of relics from the tomb of Jesus, the clergy was unlikely to 
have given general clearance for the site to be plundered.56 It is more probable that 
they themselves gave fragments of stone to suitable supplicants. Even Abbot Daniel 
(1104/07) reported that he received his stone from a custodian during a private view-
ing, “during which he made me swear not to tell anyone in Jerusalem.”57

The two stone boxes in the Lateran (Plate 1 and Plate 2) provide indications that 
the members of the clergy themselves prepared and standardized the stone relics. They 
both show the same triangular carved stone, one bearing the inscription “from the 
life-giving site of the resurrection.”58 A similar form of control can also be presumed 
in the case of the hill of Golgotha. Although there is early evidence of inscribed stone 
relics from the hill, it is unlikely that the crucifixion site, which was surrounded by 
barriers and later walled in, was left open to pilgrims to help themselves.59 That the 
clergy was concerned with this matter is demonstrated by the Vita of Martha, the 
mother of Simeon the Younger. In seeking to obtain a relic from the cross, Simeon 
first approached the staurophylax, who then also included stones from the rock in 
the golden cross.60 The office of Custodian of the Cross was often held by a Sabaite 
monk,61 so these monks presumably had access to many relics.

Such privileged access applied in particular to those major relics whose removal 
would have required official permission. Of the instruments of the passion and the 
Old Testament objects in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, several (the holy sponge, 
the holy chalice, the mensa apostolorum) found their way to the Lateran, even though 
they were venerated in the relic chamber of the upper floor and other protected 
places.62 According to the custodians of the holy chalice listed in the Commemora-
torium of 808, this sacrarium was well guarded.63 For whereas the Piacenza Pilgrim 
received only water to drink from the sponge,64 Bishop Arculf was permitted to kiss 
the chalice through an opening in the shrine.65 The high-ranking cleric was granted 
access to the original, but the crowd was given contact media. Insofar as the fragments 
of the chalice and sponge in Rome are not secondary relics, they would have been 
brought by a person of high status rather than in the baggage of a pilgrim.66

The same can be assumed regarding many relics from the Basilica of Hagia Zion, 
where only scraps of cloth from the tree of Zacchaeus recall a popular pilgrimage 
rite.67 The removal of objects from the churches normally required the consent of the 
patriarch,68 so it is likely that a large proportion of the relics came to Rome with the 
cooperation of the church authorities and via official channels.

Papal relic diplomacy? Communication and mobility

Many of the relics from Jerusalem probably came as diplomatic gifts.69 Indications 
of this fact include not only the size of the containers and the exclusive nature of the 
sacred objects, but also the dignity with which they were treated (bags of silk/wool/
linen, authentics). Generally speaking, the frequency with which relics were docu-
mented as diplomatic gifts indicates that such gifts would also have been customary 
between clerical institutions.70 The correspondence of Gregory I contains references 
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to thirty-seven relics in 854 letters culled from a much larger correspondence (at least 
two or three relics per annum).71 Gregory once sent thanks to Jerusalem for a benedic-
tion . . . de loco sancto and several times to the patriarch of Alexandria for a bene- 
dictio sancti Marci.72 Most of the relics were given in response to wishes expressed 
by the recipients. The papal chancery had form letters for this purpose, along with 
a procedure that was under the control of priests.73 In view of the increasing venera-
tion of relics in the early Middle Ages, later popes presumably sent relics even more 
frequently.74

That the patriarchate of Jerusalem also processed requests is confirmed by the Vita 
Radegundis and the Life of Sainte Marthe, mother of Simeon: a messenger took Sime-
on’s request to Jerusalem, from where he received the relic at the hands of a church 
envoy enclosed in a golden cross.75 The cross also contained fragments from the hill 
of Golgotha and a stone from the tomb of Christ. These two stone relics are also the 
most common types of objects in the papal collection. In the second box (Plate 2), 
the stone relics are supplemented by pieces of hardened soil and seals made of wood 
whose cross dies reflect motifs from pilgrims’ tokens.76 The benedictionem et reliquias 
de sepulchro domini taken to Aachen in 799 is an indication that this combination 
of relics and other holy presents was a typical gift from the patriarchs.77 The number 
of relics in each consignment, namely four to eight, also corresponded to contempo-
rary customs: the chancery of Pope Gregory usually sent four or five contact relics in 
response to requests.78

The details given in Gregory I’s correspondence about travel routes are also inform-
ative.79 His correspondence with Alexandria alone includes thirteen letters, which 
would have entailed even more journeys.80 The envoys used the navis alexandrina 
between Egypt and Italy, which still supplied papyrus for the Curia in the ninth cen-
tury.81 In this way, at least five benedictiones sancti Marci were transported from this 
port city to the Lateran.82 In regard to Jerusalem, it is known that papal officials 
brought a monetary donation and on another journey took back a relic.83

A further category of documents that testify to relic gifts is comprised of the synodal 
letters sent by newly elected patriarchs to their counterparts to affirm their ortho-
doxy: their tradition is also affected by many losses.84 Of the four synodal letters sent 
by Gregory I, the register records only the one sent to Antioch: it contained a relic 
of Saint Peter, which the pope recommended as protection against sickness.85 The 
emperor and patriarch of Constantinople made similar use of their monopoly on the 
relics of the cross: in 811 Nikephoros enclosed a precious staurotheke in a synodal 
letter to Leo III, and in 880 Photios sent a further one to the future pope Marinus.86 
As early as 638, Cyrus of Alexandria had received the Ekthesis along with a stau-
rotheke.87 It seems that the patriarchs of Jerusalem participated in these exchanges, as 
the patriarch of Constantinople also possessed relics from Jerusalem.88 It is likely that 
only some of these gifts were placed in private chapels that were best suited to accom-
modate such tokens of friendship. Hence, the relics of the Sancta Sanctorum include 
those of bishop-saints from Antioch as well as of major saints from the region around 
Constantinople.89

If the relics received by the Lateran between 650 and 900 are taken as material 
sources to reconstruct the frequency of diplomatic letters between Jerusalem and 
Rome, then even the regular contacts via such synodal letters would have been suffi-
cient for the accumulation of the collection. In the years 604–701 alone, during which 
there were twenty pontificates in Rome and additional terms of office in Jerusalem, 
some forty to fifty legations might have crossed the Mediterranean.
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Diplomatic contacts between Rome and Jerusalem (634–880)

There is, however, a difficulty entailed in this explanation of the relics and reliquaries 
as diplomatic gifts. Contacts between Rome and early Islamic Jerusalem are insuf-
ficiently documented, even though patriarchs and monks were often among Rome’s 
allies.90 Only isolated sources have survived: evidence of how regularly the patriarch 
of Jerusalem corresponded with Western cities in 869 is provided by an envoy to 
Constantinople, who announced gifts and apologized for the irregularity of earlier 
letters.91 On the Roman side, in 865 Nicholas I mentioned regular visitors from Alex-
andria, Jerusalem, and Constantinople.92 The symposium to which the pope annually 
invited the monks of the other patriarchates was even better attended under his suc-
cessors than previously.93 Negotiatores was the term used in 869/870 to designate the 
monks who traveled between Rome and Jerusalem.94

The strongest evidence for these institutional contacts comes from documents 
concerning the Monothelite controversy (633–681), which indicate a high degree 
of mobility of persons, letters, and manuscripts.95 Around 620, John Moschus fled 
from Bethlehem to Rome with his friend Sophronius and established a circle of pupils 
there.96 When Sophronius brought the body of his master back to Bethlehem in 
633/634, there were already close contacts between this group of exiles on the Aven-
tin and the Curia.97 Elevated to the patriarchate in 634, Sophronius in his struggle 
against Monotheletism immediately directed his diplomatic efforts toward the pope.98 
Up until 649, his legate Stephen undertook three journeys to Rome, the first two dur-
ing the conquest of Bethlehem and Jerusalem.99 The “Roman-Palestinian alliance” 
soon led to the election of Pope Theodore I (642–649), a native of Jerusalem,100 and to 
the planning of the Lateran synod 649 under the leadership of the Eastern monks.101 
The pope appointed Stephen vicar for Jerusalem, an office that Martin I extended to 
Antioch. The amount of travel entailed in this “unprecedented interference” by the 
papacy in the Eastern churches102 is evident from Stephen’s report in 649, in which he 
wrote that during the Arab siege of Jerusalem Sophronius made him swear an oath at 
Golgotha to position Rome against the Monothelites.103

For the period after 649 there is a dearth of information regarding the authority 
of Rome in Palestine. According to Trombley, the vacancy of the patriarchate ended 
shortly after the council of 680/681, when the topoteretes Theodore was elevated to 
the rank of patriarch.104 Theodore evidently ruled with papal approval and had good 
contacts with Rome, as his student Andrew of Crete was the first to report about 
Roman cult images.105 The influence of the popes on Eastern church policy was dem-
onstrated by the appointment of the papal legate as patriarch of Antioch in 681, when 
the former patriarch was exiled to Rome.106 Contacts also seem to have existed at an 
early stage in regard to the iconoclasm controversy.107 Such contacts were evident dur-
ing the Lateran Council in Rome in 769, and they turned the meeting into a “carrefour 
oecuménique” in that controversy.108

The acts of 787 and a letter of Hadrian I quote a synodal letter from the patriarch 
that arrived in 767 and was read out in public after a copy had been sent to Pippin.109 
Paul I had already received a letter from Patriarch Cosmas in Alexandria, which was 
brought by a monk who traveled by ship.110 These two documents suggest that envoys 
could pass the borders of the caliphate, which they probably did in fairly large num-
bers in connection with the Second Council of Nicaea in 787. For the ninth century, 
the regesta investigated by McCormick document an even greater degree of mobil-
ity.111 As late as 879, John VIII wrote to the patriarch of Jerusalem confirming the 
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arrival of monk-envoys and apologized for his simple reciprocal gift.112 The response 
indicates that this exchange was nothing out of the ordinary.

From 634 on, the Jerusalem patriarchs had many reasons for requesting support 
from the popes.113 Did they add weight to their entreaties, as at Aachen in 799, by 
giving precious relics as gifts? The way in which Gregory I received a benedictio de 
loco sancto in response to his intervention114 implies that the sacred economy between 
the two churches was an established tradition, and it is unlikely that it would not 
have been continued by popes from Jerusalem or Syria. Even as early as 653, Martin 
I  refuted the allegation of having collaborated with the Arabs by arguing that the 
matter in question only concerned alms for Christians.115 In that case, Charlemagne’s 
Eastern policy would have been preceded by an earlier assistance from Rome – per-
haps on a smaller scale – which must have been a matter of course for a church with 
an ecumenical horizon and many refugees.

Cooperation with the caliphate probably also applied to pilgrimage activities. Frank-
ish pilgrims such as Willibald, Frotmund, and Bernard received their travel papers in 
Rome and not in Byzantine Venice, which implies that there were recognized transport 
routes and agreement regarding the form of transit documents.116 These contacts were 
beneficial to the Muslim side as well. It was preferable for them to assent to involve-
ment by the popes or the Franks in Jerusalem than to agree to interference from their 
powerful neighbor, Byzantium.

Jerusalem relics in Rome in the seventh century

Some effects of these political contacts on the migration of relics can be seen very soon 
after the conquest of Jerusalem. No later than during the pontificate of Theodore I,  
the crib of Christ was placed in the Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore, which has 
borne the epithet “ad praesepe” since the time of that pope.117 The oratory for the relic 
was probably built before the end of the seventh century, and many popes donated 
precious gifts, including an icon of Mary.118 As a new locus sanctus representing the 
grotto of the nativity in Bethlehem, this place was unique in Rome and was later 
included by the popes in their Christmas liturgy.119

That Theodore himself arranged the installation of the relic, as has often been pos-
tulated, is indeed plausible on chronological grounds: it was not until after the death 
of Honorius (638) that there was a rapprochement between Rome and the clergy in 
Palestine. Under Theodore I, it culminated in the appointment of Stephen as vicar, 
vested with wide-ranging competences in the patriarchate of Jerusalem. As locum ten-
ens, only Stephen had the authority to release a relic of this rank: opportunities would 
have been offered by his visits to Rome up to 649. Was it a rescue mission, making the 
papacy take its share of responsibility? In his Christmas sermon of 634, Sophronius 
lamented the occupation of Bethlehem, which prevented the patriarch from venerating 
the relic of the crib.120 In Rome in 649, Maximus again called for protection of the 
holy sites and Martin I compared the enemies of the earthly Jerusalem to those of the 
heavenly Jerusalem.121

The installation of the crib relic in Rome demonstrated the pope’s determination 
to preserve the memory of Arab-occupied Palestine, an intention that is also evident 
behind the measures in respect to Santo Stefano Rotondo. A third case relates to the 
Lateran and the relic of the cross. As Sible de Blaauw has shown, relics of the cross 
are documented as early as in late antique Rome, although their whereabouts after the 
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fifth century is open to question – in the Basilica ad Hierusalem in the oratory of the 
cross in the Lateran and in its counterpart in Saint Peter’s Basilica.122 All were associ-
ated with places of authority, but did not become objects of permanent veneration.

This changed when the festival of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross was taken over 
from Jerusalem. The earliest evidence comes from the references in the Sacramen-
tarium Gelasianum Vetus and in the Gregorianum Paduense (658/681).123 According 
to these documents, the veneration of the cross was already known in Rome, albeit 
perhaps limited to churches possessing a relic.124 It was only under Sergius I (687–701) 
that veneration of the cross became an episcopal rite, following the discovery of an old 
silver casket in the secretarium of Saint Peter’s, which contained a relic of the cross. 
This relic was thereafter venerated annually in the celebration of Exaltatio Crucis in 
the basilica of the Lateran.125 The same rite is found shortly afterward in a further 
ceremony from Jerusalem – the adoratio Crucis on Good Friday.126 On that day, the 
relic of the cross was carried from the Lateran to the Church ad Hierusalem and was 
venerated in an open casket by means of a kiss.127 Despite contradictions in the written 
records, there is much to indicate that one of the reliquary crosses that was carried in 
these papal ceremonies was the lost jeweled cross that was found in the arca of Leo III  
in 1905.128

The transfer of the Holy Cross relic to the Lateran Palace suggests that in about 700 
there must have been places where the popes kept their sacred objects. Since the ora-
tory of Saint Lawrence was not mentioned until 768, its location is still problematic.129 
The earliest evidence of the papal treasure dates to 640, when troops of the exarch 
plundered the Lateran, stealing not only gifts given by rulers to Saint Peter’s Basilica 
but also the cymilia episcopii.130 The transfer of the Holy Cross relic to the palace thus 
followed a long-established custom. Given its rank and function, it is more probable 
that Sergius I would have placed the papal cross in a chapel, perhaps in a confessio, 
such as existed in the Oratorium Crucis in the fifth century.131 Was that the chapel in 
which the popes kept their relics from Jerusalem? It would be logical to assume so.

After all, this relic collection must have been built up mainly in the seventh century, 
when “Jerusalem” was a topical issue and the Lateran was faced with the loss of many 
treasures. An indication that a new start was probably made after 640 is that, with 
the exception of the Capsella Vaticana (610/641),132 all reliquaries in the Sancta Sanc-
torum that were composed of precious metals and therefore attractive for plunderers 
date from after that time. Only a few years later, Theodore I built a new palace chapel 
and the basilica Theodori, which indicates that this construction work was carried out 
in preparation for the synod of 649.133 As most of the cedulae were drawn up from the 
seventh century on suggests that the papal relic collection was established – or prob-
ably re-established – at that time as well.134 One can imagine that it was the same pope 
of Jerusalem who turned a chapel in his palace into a focal point for commemorating 
the Holy Land.

Around 700, the Lateran collection would probably have still been a small ensem-
ble of relics relating to places and to saints venerated by the Eastern diaspora, many 
of them brought by officials of popes or patriarchs, who operated as negotiatores 
between Rome and Jerusalem. A hundred years later, when Leo III donated the arca at 
the climax of new relations with Jerusalem, the identity of this treasure as a collection 
of relics relating to Christ was already clear. This was also respected when new objects 
were added, although the translation of Roman saints had by then become common-
place. The concentration on relics of Christ in the palace was an alternative model to 
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the relic collections of the titular churches and probably facilitated the involvement of 
the chapel in the liturgy of the basilica.135 However, the existence of the icon of Christ 
might also have motivated the addition of further such objects. For even before the 
pontificate of John X (914–928), a selection of loca sancta relics was placed on the 
icon’s lower frame, so as to be carried in procession with the image through Rome.136

The basis for this further growth was probably again a bilateral diplomacy in which 
relics were exchanged for political support. In about 800, Patriarch Thomas sent his 
syncellus to Rome to ask for assistance in connection with Arab taxes.137 Not only the 
capitularia of the Carolingian rulers but also the fate of the Sabaite monks who were 
martyred in Cordoba in 852 for collecting donations and the letters sent to the courts of 
Europe by Elias III of Jerusalem in about 880 document the Jerusalem Church’s chronic 
lack of funds, which compelled their patriarchs to draw attention to the situation faced 
by the Christians there.138 The papal collection of relics from Jerusalem is probably the 
most concrete result of these mutual relations, which were of benefit to both sides.

The cessation of these bilateral relations is less easily explained. As of the tenth 
century, no new relics from Jerusalem were added to the collection, despite the propa-
ganda that was circulated in the High Middle Ages concerning the treasure in the 
papal chapel. The process coincides with chaotic conditions in the Curia and a sharp 
decline in long-distance trade and pilgrimage activity. Pope John VIII hinted at the 
background circumstances in 879 when he complained to Elias of Jerusalem that the 
Saracen threat prevented him from sending anything of value.139 However, when trade 
relations were revitalized around 970/980, pilgrimages to Jerusalem resumed and 
soon exceeded the levels reached in earlier times.140 Hence, there were subsequent 
opportunities to acquire new relics.

However, the papal relic collection was not to benefit from this new mobility. Its 
emergence had been based on relations that did not revive after the turn of the mil-
lennium, the primary reason being the successful recuperation policy of the Macedo-
nians in Syria, which in the eleventh century led to a protectorate over the holy sites 
and control of the patriarchate. From at least 1027, the patriarchs were appointed 
by the imperial house, and their political home was Constantinople, not Rome.141 
Whereas the imperial armies brought relics relating to Christ with them from Syria to 
the Bosporus, which established the fame of the Pharos Chapel,142 contacts with the 
Greek world in Rome were declining: recruitment problems in the monasteries and the 
conversion to Latin observance were only two aspects of this alienation.143 As a place 
of refuge and a bastion of orthodoxy, the Roman papacy was no longer of any sig-
nificance for Palestine, and there were fewer and fewer people in Rome for whom the 
old ecumenical world was still a biographical reality. Recollections of that ecumenical 
world gradually disappeared in the collective memory of the Lateran complex and 
were to develop a new, second life only in the High Middle Ages through the medium 
of legend.
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In a letter dated sometime between 499 and 513, Avitus of Vienne petitioned Pope 
Symmachus to help him obtain a relic of the True Cross. Although his letter delicately 
articulates deference to the authority of Rome, Avitus is quite clear that his frag-
ment should come from Bishop Elias in Jerusalem; what he wants from Symmachus is 
merely his episcopal leverage in obtaining it:

[E]ven though we think that you have one of the relics of the Holy Cross in Rome, 
we still believe that this generous favor should be sought from the venerable patri-
arch of Jerusalem. In fact, by maintaining the true and inviolable purity of that 
sacrament within his jurisdiction of the pilgrimage-place, he is able to present us 
with a share in the desirable gift in such a manner as to free us from any hesita-
tion and doubt.1

Avitus’ preference for the Jerusalem relic was seemingly motivated by his anxiety 
regarding the authenticity of particles that had long been removed from Golgotha. 
Indeed, his concern was so great that it seems that he risked, albeit obliquely, impugn-
ing the pope’s own specimen to achieve his goal. Although a Roman fragment would 
come with the implicit stamp of papal authority, from Avitus’ perspective, the aura of 
authenticity attached to such a relic diminished after its removal from Jerusalem. Only 
wood obtained directly from the original source was above suspicion.

Surely, Avitus’ concerns over the relic’s authenticity were shared by at least some 
of his contemporaries, although his letter is unique in its frankness and insistence on 
unmediated translation. In all likelihood, most such exchanges were less direct, relying 
instead on a provenance of trusted hands to ensure authenticity. It was in just this way, 
for instance, that Paulinus of Nola had bequeathed an “almost indivisible particle of 
a small sliver” to Sulpicius Severus in the fifth century.2 In his accompanying letter,  
Paulinus described the division and subdivision of this fragment, tracing its lineage 
to the ultimate source: “This goodly gift was brought to me from Jerusalem by the 
blessed Melania, a gift of the holy bishop John there.”3 Evidently, however, no earthly 
assurance – even that of the pope – was adequate for Avitus’ particular purposes.

The rationale for Avitus’ fixation on the material authenticity of his prize emerges 
in his letter of thanks to bishop Elias of Jerusalem, who seems to have been obliging 
regarding the request: by his gift of the wood, Avitus wrote, Elias had judged Avitus 
to be “not unworthy to share in the company of the earthly Jerusalem,” indicating 
that his investment in the relic hinged at least partly on its ability to function as a 
topographical index of the Holy City.4 It would seem, therefore, that he favored a 
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Jerusalem relic not only to ensure authenticity, but also in order to possess a piece of 
the city itself. Although not explicitly articulated, Avitus’ pre-emptive rejection of such 
a gift from Symmachus raises the question of whether a relic from Rome would still be 
considered capable of translating this topography. Apparently, the desired relic effec-
tively enacted a pilgrimage in reverse, bringing not only the wood of the cross, but the 
whole of its sacred milieu in Jerusalem. For Avitus, the bare wood was sufficient to 
accomplish such a translocation, but reliquaries from this period, which united pieces 
of that landscape with the True Cross, served as tangible demonstrations of this idea.5

Thus, it seems that a relic of the cross could transmit environs exceeding its own 
material substance, but likewise had the ability to accrue more than just Jerusalem’s 
topography. Relics emanating from different sources differed with regard to both 
accessibility and desirability, and not all fragments were considered equal by their 
would-be possessors. The metonymy of the True Cross for Jerusalem was compli-
cated by the seemingly endless division and distribution of its constituent splinters, 
slivers, and planks. Following its discovery in the fourth century, some portion of the 
relic remained in Jerusalem, but small particles changed hands as personal gifts, while 
larger portions underwent official translations, with the largest pieces coming to rest 
in Constantinople.6 In a fourth-century rhetorical flourish describing the distribution 
of these relics, Cyril of Jerusalem intoned that “the whole world has since been filled 
with pieces of the wood of the cross.”7 His declaration is evocative of the paradoxical 
processes through which small particles, great in divine stature, were broken off and 
circulated, multiplying the original relic exponentially beyond its original volume and 
power.

In Cyril’s description this transmission and diffusion is cast as overwhelmingly 
positive: the cross, though a finite object, possessed a property of seemingly infinite 
divisibility, multiplying in a manner after the loaves and fishes. However, a roughly 
contemporary passage from Egeria’s Itinerarium tells of increased security measures 
around the cross in Jerusalem – the result of a relic-hungry pilgrim having once bitten 
off a segment of the wood – and indicates unease over the potential depletion of the 
primary relic.8 The same fragmentation and circulation that increased the influence 
and presence of the cross in parts of Western Christendom also led to anxieties over 
both wholeness and authenticity. Perhaps partly as a result of increased worry over 
its depletion, access to pieces of the Jerusalem relic appears to have been increasingly 
restricted as time went on, as Egeria intimates. In the early fifth century, there are sev-
eral textual mentions of particles being distributed from Jerusalem, but by the sixth 
century such references all but disappear.9 The growing inaccessibility of the Jerusalem 
relic conflicted with the desire of devotees to possess such primary fragments, unme-
diated through other episcopal or imperial channels. In turn, the rarity of Jerusalem 
cross relics further distinguished them from their more readily available counterparts 
in Rome and Constantinople.

Such diasporic examples might differ subtly, but importantly, from the Jerusalem 
relic in that gifts from these stores would be colored by associations of papal or impe-
rial power, as Avitus was acutely aware.10 Recounting the long list of relic translations 
falsely attributed to Charlemagne, John McCulloh has observed that “medieval men 
seem to have felt that the quality of the donor added to the importance of the relics. . . .  
Such stories could also serve as ‘proof’ of the authenticity of the relics.”11 By exten-
sion, the location of a relic over time could influence its import as much as the status 
and identity of the people through whose hands it passed as a result of that context. 
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However, conceptual mutations of this nature were not universally positive, and might 
even be considered detrimental to the validity of relic fragments. Over time, the various 
translations and exchanges of the True Cross could affect the perceived valuation of its 
disparate pieces, and the longer a particular segment was away from its point of origin 
in Jerusalem, the more its perceptible authenticity was likely to erode. As Leslie Bru-
baker succinctly noted, “moving an object changes its meaning,” and these mobile frag-
ments could become naturalized to their new surroundings.12 Thus, a relic of the cross, 
when detached and circulated, could potentially take on a host of layered associations.

This potential malleability is further demonstrated by two additional cases of relic 
acquisition in the early medieval West: the missions undertaken by the sainted Queen 
Radegund of Poitiers (569) and by Theodelinda, Queen of Lombard Italy (ca. 600). 
The circumstances of these acquisitions reveal an apparent shared interest in the 
cross as an object of pilgrimage and veneration – that is, one especially redolent of 
its associated sacred topography. Both queens received relics related to the cross, yet, 
in each case, the translations negotiated several centers of authority, including Rome 
and Constantinople, in addition to Jerusalem. Furthermore, although the question of 
authenticity was certainly at stake for all parties, the actions of Radegund and The-
odelinda make it clear that authenticity need not be understood in a strictly material 
sense, but can relate equally to both pious experience and political authority.

Saint Radegund, queen of Gaul (569 ce)

On the surface, Radegund’s ambitions were not dissimilar to those of Avitus in that 
she seems to have been motivated by a desire to possess a piece of Jerusalem’s sanc-
tity, yet the events surrounding her petition unfolded quite differently. A pious prin-
cess with a traumatic early history, Radegund became queen when she was forced to 
marry Clothar, the Frankish royal who had murdered her family.13 Although Rade-
gund retained her royal title and influence, she eventually left Clothar’s side to found 
a monastery at Poitiers.14 There she amassed a formidable relic collection, but above 
all she desired a piece of the True Cross, which she eventually received in 569 from 
Emperor Justin II and Empress Sophia in Constantinople, with the help of her nephew 
King Sigibert.15 Radegund’s monastery, originally dedicated to the Virgin, was recon-
secrated in honor of the cross.16 A relic of the True Cross remains at Poitiers to this 
day, though it is unclear whether this is the fragment obtained by Radegund, as oral 
tradition maintains.17

An intriguing detail from Radegund’s story – one that her hagiographers have all 
but obscured – is that, like Avitus, she seems to have first sought the cross from Jeru-
salem; unlike Avitus, her petition apparently failed.18 Whatever motivated Radegund’s 
initial preference for the Jerusalem relic when a sliver from Constantinople was more 
readily at hand, her biographers would have us believe that her exceptional pious-
ness spurred a desire for as direct as possible an experience of the holy places. Yet 
her choice to put the relics on public display, thus generating a surge in pilgrimage 
to Poitiers and augmenting her influence, demonstrates her political shrewdness as 
well.19 What can be more certainly ascertained, however, is that Radegund’s handling 
of the cross successfully evoked echoes of Jerusalem – both heavenly and earthly – in 
her homeland of Gaul. Her cloistered life and queenly status would have naturally 
made it impossible for her to make an eastward journey in person;20 instead, through 
a combination of pious charisma and royal clout, she brought the embodied sanctity 
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of the East to Poitiers. Gregory of Tours described Radegund’s cross as being enclosed 
in a silver reliquary along with the bones of “the holy martyrs and confessors,” also 
collected in “the East,” a detail evocative of the cross’s topographic significance in 
Poitiers.21 The associated geography described here is not as specific as it was for Avi-
tus, but is instead suggestive of a broader scheme in which the cross radiates a more 
generalized “Eastern” sanctity.

Baudonivia, another of the queen’s biographers, concurred on this point, and she 
described the relic’s context as being similarly Eastern, saying that Radegund held “the 
blessed wood of the Lord’s cross enshrined in gold and gems and many of the relics 
of the saints that had been kept in the East living in that one place.”22 It would seem 
that again the cross was not simply cast as an instrument of salvation, but also as a 
metonym for the displaced sanctity of Palestine. Yet Baudonivia went further and spun 
the relic’s Constantinopolitan origin into an advantage by capitalizing on the impe-
rial association with Justin and Sophia. The metaphor of Radegund’s relic was thus 
shifted, as she was compared to Helena at the inventio of the cross, as she fell to her 
knees in veneration before the holy wood:

Thus, like Saint Helena, imbued with wisdom, full of the fear of God, glorious 
with good works, she eagerly sought to salute the wood where the ransom of the 
world was hung for our salvation that He might be snatched from the power of 
the devil.  .  . . What Helena did in oriental lands, Radegund the blessed did in 
Gaul!23

In comparing Radegund to Helena, Baudonivia was following established conven-
tion,24 but her analogy has the added dimension of also aligning Poitiers with Jerusa-
lem, the site of the original discovery. Moreover, Radegund’s receipt of the wood is 
not only portrayed as a new discovery, but the relic is described as undergoing its own 
personified passion upon its arrival in Poitiers, inscribing a restaged Jerusalem narra-
tive into the Western landscape.25

Since the relic that sanctified Radegund’s monastery in Gaul came ultimately from 
Constantinople, its relationship to the holy places had changed; its significance was 
thus articulated by alternative means. As Averil Cameron has argued, it necessarily 
carried implications of a political and religious alliance with Constantinople.26 Such 
associations were seemingly not unwelcome to either side, since the Catholic Franks 
made an enticing prospective ally for the Byzantines, and a connection with Byzan-
tium was particularly in line with King Sigibert’s political ambitions.27 The encounter 
saw Radegund walking a fine line between her courtly and pious personas, and the gift 
of the relic can therefore be seen not only as brought about by Radegund’s devotion, 
but also as a reward for Frankish loyalty.

However, whereas the bequest bound Radegund to Justin and Sophia, Baudonivia 
emphasized instead the imperial analogy with Helena. She particularly stressed Rade-
gund’s own agency in physically drawing sacred matter to Poitiers, just as Helena had 
impelled the original discovery of such relics. Indeed, Radegund’s faith is described as 
quite literally inspiring relics to motion.28 Furthermore, such pious astral projection 
was not an isolated feat, in Baudonivia’s telling:

[Radegund] assembled a great multitude of saints through her most faithful prayers, 
as the East bears witness and North, South, and West acknowledge. From all sides, 
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she managed to obtain those precious gems which Paradise has and Heaven hoards 
and as many came freely to her as gifts came in response to her pleas.29

The directional and spatial qualities of the cross’ translation are pronounced in both 
Baudonivia’s description of the event and Fortunatus’ letter of thanks to the emperor, 
which, as noted by Cynthia Hahn, exploits the alignment of the four arms of the cross 
with the four cardinal directions.30 Salvation was itself conceived of as directional, 
spanning not only the expanse between heaven and earth, but having also a cardinal 
orientation, firmly planted in the East.31 Fortunatus emphasized the East to West motion 
brought about by Sophia’s good will, but, as Moreira points out, “Baudonivia inverted 
the radiating configuration of this process to attribute to Radegund an active drawing 
in of salvation to Gaul.  .  . . Radegund .  .  . acted moreover as the channel or ‘apos-
tolic’ vortex for the arrival of the symbol and substance of salvation in Gaul.”32 Thus, 
through her pious devotion (and political acumen), Radegund was able to overcome 
the distance between herself and the wealth of inaccessible holiness in the East: not 
as an “armchair pilgrim,” spiritually projecting herself across Europe, but by actively 
relocating it to Poitiers in the form of the palpable sanctity of relics, renarrating their 
sacred history, and recontextualizing them on Gallic soil. Her relic may not have come 
directly from Jerusalem, as originally hoped, but its Constantinopolitan provenance 
added an imperial association, and Radegund’s material encounter with Jerusalem was 
elevated through comparison with Saint Helena, the prototypical pilgrim queen.

Theodelinda, queen of Lombard Italy (ca. 600 ce)

In the case of the seventh-century court of Queen Theodelinda in Lombard Italy, there 
appears, again, to have been an interest in the cross as a topographic marker of pilgrim-
age. Although there is no record that the queen actively sought cross relics from Jeru-
salem, she did amass a collection of pilgrimage souvenirs sanctified by the holy wood. 
Theodelinda, a Bavarian Catholic, married into the Lombard royal family in 589.33 The 
Lombards at that time comprised a mixture of pagans, Arian Christians, and Catholics, 
and although Theodelinda herself had demonstrated schismatic leanings, Pope Gregory 
the Great forged a significant political relationship with the queen, with whom he corre-
sponded personally.34 Just as Justin and Sophia had seen a prospective ally in Radegund 
and the Catholic Franks, Gregory viewed Theodelinda as a potential partner in the con-
version of her subjects.35 As part of her missionary activity, the queen established several 
Catholic churches in Italy, including the royal chapel of Saint John the Baptist in Monza, 
which were instrumental in the conversion of the Lombards to orthodoxy.36

Splinters of the True Cross came to Theodelinda’s court in 603, when Gregory 
bestowed a pectoral reliquary cross upon her son, Adaloald, in acknowledgment of 
his Catholic baptism.37 This object has not survived, but the cross relics it contained 
were necessarily reframed by their secondary origins in Rome and their role as a 
diplomatic gift: material proof of the faith to which the queen’s son had been com-
mitted and a reward for his expected adherence to orthodoxy.38 The circumstances of 
this exchange indicate that the significance of the relic was largely symbolic, a tangi-
ble sign of the Catholic faith and of Rome’s relationship with the Lombard nobility. 
Although the Jerusalem origins of the wood and its role in the passion remained the 
ultimate source of its potency, these elements were also colored by the more immedi-
ate conditions of the bequest.
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 Thus, in a period when pieces of the Jerusalem cross were evidently diffi cult to 
attain, even for queens, it is interesting to observe the presence of these Roman relics 
alongside a group of roughly contemporary objects related to the Jerusalem relic at the 
Lombard court. This cache of thirty-six Palestinian pilgrimage ampullae was divided 
by the queen between her royal treasuries at Saint John the Baptist in Monza and the 
Monastery of San Columbano in nearby Bobbio. Little is known of their paths to 
these foundations, except that Theodelinda deposited them in her treasuries around 
the turn of the seventh century, making their donation roughly contemporaneous with 
Gregory’s gift to Adaloald. As told earlier, these fl asks were apparently fi lled with oil 
that had come into contact with the True Cross, likely during a ritual described by the 
Piacenza Pilgrim: 

  At the moment when the Cross is brought out . . . a star appears in the sky, and 
comes over the places where they lay the Cross. It stays overhead whilst they are 
venerating the Cross, and they offer oil to be blessed in little fl asks. When the 
mouth of one of the little fl asks touches the Wood of the Cross, the oil instantly 
bubbles over, and unless it is closed very quickly it all spills out. 39   

 Similarly, according to their inscriptions, these ampullae would have contained only 
sanctifi ed oil, but emanating from the primary cross fragment in Jerusalem. 40  One 
major advantage of acquiring secondary relics of the type any pilgrim might possess 
was that Theodelinda had the option of sourcing her bequest directly from the Holy 
City without risking Gregory’s ire or undermining his authority, as a request on the 
model of Avitus’ might have done. 

 Like Radegund, however, Theodelinda was able to subvert an apparent handicap – 
in this case by conceptualizing the fl asks as a complete collection. Circling the edge of 
each example is some variation on the phrase “Oil of the Wood of Life of the Holy 
Places of Christ” ( Figure 4.1 ). 

 

   Figure 4.1   Three pilgrim ampullae: one with the Crucifi xion and Women at the Tomb (left); 
one with the Adoration of the Magi (center); and one with loca sancta scenes (right). 
Byzantine Palestine, sixth–seventh centuries, tin-lead alloy, cathedral treasury of 
St. John the Baptist, Monza, Italy. Image source: Grabar, André and Denise Four-
mont,  Ampoules De Terre Sainte (Monza, Bobbio)  (Paris: C. Klincksieck, 1958) . 
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The iterative textual articulation of their common point of origin effected by their 
grouping as a collection underscores their common Palestinian origins, stressing the 
topographic quality that could not have been thus accentuated in the case of Adaloald’s 
singular Roman relic. Furthermore, in describing the enclosed oil as ontologically 
derived from the “places of Christ” (emphasis added), the ampullae inscriptions do 
not serve merely as labels for their material contents, but rather extend to include the 
ever more absent topographic referents for which those contents had become stand-
ins. The images circumscribed by the text affirm this metonymy and also provide 
examples: each flask bears not only an impression of the crucifixion or an aniconic 
cross, but also multiple other loca sancta scenes, most commonly the Ascension, the 
Adoration of the Magi, and the Women at the Tomb, framed around a schematic ver-
sion of the contemporary Church of the Holy Sepulchre (Figs. 4.1 and 4.2).41

Two examples, one at Monza and the other at Bobbio, display full cycles of locus 
sanctus images, encompassing a number of Scriptural sites beyond Jerusalem, extend-
ing to include the Visitation, the Annunciation, the Nativity, and the Baptism (Fig-
ure 4.1, right). This expanded geographic network remained visibly embedded in the 
ampullae, regardless of whether they still contained sanctified oil by the time they 
arrived in Italy.

Jaś Elsner has called attention to these ampullae as containers for geographic relics 
that “evoke the sacred myth of their origins” through their unconventional assem-
blage as sets.42 The Bobbio collection, which consists of twenty now fragmentary 
flasks, was discovered inside a wooden casket, itself enclosed within a Roman sar-
cophagus, buried in the basilica’s crypt. These ampullae were accompanied by an 

Figure 4.2 � Two sides of a pilgrim ampulla with the Adoration and the Cross, Byzantine Pales-
tine, sixth–seventh centuries, tin-lead alloy, cathedral treasury of St. John the Bap-
tist, Monza, Italy. Image source: Grabar, André and Denise Fourmont, Ampoules De 
Terre Sainte (Monza, Bobbio) (Paris: C. Klincksieck, 1958).
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assortment of pilgrimage objects, including several relics and eulogiae of Irish origin, 
and a number of clay tokens of Eastern extraction, featuring impressed images of the 
flight of Saint Elizabeth, the Transfiguration, Mary Magdalene, Golgotha, the Holy 
Sepulchre, and even Saint Symeon the Younger.43 The Monza group, comprising 16 
examples, had a comparably more visible occupation, residing continuously in the 
cathedral treasury. Although their base materiality is in contrast with the treasury’s 
more opulent occupants, the ampullae are, as at Bobbio, accompanied by additional 
pilgrim souvenirs.44 Notable among these objects are twenty-six glass vials of blessed 
oil from the Roman catacombs, gathered from lamps burning alongside the martyrial 
relics.45 Owing to the very different contexts of these collections – one cloistered and 
the other conspicuous – Elsner identifies a different functional logic underpinning 
each. Each collection, he argues, lends authenticity to the authority of the foundation 
to which it was attached, but the former does so through burial and the latter through 
display: at Bobbio, the entombed ampullae and sanctified earth anchor a new saint’s 
foundation in Palestine; at Monza, the visibility of Theodelinda’s bequest could have 
bolstered both civic feeling and the queen’s own political clout.46 Common to both 
foundations is the mobilization of artifacts associated with a distant time and place in 
support of a contemporary center of authority.

There are two primary substitutions at work in these ampullae: the oil for the wood 
and the wood for the places. Through the combination of relic, image, and text, a sin-
gle flask could encompass not only the cross, but any number of other holy places in 
the East, and a given pilgrim’s direct experience of each. Therefore, beyond any essen-
tial metonymy through which cross relics might represent Jerusalem on their own, 
the ampullae present the sanctity of Palestine by integrating different aspects of these 
sacred places into a unified whole; as a result, a single example might be considered 
a discrete collection of locus sanctus relics. In the context of the treasury, the ampul-
lae did not correspond to the experiences and memories of a particular pilgrim, but 
became instead collectively emblematic of a range of remote pilgrimage destinations.

The Palestinian flasks thus do not simply constitute one collection nesting within 
another, as Elsner has observed; matryoshka-like, each is an individual collection 
within a collection – within yet another collection.47 The framing of these nested groups 
in Theodelinda’s treasury exploits the metonymy of the cross to effect an additional 
substitution beyond the two previously mentioned: as a purposeful set, they stand 
not only for the cross and the holy places, but also for the very idea of pilgrimage to 
them. Whereas Radegund transported locus sanctus and sacred narrative by playing 
the supplicant, Theodelinda, in acquiring serialized souvenirs from Palestine and sub-
sequently donating them to her church foundations, became less a symbolic pilgrim 
than the new custodian of these markers of topographic sanctity. For, the ampullae 
formed coherent collections of the sort that, outside Monza, could only be found in 
Jerusalem itself, ready for distribution to pilgrims. Thus, the Monza group, which 
was never distributed in this way, acted as a material sampling of a suspended, incipi-
ent pilgrimage narrative, maintained under the queen’s care. In curating the treasury, 
Theodelinda acted as the local arbiter of this distant holiness; the ampullae, in turn, 
served to validate her pious authority, as well as the status of her church foundations 
as pilgrimage destinations in their own right.

The same can be said of the Roman vials with which the Palestinian examples were 
paired: in each instance, Theodelinda altered their trajectories by construing them as 
sets rather than as discrete objects with individual significance. The gift of a single 
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ampulla from either city would have carried with it suggestions of its locus sanc-
tus, but Theodelinda’s choice to present her foundations with unbroken collections of 
these objects emphasized seriality and anonymity over irreplaceability and individual-
ity. As collections of collections, they meta-narrate the prototypical act of pilgrimage 
to the pre-eminent holy sites of both the East and West. In the cases of both Bobbio 
and Monza, as at Poitiers, the relics were contextualized among assorted sanctified 
matter – sacred earth, cloth, and pilgrim tokens from various sources – that would 
have been broadly understood as remnants of a codified “Eastern” sanctity.48 But 
whereas at Poitiers the importation of such Eastern exemplars appears to have been of 
paramount concern, at Monza and Bobbio these more remote sacred souvenirs were 
combined with relics of local, European derivation: at Bobbio, the remains of the 
monastery’s founder, Saint Columbanus, and at Monza, the relics of Roman martyrs. 
These collections thus articulate an expanded notion of Christianized topography, 
uniting Scriptural with more recent sacred narratives.

At Monza, Rome was represented as a sacred site on its own terms, rather than one 
through which the sanctity of Jerusalem was filtered. Equally, Jerusalem was made 
present through the material echoes of relics that had remained rooted in the East. 
Like Avitus, Theodelinda evidently prioritized a Jerusalem derivation for her relics, 
and the ampullae communicated these authentic origins through both text and image, 
thereby bolstering both the queen and her churches. Although this concern did not 
manifest in the wood itself, the ampullae represented the idea of Jerusalem as a place 
of pilgrimage, with the True Cross as its heart. Situated within the unconventional 
context of the treasury, these smallest of fragments – mere traces of the sanctified 
wood – were no longer discrete containers indexing the memory of individual encoun-
ters; rather, they assumed a monumental role as a reordered and reassembled set of 
fragmentary pieces indexing the fullness of relic, place, and archetypal experience.

The cases of Avitus, Radegund, and Theodelinda represent only a few of the pos-
sible ways in which the geographic significance of the True Cross might have been 
harnessed in late antique Europe. The mobility of the cross relics allowed for them to 
accrue multiple associations across different locations and to be deployed not only as 
potent spiritual objects, but also as signifiers of power and authority, both religious 
and political. The relics continued to communicate aspects of Jerusalem’s topography 
and the passion narrative across time and space, but in the context of late antique 
Europe, they provided an axis around which new sacred narratives could also turn. 
In this way, the treasuries of Theodelina and Radegund expanded on the model estab-
lished by Avitus; these Western collections did not just bring together loca sancta 
within Jerusalem, they operated on a much broader scale, extending well beyond the 
immediate topographical setting of Jerusalem and bringing together sacred matter and 
sacred narratives from all over Christendom.
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The history of the Republic of Ragusa (modern Dubrovnik, Croatia) was shaped in a 
significant way by its fidelity to the Catholic Church, which held sway throughout the 
centuries of the Republic’s independence – from 1358, the year of its liberation from 
Venetian rule and formal institution of the Republic, to 1808, when the state ceased to 
exist.1 Its political identity in relation to the larger European states and the Holy See 
was defined on the basis of the much repeated metaphor antemurale Christianitatis,2 
considering the Republic’s geographical position between the “schismatics” (Eastern 
Orthodox Christians) and the infidels (the Ottoman Empire). A  major element in 
the state’s religious identity involved material objects of veneration – numerous relics 
carefully preserved in the city’s cathedral treasury (Figure 5.1) and churches of differ-
ent monastic orders, palpable demonstrations of the Republic’s centuries-old loyalty 
to the Catholic Church.

The safekeeping of relics was organized in such a way that neither the archbishop 
nor the clergy had access to more than a hundred sacred fragments housed in the 
cathedral treasury: in 1433, the Senate issued a decree to the effect that a total of six 
keys to the treasury were to be kept by three treasurers and three procuratori and 
that at least two members of each group should be on hand for every opening and 
temporary removal of the relics for processions.3 The treasurers and the procuratori 
were nominated from among the Ragusan nobility, so that the various archbishops – 
between the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries these were always foreigners4 – would 
not have an opportunity to appropriate holy fragments and send them back to their 
own homelands or donate them to their princely friends.5

Serafino Razzi, author of the first printed history of Ragusa (1595), recorded that 
there were 111 relics carried in the procession on the feast of Saint Blaise and that 
many more were housed in the cathedral.6 The number of relics in the cathedral treas-
ury mentioned by Giacomo di Pietro Luccari at the beginning of the seventeenth cen-
tury – more than 300 – is somewhat exaggerated,7 although a considerable number 
were destroyed in an earthquake in 1667. Finally, eighteenth-century historiographer 
Seraphinus Maria Cerva enumerated 160 extant relics and another fifty-two that were 
lost,8 whereas the number of relics currently in the Treasury is 161, with twenty-one 
items reported missing.9 Razzi especially praised the Ragusans for never parting with 
their sacred objects, even when these were requested by much more powerful states: 
he noted a request made by the city of Florence for a relic of the hand of their patron 
saint, John the Baptist, to which the Ragusans responded that “the city of Ragusa, 
situated on the borders with the infidel, is in greater need of sacred relics and saintly 
assistance than the city of Florence, which feels no similar danger.”10 Nonetheless, the 
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Figure 5.1  Dubrovnik, cathedral treasury, 1713–1717, attributed to Marino Gropelli.
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need for political alliances gradually changed the Ragusans’ attitude: in 1771, they 
ceded the relic of the hand of the Hungarian king Saint Stephen to the Empress Maria 
Theresa in return for her protection against a possible Russian invasion from the sea.11

The relics possessed by the Republic of Ragusa brought the state considerable pres-
tige and were regularly mentioned in the accounts of pilgrims and city chroniclers. 
Apart from the relics of the hand and leg of Saint Blaise, patron saint of the Republic, 
fifteenth-century pilgrims Roberto di Sanseverino, Gabriele Capodilista, and Santo 
Brasca made special mention of a particularly venerated object from the Holy Land, 
the swaddling clothes in which Jesus was wrapped when he was presented to Saint 
Simeon in the Temple.12 Moreover, these precious things were not overlooked in writ-
ten histories: in his 1440 description of the city, Philip de Diversis mentioned “the 
relics of many saints encased in silver,” among which “the completely white swad-
dling clothes in which Our Lord Jesus was wrapped when the prophet Simeon took 
him in his arms” stood out.13 Churches of monastic orders in Ragusa – Franciscan, 
Dominican, and the Order of Saint Claire – owned other relics from the Holy Land: 
fragments of the True Cross, the Column of the Flagellation, and other relics related to 
the passion,14 but their existence was not accorded any special attention, nor did they 
induce more elaborate ceremonies of veneration. Singular exceptions were the two 
stone fragments that arrived in Ragusa from the Holy Land in late 1558, the venera-
tion of which immediately assumed the form of a state-inaugurated public procession.

The ties between the Republic of Ragusa and the Holy Land were strengthened 
around the middle of the sixteenth century, when a Ragusan, Fra Bonifacio de 
Stephanis (Lopud/Isola di Mezzo, ca. 1500 – Timişoara, 1581) was named to fill the 
distinguished post of Guardian of Mount Zion.15 Fra Bonifacio entered the Franciscan 
order in Ragusa, where he completed the order’s studies in theology; in 1543, he was 
sent to Paris to continue his studies in philosophy and theology. Before returning to 
Ragusa, he spent some time in Rome, where he maintained close relationships with 
many learned men, among whom was Felice Peretti, the future Pope Sixtus V.16 Fra 
Bonifacio’s service in the Holy Land began in 1551, after first being named Guardian 
of the Holy Land (he was re-elected in 1553, 1556, and 1563); during the years he 
spent in Jerusalem he restored many sacred structures, including the Holy Sepulchre, 
on which work was begun in 1555 (Figure 5.2).

He described the opening of that church in a letter written in Ston (a town and fort 
northwest of Ragusa) on May 13, 1570, some fifteen years after the event, in which 
he recalled the discovery of the fragment of the wood of the Holy Cross, which he 
divided into smaller pieces and sent to Rome and his homeland.17 The retrieved frag-
ment of the Holy Cross was initially broken into two pieces, of which one was left at 
the altar of the Holy Cross in the Chapel of the Apparition within the Holy Sepulchre, 
while the other was further divided and presented to Pope Pius IV, Cardinal Rodolfo 
Pio da Carpi, and Cardinal-Priest of Santa Maria in Ara Coeli (Clemente d’Olera). Fra 
Bonifacio kept the last fragment for himself and eventually donated it to the Diocese 
of Ston, where he was named bishop in 1564;18 another piece of the Holy Cross was 
given to the Spanish king Philip II.

Fra Bonifacio’s gifts were not limited to the relics of the Holy Cross: he sent frag-
ments of the Column of the Flagellation to Pope Paul IV, the Holy Roman Emperor 
Ferdinand I, and the Republic of Venice.19 His choice of recipients was mindful and 
diplomatic: he distributed the fragments to either the protectors of the Franciscan 
order (Minister-General of the Order of Friars Minor Clemente d’Olera and the 
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supporter of the Capuchins Rodolfo Pio da Carpi) and to sovereigns and political 
powers who could provide financial assistance for his efforts to restore the sites of 
the Holy Land – as did the Spanish king Philip II, himself a passionate collector of 
relics.20 However, among the multitude of sacred fragments from the Holy Land that 
he distributed all over Europe, the relics that engendered the greatest veneration were 
the ones he brought to his homeland, the Republic of Ragusa: a fragment of the Holy 
Sepulchre and a particle of the Column of the Flagellation.

Figure 5.2 � The Holy Sepulchre as restored by Fra Bonifacio de Stephanis, illustration in Boni-
facio Stephano Ragusino, Liber de perenni cultu Terrae Sanctae et di fructuosa eius 
peregrinatione, 2nd ed., Venice: Ex Typ. L. merlo Ioh. Bapt. filii, 1875.
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These two relics arrived in Ragusa on December 15, 1558, accompanied by a let-
ter from Fra Bonifacio addressed to the Republic of Ragusa and dated July 24, 1558 
(Figure 5.3).

He began by noting that many relics had passed through his hands during his ser-
vice in the Holy Land and that he had donated precious objects to many churches, 
among which were the Basilica of Saint Mark in Venice and the Church of the Blessed 
Apostles Peter and Paul in Rome.21 He went on to explain the origin of the two stone 
fragments he was giving to the Republic: the fragment of the Holy Sepulchre was 
detached during the 1555 restoration of the sanctuary and the piece of the Column of 
the Flagellation came from the red porphyry column preserved in the Chapel of the 
Apparition within the sanctuary of the Holy Sepulchre. The latter, originally kept in 
the Praetorium of Pilate,22 was considered the true Column of the Flagellation ordered 
by Pilate before Christ’s crucifixion, unlike the column of white-veined black granite 
preserved in the Church of Santa Prassede (brought to Rome by Cardinal Giovanni 
Colonna in 1223), identified as the one once situated in the house of Caiphas.23

The reception of the two stone fragments in Ragusa was immediate: on Decem-
ber 16, 1558, only one day after they arrived in the city, the Senate ordered the offi-
cials of the cathedral to place the relics in two separate containers and arranged for 
a general procession with a holy Mass in the Cathedral, which was to be held every 
year to commemorate the day of their arrival in the city. Moreover, the day of the 
procession – to be held in perpetuum – was proclaimed a nonworking day.24 However, 
the decision of the Republic to accept the two relics and arrange for a public feast 
and procession was made without consulting the archbishop, despite the fact that 
the matter was clearly within the realm of the ecclesiastic authorities. It thus came 

Figure 5.3 � Letter from Fra Bonifacio de Stephanis to the Republic of Ragusa, July 24, 1558. 
Photo credit: Dubrovnik State Archives.
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as a surprise to the reigning archbishop of Ragusa, Lodovico Beccadelli (Bologna, 
1501 – Prato, 1572; archbishop 1555–1564),25 who was anxious to restore order and 
improve the problematic state of the archdiocese. Beccadelli’s efforts met with much 
resistance on the part of the Ragusan clergy and thus of the government, whose mem-
bers were eager to protect the interests of their fellow noblemen.

One of the major difficulties was the interference of the state in ecclesiastical mat-
ters, a problem that was clearly reflected in the episode of the two relics from the Holy 
Land. Their arrival was followed by a completely autonomous decision on the part of 
the Republic to arrange a ceremony, which necessarily included the participation of 
ecclesiastical authorities, but it was not deemed necessary to get the approval of the 
latter when the relics arrived. Archbishop Beccadelli’s cautious attitude in the matter is 
revealed in a letter dated January 19, 1559, addressed to the sacristan of the Apostolic 
Palace, Giovanni Giacomo Barba, regarding Fra Bonifacio’s gift of “two fragments 
of stone in a box well sealed and enfolded,” sent to the Republic to venerate them 
among the many relics they already possess.26 The archbishop explained that he had 
informed the government that, though “all pious feelings are most praiseworthy, the 
introduction of new relics was not up to them,” but remained the exclusive privilege 
of the Holy See. His greatest concern was to avoid departing from the “true rule” by 
allowing the acceptance of possibly inauthentic relics, especially after the Republic’s 
decision “not only to venerate them, but to institute a procession with a solemn Mass 
to be held every year on the day of their arrival in the city, that is, on December 15.”

Lodovico Beccadelli’s prudence regarding the fragments from the Holy Land 
reflected his views regarding the ongoing efforts to reform the Catholic Church at the 
Council of Trent, which he followed closely. In fact, his conduct regarding Fra Boni-
facio’s gift anticipated the decree “On Invocation, Veneration and Relics of the Saints, 
and on Sacred Images,” issued during the 25th session of the Council (December 3–4, 
1563), which prescribed that all bishops “are first of all to instruct the faithful care-
fully about .  .  . reverence for their relics.” The same conciliar decision demanded 
precisely what the archbishop of Ragusa requested from the Senate – mandatory con-
sultation with ecclesiastical authorities: “Nor are any new miracles to be accepted, or 
new relics recognized, without the bishop similarly examining and approving them. 
And as soon as he learns of something of this kind, he should consult with theologians 
and other devout men and decide as truth and devotion suggest.”27

The Republic’s pronounced readiness to accept the relics from the Holy Land had its 
precedents in the arrival of other sacred fragments procured by Ragusan merchants, 
most of which did not have a “certificate of authenticity,” such as the ones sent by 
the Guardian of the Holy Land: in 1550, the Republic accepted the arm of the Inno-
cents, a thorn from Christ’s crown, and the sponge and a part of the Virgin’s veil and 
had them placed in the cathedral treasury.28 However, less than a decade later, the 
importance accorded the two relics from Jerusalem was far greater, and their value 
must have been perceived in light of the fact that the geographical position of Ragusa 
ensured the city the status of a frequent stop for pilgrims traveling from Venice to the 
Holy Land.29 The privilege of transporting pilgrims to the Holy Land, granted to the 
Republic by the Council of Basel (1433) and confirmed by successive popes,30 ensured 
their presence in the city, so the existence of material objects from Jerusalem must 
have been viewed by their new owners as a sort of introduction to the sacred places 
the pilgrims were directed to as a pars pro toto preview of the Holy Sepulchre and the 
Column of the Flagellation available within the cathedral treasury. Their significance 
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in the local context is revealed not only in the speed with which the Ragusan govern-
ment arranged a public feast on the day of their arrival, but also in the rank assigned 
to the feast: a general procession and a holy Mass in the Cathedral – or, as Archbishop 
Beccadelli defined it, “una messa solenne” – corresponded to a Solemnity, a feast of 
the highest rank, which included the service of the Solemn or High Mass31 in the prin-
cipal church of the city and presupposed the participation of the highest ecclesiastical 
authority, the archbishop himself, who would be expected to conduct the procession.

The role played by the state in the case of the two stone relics from the Holy Land 
was in fact a reflection of the general attitude of the Ragusan government toward the 
ecclesiastical authority of its (foreign) archbishop, who was accepted and respected 
as long as he did not interfere in political issues, the Republic’s internal affairs, or its 
long-established traditions – or, in this case, the traditions they had decided to create. 
Whereas most translatio narratives emphasize the participation of a local ecclesias-
tic, either as a commissioner or receiver of the newly acquired relics,32 in Ragusa the 
archbishop was entirely disregarded by both parties, Fra Bonifacio as the sender and 
the Republic as the receiver. The authorization to accept and solemnize the two relics 
arrived only several months later: in his response to Beccadelli’s letter, dated Febru-
ary 17, 1559, the sacristan of the Apostolic Palace noted that there were no obstacles 
to accepting the two stone fragments, since they were not relics of “new or nonsolem-
nized saints, but ancient relics venerated throughout the Christian world, if truthfully 
obtained.”33 At that point, the effect of such a response could have only been to give 
the archbishop peace of mind, since the secular authorities considered the matter long 
resolved. The issue of relics and processions in Ragusa would be brought to the atten-
tion of the highest ecclesiastical authorities several decades later: among the fifty-seven 
complaints regarding the Republic’s intervention in ecclesiastical matters presented to 
Pope Gregory XIII in 1582, Archbishop Girolamo Matteucci (archbishop of Ragusa 
1579–1583) noted that the Ragusans had too liberal an attitude toward relics and 
inaugurated processions as they pleased, and at the same time did not participate in 
those prescribed by the church.34

The practice of introducing state-inaugurated processions was certainly not uncom-
mon during the Renaissance – for instance, the ducal procession in honor of Saint 
Theodore declared by the Venetian Senate in 145035 – but such a procession usually 
signified a revival of interest in a particular saint whose relics were already present 
in the civic and ecclesiastical traditions of a community. By contrast, the Ragusans’ 
decision regarding the processional veneration of the two stone relics could not have 
been corroborated by any ancient tradition or common memory, but was evidently 
motivated by their origin, which transformed the two fragments into material remind-
ers of the Holy Land. The importance ascribed to the relics only a day after their 
arrival becomes even more extraordinary in light of the fact that the cathedral treas-
ury already held two fragments of the Holy Sepulchre, which had not been accorded 
similar treatment.36 What evidently motivated the Republic to arrange an annual pro-
cession was not the fact that they were granted relics of the passion (others of which 
were already in churches of the monastic orders), but rather the circumstances of their 
arrival: in the eyes of the state, the accompanying letter from the Guardian of the Holy 
Land guaranteed their origin and therefore their authenticity – arguments that did not 
quite convince Archbishop Beccadelli. The statement that other relics had been sent to 
Rome and Venice certainly added value to the gift; it even assigned the two fragments 
a certain political significance, hidden in the notion that the Republic of Ragusa was 
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considered an equal receiver of the authentic objects from the Holy Land as the objec-
tively more powerful European rulers.

Despite Archbishop Beccadelli’s objections, Fra Bonifacio’s relics were recognized 
as authentic before the official confirmation from the Holy See, and the procession 
arranged by the state was included in the calendar of feast days officially celebrated 
by the Republic. In 1561, to honor the donor, the Senate further decided that the 
procession was to enter the Church of Saint Francis.37 Public rituals, both secular and 
ecclesiastical, had a prominent place in the life of the Republic of Ragusa, while the 
century-long tradition of veneration of relics, accompanied by numerous processions 
(Figure 5.4), served as a demonstration of fidelity to the Catholic Church both inside 
and outside the Republic.

A special calendar of festivities (Calendarium festorum celebrandorum secundum 
ordines Racusii) introduced at the beginning of the fifteenth century singled out the 
feast days within the Christmas and Easter cycles that were of special significance for 
the state.38 However, the institution of a feast day to commemorate the arrival of the 
two relics from the Holy Land was a case apart: no special dedication or festivity of 
a higher rank was prescribed for December 15,39 so the day assigned to the solemn 
celebration of Fra Bonifacio’s relics represented an addition to the feast days that were 

Figure 5.4 � Zebedeo Picinni, View of Ragusa (Dubrovnik) before the earthquake of 1667, show-
ing a procession entering the Franciscan church, nineteenth century. Dubrovnik, 
Franciscan monastery. Photo credit: Institute of Art History, Zagreb, Photoarchives 
collection, Inv. No. IPU-F-27924, photograph by Paolo Mofardin, 2013.
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already being celebrated both universally and locally. In a list of public processions 
compiled by the eighteenth-century historiographer Seraphinus Maria Cerva, the pro-
cessions not corresponding to universal feast days of the Catholic Church were only 
votive feasts instituted after the calamities that struck Ragusa during the seventeenth 
century – the fire of 1610, the earthquakes of 1639 and 1667, and the plague of 1691. 
The only other procession not paired with another feast day was the feast of the trans-
latio of the hand of the Republic’s patron saint, Blaise, brought from Venice in 1346.40 
The proclamation of a feast of a higher rank thus gave Fra Bonifacio’s stone relics a 
hitherto unprecedented significance.

A parallel – at least regarding the significance assigned to relics of similar prove-
nance – can be found in the well-known Florentine tradition of the Scoppio del Carro, 
created around three fragments of the Holy Sepulchre brought back to Florence by 
Pazzo (Pazzino) de’ Pazzi after the First Crusade. According to the legend, he was the 
first to climb the walls of Jerusalem to place a troop banner as a sign of victory, and he 
was given three flint fragments from the Holy Sepulchre as a reward. Upon his return 
to Florence, Pazzo was greeted with great enthusiasm and taken through the city on 
a triumphal cart, while the ceremony of the Scoppio del Carro – in which the relics of 
the Holy Sepulchre were used to ignite the “holy fire” distributed among Florentine 
homes – was instituted to commemorate his heroic enterprise and the arrival of the 
relics in the city. The account of the Florentine fragments of the Holy Sepulchre is 
not supported by archival documentation dating from the late eleventh century (the 
assumed time of their arrival), but relies on a legend probably created in the first half 
of the fifteenth century.41 The Florentine narrative of the origin of the Scoppio del 
Carro and the documented Ragusan episode reflect the same pattern: a starting point 
of a tradition centered on relics from the Holy Land that presupposed the participa-
tion of the whole city. In both cases the material evidence of the Holy Land procured 
by a fellow citizen laid the foundations for a civic ritual to be observed in the centuries 
to follow, a ritual that would celebrate not only the relic, a vivid representation of the 
physically distant Holy Land, but also the donor responsible for its translation.

The memory of the arrival of the relics of the Holy Sepulchre and the Column of 
the Flagellation, along with the relic of the wood of the Holy Cross donated by Fra 
Bonifacio to the Diocese of Ston (which was also carried in a procession through the 
city),42 found a prominent place not only in the civic ritual of the Republic of Ragusa, 
but also in the works of later writers and chroniclers of Ragusan history. The Senate’s 
decision that set the procession on December 15 was changed over time, probably 
before 1670,43 so eighteenth-century sources list the procession of the fragment of 
the Holy Sepulchre on the Octave Day of Easter.44 The altered date – more appropri-
ate to the Easter cycle – entered the first ceremonial book compiled at the turn of the 
eighteenth century45 and was kept until the fall of the Republic in 1808.46 However, 
although the name of Fra Bonifacio is regularly associated with the story of their 
provenance, written accounts vary in important details, such as the date and manner 
of the donation of the relics. The notion of the exact date of their arrival had been 
obscured by the dates that marked Fra Bonifacio’s ecclesiastical career: his return to 
his homeland in 1564, corresponding to the year of his appointment to the Diocese 
of Ston, was mistakenly identified with the year of the arrival of the relics by most of 
the manuscript sources (and adopted by subsequent authors). Cerva (1744) dates the 
donation of both fragments to 1564, but later within the same work notes that the 
relics of the Holy Sepulchre arrived in 1565.47 In a manuscript compiled in the last 
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quarter of the eighteenth century, the Jesuit Gian Maria Mattei recorded their pres-
ence among the cathedral treasury relics since 1564,48 but his own transcription of 
an older source gives the year 1558 as the time of the donation.49 Equally imprecise 
information is found in an anonymous chronicle most likely written during the course 
of the eighteenth century, which – without recording the year – notes that the two 
fragments were brought to Ragusa by Fra Bonifacio himself (and not sent from Jeru-
salem), which, given the details of his biography, would correspond to the year 1564.50 
In a passage dedicated to the fragment of the Holy Sepulchre, the anonymous author 
praises it as “the most unique and singular relic, not to be found in any other part 
of the world outside Jerusalem,”51 evidently disregarding the presence of two similar 
items in the cathedral treasury.

The decision of the Ragusan Senate issued immediately after the arrival of the two 
relics prescribed their collocation in two separate containers; the relic of the Holy 
Sepulchre – the only one preserved of the two donated by Fra Bonifacio – was sub-
sequently added to the two fragments of the Holy Sepulchre already in the cathedral 
treasury and placed in a silver casing covered by a reclining figure of the dead Christ 
(Figure 5.5).52

The relic of the Column of the Flagellation, last recorded in an inventory of the treas-
ury compiled in 1784, has unfortunately been lost.53 The Republic of Ragusa’s enthusi-
astic reception and long-lasting reverence of the stone fragments sent by Fra Bonifacio 
de Stephanis were at odds with its attitude toward the donor. After the state’s initial 

Figure 5.5 � Reliquary of the fragment of the Holy Sepulchre, 17 × 32 × 21  cm, silver, late  
sixteenth century. Dubrovnik, cathedral treasury. Photograph by Božidar Gjukić, 
2013.
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praise, expressed in his appointment to the Diocese of Ston and the assignment of an 
important diplomatic mission to the Spanish King Philip II in 1566,54 in 1581 the for-
mer Guardian of the Holy Land was officially banned from the Republic for refusing to 
deprive a priest accused of murder of the honor of clerical office without a proper trial; 
he spent his last days serving the Holy See as the apostolic visitor in the lands subject 
to Ottoman rule.55 Notwithstanding the ill treatment of the donor, the reception of the 
two relics sent from Jerusalem in 1558 presents a singular case of the inclusion of spir-
itual and material symbols of the Holy Land in a civic ritual of the Republic of Ragusa 
that would last for the following two-and-a-half centuries.
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The monastic complex founded in the middle of the sixth century in the southwest 
part of Georgia, in historical Kakheti, by Saint David, one of the so-called Syrian 
Fathers, who came to the country with the blessings of Saint Simon the Stylite (521–
592), is the largest Christian Orthodox spiritual center in the Caucasus (Figure 6.1 
and Figure 6.2).1

According to tradition, Saint David lived in a natural cave on a rocky mountain 
slope near Tbilisi – the capital of the country – for a short time after he arrived. Even-
tually, a monastery was built there, which is now in the center of Tbilisi and is known 
as Mamadaviti (Father David) or Mtatsmida (the Holy Mountain).2

Soon after his arrival, Saint David left his initial dwelling and together with his 
disciples, Saint Dodo and Saint Lukiane, laid the foundation for the monastic associa-
tion in the eastern part of the country. From there the complex gradually spread to 
the north of the Mtkvari River in the semidesert area of the Gareja Mountain ridge 
and the center of the Iori River Valley. Over the centuries, the monastic association of 
Gareja grew to be much larger than other such unions. Recent studies have indicated 
that there were more than two dozen complexes,3 among them lavras,4 monasteries, 
and hesychastirions.5 The hagiographic treatises and historical sources, along with the 
artifacts, inscriptions, and donor images connected with the Gareja complex reflect 
the political, social, and cultural realities during different periods in the long history of 
the country. This large group of rock-cut monasteries became one of the most impor-
tant spiritual and cultural centers of the Christian Caucasus at a very early stage, and 
its prime importance in the spiritual life of the country endured through the early 
twentieth century. The Gareja Desert monasteries are among those spiritual centers 
of the Eastern Christian world in which the activities of the local monks were tied in 
with their creative work – literary, architectural, and artistic endeavors. They were 
among the influential centers of culture and education, where kings, noblemen, and 
clergymen, as well as other renowned representatives of Georgian culture lived and 
worked.6 Gareja was a significant literary center,7 but it was also home to an original, 
local school of mural painting,8 which was an outgrowth of the close ties forged with 
Byzantine and East Christian spiritual centers – all of which can be traced in historical 
sources and Georgian hagiography, as well as in epigraphy and art.9

According to the Vita of Saint David,10 after monastic life was firmly established 
in the Gareja Desert, he, together with some of his disciples, left on a pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem. They approached at the place known as the Hill of Mercy (Mons Gaudii),11 
from where they were able to see the Holy City. Saint David expressed gratitude to the 
Lord and humbly announced to his companions: “No, brethren, I may not venture to 
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Figure 6.1 � Gareja Desert, Georgia. Lavra of St. David. General view from south. Photo: Theo-
dor Kühne (1913). Image source: Zaza Skhirtladze, The Tomb of Saint David Gare-
jeli (Tbilisi, 2006), Figure 1.
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advance further from this spot, for I judge myself unworthy even to approach those 
holy places. But you go and pray for me, a sinner I would not dare to step on the road 
of the God with my sinful feet.”12 He then sent his disciples on to Jerusalem while he 
himself looked at the city from afar. At the city gate,13 he prayed fervently and took 
three stones for eulogy with the belief that “they were cut from Christ’s grave.”14 
When the pilgrims started back to Georgia, an angel appeared to Elija (459–516), 
patriarch of Jerusalem (according to another version the vision appeared to Makarios 
[r. 544 and 563–574]) and announced that: “With his belief he [Saint David] took 
the grace of Jerusalem.”15 The patriarch’s envoys caught up with Saint David and his 
companions near Nablus (Neapolis) and told them of the angel’s revelation. Follow-
ing the patriarch’s command, they took two stones back, “in order not to take away 
the full grace from it [Jerusalem], and one share do I give you for your desert; take 
this stone as the grace to your desert for memory and for declaration of your belief.”16 
According to the Vita of the saint, “And even today that stone remains in the hermit-
age, effecting great miracles of healing right up to the present time.”17 This stone, the 
Stone of Grace, has been one of the most venerated relics of the Georgian Christian 
Orthodox Church since the sixth century.18

Textual accounts concerning the Stone of Grace can be found in the Life of Saint 
David,19 as well as in various historical narratives20 and documents. 21 The miraculous 
relic – a round, smooth stone somewhat bigger than an egg, of light yellowish-ruddy 
color with dark-red spots – was kept for centuries in the Church of the Transfigura-
tion, the main sanctuary in the Lavra of Saint David, the central monastery of the 
Gareja monastic complex (Plate 3).22

Figure 6.2  Lavra of St. David. General view from west. Photo: Zaza Skhirtladze.
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According to tradition, ownership of the sacred stone endowed the Gareja Desert with 
a third part of Jerusalem’s grace; accordingly, “praying three times there was equivalent 
to praying once in Jerusalem.”23 Thus, Gareja was considered to be a place of special 
sacredness and was highly venerated by pilgrims coming from different parts of Georgia 
and the Christian East.24 Through the end of the nineteenth century, Georgian, Greek, 
Russian, and Armenian pilgrims and even Muslim visitors worshipped there.25

The way of pilgrimage to the burial place of Saint David (i.e., the Lavra of Saint 
David) for visitors from different parts of the Christian world included the monas-
teries of Saint John the Baptist and Saints Dodo, Udabno, and Bertubani. Especially 
sanctified sites for pilgrims in the Gareja Desert were the tombs of Saint David (the 
Lavra) and of his disciples Saint Lukiane (the Lavra) and Saint Dodo (the Saint Dodo 
Monastery) and the spring flowing in drops in the cave at the bottom of the rocky 
slope in the Lavra of Saint David – the miraculous healing water, which is still a holy 
eulogy for pilgrims coming to Gareja.26

The significance of the Stone of Grace is closely linked to local tradition, which influ-
ences all spheres of creativity, and, according to that tradition, the holy places in Georgia 
reflect the sanctity of Jerusalem. The most eloquent evidence of this notion is Mtskheta –  
an old capital of the country – which is the home of the most sacred relics venerated by 
Christians. Several places and sanctuaries in Mtskheta have copies of the topography 
of Jerusalem, thus pointing to the conveyance of the Jerusalem tradition to Georgia.27

The Life of Saint David tells of the miracles connected with the Stone of Grace. For 
centuries it healed “from diseases and pain all those, who believed in it.” It is thought that 
to touch the Stone of Grace, as well as to pray in front of it “can heal patients from all 
diseases and pain.”28 The history of the Stone of Grace is represented in the murals of the 
diaconicon (north chamber) of the main church in the Udabno Monastery (Figure 6.3).

Figure 6.3 � Gareja Desert. Udabno Monastery. General view from southeast. Photo: Zaza Skhirtladze.
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The frescoes on the western and northern walls, which were executed in the first 
half of the tenth century, contain the pictorial cycle of the Life of Saint David, which 
consists of seven scenes: Saint David and his disciples settling in the Gareja Desert and 
the initial stage of monastic life there29 and Saint David’s pilgrimage to Jerusalem, the 
episode in which he did not dare to enter the Holy City and took the Stone of Grace 
(Figs. 6.4 and 6.5).30

The composition of this last scene consists of two parts: in the left section, against 
the background of a high wall, Saint David is shown with a canvas bag over his 
shoulder and a long stick in his right hand. In front of him in the center is the city of 
Jerusalem, shown as a single-nave edifice with a blue-tiled roof, a high arched gate, a 
coupled window on the side façade, and a comparatively small low annex at the side. 
On the other side of the building (i.e., in the right-hand section of the composition) 
we see two clergymen. The first, who is moving to the left, toward Saint David, is 
holding a scepter in his right hand, and his left hand, as a sign of address, is raised in 
front of his chest. He is wearing a long robe and a cloak, and his headdress is similar 
to Saint David’s cockle. Along the head of the figure, in the upper part of the high 
wall passing near the right edge of the scene (along the upper section of the composi-
tion) is the fragment of single-line inscription in old Georgian asomtavruli (uncial) 
script. The preserved fragments of the letters suggest that it should read ელია (Elija). 
The presence of an image of Elija, patriarch of Jerusalem, is likely due to the epi-
sode of the stones. The clergyman accompanying the patriarch, with a cockle, with 

Figure 6.4 � Udabno Monastery. North chamber of the main church. Scheme of the First Phase 
Painting on the west wall, with the life cycle of St. David Garejeli. Image source: A. 
Eastmond, Z. Skhirtladze, Udabno Monastery in Georgia: Innovation, Conserva-
tion and the Reinterpretation of Medieval Art, Iconographica, Rivista di Iconograp-
fia Medievale e Moderna, VII (2008), Figure 6.
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Figure 6.5 � Udabno Monastery. North chamber of the main church. Scheme of the First Phase 
Painting on the north wall, with the life cycle of St. David Garejeli. Image source: 
A. Eastmond, Z. Skhirtladze, Udabno Monastery in Georgia: Innovation, Conserva-
tion and the Reinterpretation of Medieval Art, Iconographica, Rivista di Iconograp-
fia Medievale e Moderna, VII (2008), Figure 7.

a scepter in his left hand, is looking upward and pointing to the right with a raised 
right hand. Over his head, in the upper-right-hand corner of the composition, there 
are details of a half-figure, which probably represent the angel that appeared to the 
patriarch.31

The episode of Saint David’s pilgrimage recorded in different recensions of his 
Life is thought to be a legend “in which the facts, names, and motives are mixed,”32 
but which is probably based on “the reflection of the real state of affairs.”33 In 
light of such a supposition, there were different opinions as to the chronological, 
confessional, and other issues connected with the saint’s pilgrimage to Jerusalem. 
There are some discrepancies in the narrative of the hagiographer and the iconog-
raphy of the life cycle of the saint in the monumental painting.34 With regard to 
the debatable issues, future possible corrections do not relate to the main purpose 
of his pilgrimage and what is of principal importance – his acquiring the Stone of 
Grace.35 This event is distinguished in the general picture of the tradition of wor-
ship of artifacts in Georgia because, according to centuries-old local tradition, 
the stone bears special sacral traits, as it holds a third share of Jerusalem’s grace. 
Thus, the Stone of Grace turned out to be far more significant than the relics of the 
saints. A large number of pilgrim inscriptions across several monasteries located 
along the road leading to Saint David’s grave can be explained by the age-old tra-
dition according to which a pilgrimage to Gareja was rewarded by a third of the 
grace of traveling to Jerusalem. That is the reason that it was so highly venerated 
by pilgrims in Georgia and in the various parts of the Christian East. The tombs 
of Saint David and his disciples were distinguished sites of sanctity for pilgrimages 
to the Gareja Desert.36

Saint David placed the miraculous stone in the Church of the Transfiguration – the 
main sanctuary of the monastery he founded – which was cut into the rock during his 
lifetime, just opposite his cave (Figure 6.6).
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Bubakar, a ruler (eristav) of the District of Rustavi (a town on the edge of the Gareja 
Desert, some 20 kilometers to the northwest of the Lavra of Saint David), newly con-
verted to Christianity, initiated the cutting out of the church and that became Saint 
David’s burial site.37 His tomb, which is carved into the rock and oriented along an 
east-west axis, is in a tall, arched bay near the chancel in the southeast section of the 
church (Figure 6.7).

For a long time, the Stone of Grace was on Saint David’s grave, but it was only in the 
late medieval period that the sources indicated its exact position on the tombstone.38

Figure 6.6 � Lavra of St. David. View of the lower section of the complex with the Church of 
Transfiguration. Photo: Dimitri Ermakov (1880s). Image source: G. Chubinashvili, 
Peshchernye Monastyri David-Garedzhi (Tbilisi, 1948).
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   Figure 6.7   Church of Transfi guration. Groundplan. Image source: Zaza Skhirtladze,  The Tomb 
of Saint David Garejeli  (Tbilisi, 2006), Figure 5.  

 In June and July 2000, with the blessing of His Holiness Ilia II, Catholicos-Patriarch 
of All Georgia, Saint David’s tomb was opened and cleaned. The archeological fi ndings 
demonstrated the relevance and accuracy of the written sources and the local monastic 
traditions. The rock-cut portion of his resting place has survived nearly intact. At the 
same time, a comparison of written sources and the local monastic tradition enables to 
identify several stages in the construction of the burial site and its subsequent renova-
tions and alterations. 

 Saint David’s tomb was covered by two rows of ceiling slabs, each of which had a 
hole for removing holy dust. The hole for extending one’s hand into the burial cham-
ber to receive the blessing of the saint and to take a holy gift (ευλογία) and the Stone of 
Grace, whose presence was attested to in the written sources, 39  were the most impor-
tant features of the shrine. 

 In the mid-ninth century, as a result of the renovation and extension of the Church 
of the Transfi guration on the initiative of Saint Ilarion the Georgian (ca. 822–875), 
Saint David’s tomb was turned into a place of public worship. 40  The grave was then 
within the interior of the church, in its southern part. The vault was built up on the 
burial site with mortared rectangular upright slabs and an arched roof. 

 The time span between this alteration and the subsequent stages of the renovation 
of the resting place was considerable. There is no historical evidence regarding the 
burial site from the tenth century until the late medieval period. Thus, the periods to 
which the vestiges of the alterations discovered during the cleaning of the grave remain 
unclear. 
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By the end of the seventeenth century, after a long interlude, monastic life in the 
Gareja Desert began to flourish again. During the renovation and refurbishing of 
the spiritual center of the complex, the Father Superior of the Lavra of Saint David, 
Onopre Machutadze (1690–1733), would naturally have paid special attention to the 
saint’s grave.41 A document written in the name of a Father Superior known as the 
“new builder of Gareja” mentions several icons deposited on the tomb but makes no 
reference to the Stone of Grace.42

In the late Middle Ages, a period in which Georgia was often invaded, Gareja expe-
rienced a series of destructive raids.43 During this difficult time, in order to protect this 
most sacred relic, the Stone of Grace was hidden in a special arched niche built into the 
lower section of the eastern wall of the southern bay of the church (immediately above 
the larnax of Saint David).44 The niche most likely belongs to the period of the shrine’s 
renovation around the turn of the seventeenth century. Toward the end of the nineteenth 
century, a large icon of the Savior hung on the lower part of that wall of the bay and it 
may be that the Stone of Grace was kept just at that place for a considerable period of 
time (Figure 6.8).45

Figure 6.8 � Lavra of St. David. Church of Transfiguration. Interior. View from west. Photo: 
Dimitri Ermakov (1880s). Image source: Zaza Skhirtladze, The Tomb of Saint 
David Garejeli (Tbilisi, 2006), Figure 3.
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In 1811, Archimandrite Illarion (Beburishvili) began a major repair on the 
Church of the Transfiguration. When the plaster from the eastern wall of Saint 
David’s tomb was removed, the small arched niche in which the Stone of Grace 
was preserved appeared. According to evidence revealed by Archimandrite  
Tarasi Aleksi-Meskhishvili (d.1874), the newly found relic was hidden again 
in another safe place. From that time on, until the early 1920s, the stone was  
taken out during liturgical celebrations and then returned to its hiding place.46 
It seems, however, that at some point it was returned to its previous place – on 
Saint David’s tomb – for it was apparently there when A. Muraviev saw it in the 
mid-nineteenth century,47 and when Bishop Kirion mentioned it at the end of that 
century.48

On July 18, 1851, Lezgians ravaged the Lavra of Saint David and destroyed nearly 
all of the monastery’s treasures, but the invaders failed to find the Church of the 
Transfiguration and the grave of Saint David so they were left intact,49 but they 
were subsequently despoiled in the Lezgins raid of October 1, 1857.50 After divid-
ing the booty, the Lezgins, unaware of its significance, hid the Stone of Grace in 
the ceiling of the house of one of the raiders. A captured hieromonk, Mitrophane 
(Natsvlishvili), saw where they had hidden the stone, and a year after he was set free, 
unnoticed by Lezgins, he removed the Stone of Grace and returned it to the Lavra 
of Saint David.51

In the twentieth century, major parts of the Gareja monastic complex, includ-
ing the grave of its founder, were abandoned and damaged: in 1917–1918 thieves 
did not spare local holy places, and the vaults of Saint David and Saint Dodo 
were ransacked.52 Early in the 1920s, shortly after the establishment of the Bol-
shevik regime, life finally came to an end in the still-active seats of Gareja – the  
Lavra of Saint David and the monastery of Saint John the Baptist – and the pil-
lage and destruction of the principal sites in the desert began. In 1923, after the 
abolishment of monastic life in the Gareja Desert, the Stone of Grace and other 
relics were taken to Tbilisi, where they were preserved in the treasury of the State 
Museum of Georgian Art. In 1990, the stone was transferred to the Georgian 
Patriarchate and at present it is housed in the chancel of the Saint Trinity Cathe-
dral in Tbilisi.

The history of the final resting place of Saint David Garejeli and the Stone of Grace 
is closely associated with the tradition of local Georgian monastic life, which spans 
many centuries. It enjoyed times of prosperity and renewal and endured a myriad of 
trials and tribulations. In the autumn of 2000, as soon as Saint David’s tomb had been 
completely cleaned, the site was set in order: his larnax was faced with stone, a grave 
slab was adorned with images and an inscription, and ornaments were placed on the 
larnax (Figure 6.9).

Apart from this, the grave slab has a special, small-sized hole in which a copy of 
the Stone of Grace has been placed for the pilgrims to approach and touch for wor-
ship. The feast day of Saint David Garejeli is the Thursday after the Ascension. Many 
pilgrims visit the Lavra of Saint David during the course of the year, and they are 
permitted to touch and to kiss it.
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In 1508, Pope Julius II gave Florian and Barbara von Waldenstein a twofold gift. 
He not only granted the burial chapel they had founded in Hall in Austria privileges 
equivalent to those of the Campo Santo Teutonico in Rome, but also gave the couple 
the right “to strew its surface with the dust or holy earth of the cemetery of the Campo 
Santo.”1 In its turn, the Campo Santo Teutonico had a material connection with the 
Holy Land, as it was understood to contain earth from the burial ground of Akeldama 
in Jerusalem. This chapter explores these and other contexts in which Christian burial 
places were equated through the movement of earth in the later Middle Ages, allow-
ing people buried in one location to enjoy the benefits of another.2 As the papal grant 
suggests, this phenomenon was associated with Jerusalem-based piety, but it was far 
from restricted to interest in the Holy Land. In what follows, I therefore juxtapose 
Jerusalem and Rome as sources of earth for networks of recipient sites, encompassing 
a wide range of devotional geographies.3 My intention here is not to suggest depend-
ent relationships among the examples or to compare the local circumstances that gave 
rise to each, but rather to clarify the spatial relationships created between burial places 
and the part that matter played in this process. This focus offers a perspective on the 
materiality of place and the sacrality of matter by asking how the movement of earth 
relates to less tangible means of equating places, such as the bestowal of equivalent 
indulgences, and how the sanctity of soil fits within a spectrum of other properties, 
including the power to decompose and discriminate among the bodies buried in it. 
Although it is connected to practices of taking dust from tombs and stones from 
holy sites, moving earth between cemeteries had a particular logic and role within the 
sphere of transportable topography.4

Transporting Jerusalem

The Campo Santo Teutonico, with which Julius II’s bull was concerned, is central to 
this chapter because it was understood as both a destination and a source of earth. 
In order to clarify the relationship between these roles, I  begin by considering the 
former alongside comparable cases in which soil was said to be taken from Jerusa-
lem. I draw here particularly on the work of Albrecht Weiland on the Campo Santo 
and Nine Miedema on the indulgence literature, but by focusing solely on the move-
ment of soil, aim to illuminate the expressive potential of this material. The Campo 
Santo Teutonico lies immediately to the south of the Saint Peter’s and served as a 
burial place for German-speaking residents of the city as well as for pilgrims to Rome. 
Already in the ninth century, the church associated with the schola Francorum seems  

7	� Earth from elsewhere
Burial in terra sancta beyond  
the Holy Land*
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to have been connected with the burial of pilgrims.5 Only in the later Middle Ages, 
however, was the cemetery thought to contain soil from Jerusalem.6 The traditions 
surrounding the site seem to have developed and been elaborated on particularly in 
German and Dutch texts that listed the indulgences unofficially associated with the 
churches of Rome.7 Indulgences had been available for visiting individual churches 
in the city from the twelfth century, but the number said to be obtainable at each 
increased dramatically in the fourteenth century.8 A German guide to Rome, dated to 
1377 and probably the work of Leopold of Vienna, though based on the Mirabilia 
Romae and the Indulgentiae ecclesiarum urbis Romæ, noted that whoever went to 
the “Goczakcher” reverently received 1,500 years pardon.9 Libri indulgentiarum and 
related texts promoted Rome vis-à-vis other pilgrimage centers; indeed the anony-
mous late fourteenth-century Stacions of Rome specifically noted that so much pardon 
was available there that there was no need to travel to Jerusalem.10 It may be in this 
spirit of competition that the Campo Santo Teutonico was claimed to contain soil 
from the Holy Land.

Specifically, the soil was associated with Akeldama. In Saint Matthew’s Gospel, 
this site is described as having been bought by the chief priests as a burial ground for 
strangers, and it was used in that way for Christian pilgrims from at least the sixth 
century, when the Piacenza Pilgrim noted the practice.11 Weiland convincingly suggests 
that the association of the Campo Santo Teutonico with Akeldama was due to the 
long-standing use of the former as a burial place for pilgrims and strangers in Rome.12 
It is hard to establish the point at which this association was first made. What has 
been seen as the earliest reference is found in a Dutch-language version of the Indul-
gentiae ecclesiarum urbis Romae in The Hague, Koninklijke Bibliotheek, MS 76 E 5, 
a manuscript generally dated to the end of the fourteenth century. Here the soil is said 
to have been brought from the field acquired with Judas Iscariot’s thirty pieces of sil-
ver. The cemetery is described as a place of burial for poor pilgrims, and 15,000 years 
remission are said to be granted to those who recited the Lord’s Prayer there.13 This 
miscellany begins with a computus table with the date 1374, and the same date has 
therefore been ascribed to the text “De aflaten der zeven kerken van Rome” on folios 
57v – 61r.14 Although the manuscript is described as having been written in the same 
hand throughout, the computus text is found on a single leaf at the very beginning, 
and it has been suggested that the Rome text is far later, even by a century.15 This argu-
ment is based partly on the large number of indulgences awarded and the arrangement 
of the text according to the seven churches of Rome, although a similar organization 
is found in Leopold’s work. A connection with Akeldama is made in several other 
versions of the Indulgentiae ecclesiarum dating from the fifteenth century.16 The first 
document associated with the Campo Santo Teutonico to mention the site in Jerusa-
lem seems to be a notarial act of 1454, which records that one of the founders of the 
Confraternity of the Campo Santo buried the poor for free, since the “ager sanctus” 
was bought with the money for which Christ was sold and could not itself be sold.17 
The earth is referred to explicitly in a petition of 1476 addressed to Pope Sixtus IV, in 
which the confraternity asked for permission to send two pardoners to Germany to 
collect funds for the restoration of the church.18 At a later date, probably during the 
seventeenth century, the associations of the earth shifted to Calvary.19

The extent to which the rationale for the indulgences at the Campo Santo Teutonico 
derived from its association with Jerusalem is not clear. One pilgrim to both Rome 
and Jerusalem mentioned celebrating Palm Sunday at the cemetery in 1470, although 
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the stational church for this feast day was Saint John Lateran, which might reflect 
its Jerusalem associations.20 Most frequently, however, references in the indulgence 
literature simply note relatively small numbers of indulgences granted for visiting the 
site.21 At the same time, in a number of cases they do seem to reflect its status as a 
cemetery. The Campo Santo is the only place described in the manuscript in The 
Hague in which indulgences are connected with saying the Lord’s Prayer, and it is 
possible that this is related to the practice of churchyard indulgences. In the fifteenth 
century, a prayer ascribed to Pope John XXII and sometimes said to be “written 
behind the altar of St Peter” in Rome offered indulgences to anyone passing a cem-
etery who said a Pater Noster and a Hail Mary, and the prayer “Avete omnes Christi 
fidelibus animae.”22 The Lord’s Prayer and the Ave Maria are mentioned in several 
other versions of the Indulgentiae ecclesiarum, with the text occasionally specifying 
that the prayers were said for the souls of those buried in the Campo Santo.23 All 
this is compatible with the treatment of Akeldama itself. One of the earliest accounts 
of Holy Land pilgrimage to enumerate indulgences for the loca sancta, Niccolò da 
Poggibonsi’s Libro d’Oltramare, of ca. 1345, notes the “perdonanza grandissima” 
available at Akeldama, and describes how pilgrims walked around it, reciting psalms, 
paternosters, and prayers for the souls of those buried there.24 However, there does 
not seem to have been any attempt to link the Campo Santo indulgences explicitly to 
those available in Jerusalem.

Only a few of the versions of the Indulgentiae ecclesiarum listed by Miedema in her 
comprehensive study of these texts mention that indulgences were available for burial 
in the Campo Santo, even if the effect of the indulgenced prayers was to enhance 
the site for those buried there.25 In these cases, which date from the second half of 
the fifteenth century onward, burial in the cemetery was said to obtain particular 
indulgences or even the forgiveness of all sins. Presumably, the relative silence on this 
matter reflects the fact that pilgrims did not anticipate being buried in the cemetery 
themselves, although those who died in Rome were likely to be interred there. It was 
claimed that one of the founders of the Confraternity of the Campo Santo, Frédéric de 
Meydenburg, buried 3,500 strangers at the Campo Santo in the Jubilee year of 1450.26 
Although it is likely that this figure was inflated, it is possible that a high mortality rate 
among pilgrims that year contributed to the renown of the Campo Santo as a burial 
place. Equally, the founding of the confraternity is likely to have influenced the inclu-
sion of the benefits of burial in the indulgence literature. Although the confraternity 
issued disconnected indulgences in order to restore the chapel, it is possible to identify 
a shift in the significance of the site, with consequences for the later history of its soil.

Before tracing these subsequent developments, however, the material presence of 
earth from Jerusalem demands further scrutiny regarding the particular qualities it 
possessed, the way in which it translated place, and the extent and nature of its sanc-
tity. One characteristic of Akeldama noted by travelers was its distinctive capacity 
to consume the flesh of corpses within a matter of days, and this property was also 
commonly attributed to the Campo Santo Teutonico.27 The claim is found in fifteenth-
century versions of the Indulgentiae, the earliest of which may be a manuscript from 
Augsburg, dated to 1448.28 Here the capacity of the shared soil of Akeldama and 
the Campo Santo is expressed as “gnaud” or “grace,” more fully as “die gnaud in 
im selbe”; in another manuscript, dated to 1500, this is termed its “natúre.”29 This 
property of the Campo Santo earth authenticated its origin in the Holy Land and 
demonstrated the material equivalence of the two places. However, it also contributes 
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to a wider distinction that can be drawn between earth from Akeldama and that from 
elsewhere in the region. During the Middle Ages, earth and stones from loca sancta 
throughout the Holy Land were treated as relics, not only commonly included in relic 
collections and placed in reliquaries, but even used in the consecration of churches.30 
Although sites such as Calvary and the Mount of Olives were particularly popular 
sources, such relics came from a wide range of locations associated with the life of 
Christ and other biblical figures. Yet, earth from Akeldama was not central to these 
practices; as far as I am aware, it is rarely described in relic lists and church consecra-
tion accounts, although there is some evidence that it was venerated and taken away 
by pilgrims: in 1431, Mariano da Siena mentioned removing earth from Akeldama 
for his “devozione.”31 There is similar ambiguity of status regarding the earth in the 
Campo Santo in the Roman indulgence literature. In contrast with its later designa-
tion in papal bulls, it is not expressly described as terra sancta, although this may be 
because the term was used to describe the Holy Land as a whole. At the same time, the 
soil was associated with Holy Land relic collecting. From the mid-fifteenth century, 
there is evidence of interest in the manner in which the earth reached Rome, and some 
versions of the Indulgentiae credit the Empress Helena – known for her discovery of 
the True Cross – with bringing the soil from Jerusalem.32 There was also a tradition 
that saw Akeldama soil as having been contained in the four bronze columns in Saint 
John Lateran, themselves often said to have come from Jerusalem.33 While many texts 
simply described the columns as filled with “terra sancta” from Jerusalem, in the mid-
fifteenth century Nikolaus Muffel also included reference to the “gotzacker,” prob-
ably referring to Akeldama.34 Nevertheless, in sources that focus on the Campo Santo 
Teutonico and its relationship to Jerusalem, the soil is not unambiguously described 
as holy.

The place of the Campo Santo soil within the indulgence tradition and its posi-
tion vis-à-vis other material fragments of the Holy Land raise questions regarding the 
relationship between properties intrinsic to a substance and those bestowed upon it. 
Although often connected with visiting a holy site or seeing or kissing a holy object, 
indulgences were conferred on these activities by ecclesiastical authorities rather than 
emanating from that place or object. At the same time, Diana Webb has suggested 
that the draw for pilgrims might still have been the less quantifiable holy qualities of 
the place or the object itself.35 In the case of the substance of the Holy Land, further 
distinctions can perhaps be drawn between the ways in which sites assumed such 
qualities in the first place. The Holy Land as a whole drew its sanctity primarily from 
the presence of Christ and other biblical figures and was venerated as the location of 
salvific events.36 Thus, earth and stones from the Holy Land were often valued as the 
substance of the ground that the Lord had trodden; even relics from locations of key 
events are often described in terms of physical contact, emphasizing their status as 
contact relics.37

In contrast, Akeldama drew its significance not from the physical presence of Christ, 
but from its association with his Passion.38 Differentiating Akeldama soil from earthen 
contact relics that transmitted the sanctity of a holy figure invites us to give more 
weight to the qualities of the material itself and its relationship with place. In aiding 
decomposition, the property of the soil – although striking – was not wholly divorced 
from the potential properties of earth more generally. Indeed, the language that could 
be used to describe it – “die gnaud in im selbe” – suggests that it was understood to 
be inherent in the material. It is perhaps significant, then, that during the Middle Ages 
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there are other indications of the belief that active properties of certain places resided 
in their soil and could be moved with it. For example, stones and soil from Thanet 
were credited with the capacity to kill or ward off snakes, one of a number of similar 
claims made for various islands since antiquity.39 More unusually, in a passage found 
in some manuscripts of Marco Polo’s Description of the World, the warlike nature of 
the people of Kerman is ascribed to the local soil, for after this was spread under car-
pets in Shiraz, the usually peaceable citizens who walked on it became quarrelsome.40 
As transportable topography has been couched primarily in terms of holy places, these 
examples are useful in demonstrating how properties of place could transcend sanc-
tity. In the case of the Campo Santo Teutonico, the earth was clearly bound up with 
the story of salvation, and its qualities should be seen in this context. However, the 
wider capacity of earth to render one location present in another suggests that this 
material essentially effected a translation of a holy burial place, rather than transmit-
ting sanctity in the manner of a contact relic.

The importance of the identity of the linked sites as burial places is confirmed by 
a second active property of the Campo Santo Teutonico. This derives more from the 
designation of the site than from its substance, as it was connected to a wider char-
acterization of consecrated burial space, as well as to aspects of the Roman indul-
gence system. The Augsburg manuscript mentioned above notes that the cemetery 
was exclusively for pilgrims and other foreigners and that the ground would not hold 
Romans.41 The idea of the ability of the earth to discriminate among bodies buried in 
it does not appear to stem from traditions regarding Akeldama, but a similar capacity 
is found in accounts of burials from late antiquity onward. Most concern unsuitable 
candidates for burial in holy or consecrated ground, such as the excommunicated 
knight described by Adhemar of Chabannes in his record of the Council of Limoges in 
1031, whose body was forcibly ejected several times by the ground of the cemetery in 
which it had been placed.42 The ground here is defined by the authority of the Church, 
and it is possible that this example reflects the development of consecration rites for 
cemeteries in continental Europe, as well as episcopal attempts to control burial at the 
time of the Peace of God.43

In the case of the Campo Santo Teutonico, however, the exclusion of Romans is 
not condemnatory, even when reference is later made to the earth expelling bodies.44 
It probably derived more immediately from the practice of differentiating among pil-
grims according to their geographical origins and the length and type of their journeys 
when determining the indulgences available to them or the time they had to spend in 
Rome. In 1291, Pope Nicholas IV had divided pilgrims into three groups – inhabit-
ants of Rome, Campagna, and Le Marche; pilgrims from Tuscany and Lombardy; and 
those from across the Alps or arriving by sea – when assigning indulgences to those 
visiting Saint John Lateran; shortly afterward, Boniface VIII simply distinguished 
between Romans and other “peregrini . . . aut forenses.”45 In the Campo Santo Teu-
tonico, that distinction was policed by the ground itself. The properties of the soil in 
the cemetery as described in the indulgence literature were thus framed in different 
ways – one intrinsic to the substance and the place from which it came, the other 
probably derived from ecclesiastical designations of its present site. However, in both 
cases they involve not so much the sanctity of matter as the materiality of sacred place.

As noted above, the beliefs surrounding the Campo Santo were part of a wider 
phenomenon in which places claimed possession of earth from Jerusalem. Within the 
still broader context of Jerusalem as the center of a network of relic distribution and 
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replication elsewhere, this particular process of translation is distinguished by involv-
ing quantities of earth destined to be returned to the ground. In Rome itself, the 
Church of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme also claimed soil from the Holy Land from at 
least the fifteenth century, and the interpretative traditions regarding the two Roman 
sites likely reflect a measure of competitive cross-fertilization within the city. The dif-
ficulties of dating the first reference to Akeldama earth in the Campo Santo Teutonico 
mean that it is hard to establish which tradition had precedence. More significant in 
this context, however, is the different characterization of the earth at the two sites. 
Santa Croce had a long association with the Holy Land through its relics of the pas-
sion, and understandings of the soil built on this.46 Pero Tafur, who visited Rome in 
the 1430s, stated that the whole church was constructed with earth from Jerusalem 
employed as ballast in the ships used to bring back the relics.47 Within the church, 
the earth was associated with Calvary and clearly defined as holy, in contrast to the 
vocabulary used in the Roman indulgence literature to describe the soil from Akel-
dama. In 1520/1521, an inscription was set up by Cardinal Bernardino Carvajal in the 
entrance to the Jerusalem chapel that stated this to have been filled with “holy earth 
of Mount Calvary,” which the Empress Helena had had shipped to Rome, making it 
a second Jerusalem.48 A marble slab probably set in the pavement at around the same 
time recorded a similar claim.49 The first of the four narrative scenes in the chapel’s 
vault mosaic, of ca. 1500, which show the story of the True Cross, has also been seen 
by some scholars to depict the bringing of the earth.50 In Carvajal’s inscription, the 
earth was holy because it was soaked with the blood of Christ, again distinguishing it 
from the claims made for the Campo Santo earth. Indeed, even without explicit refer-
ence to Christ’s blood, stones and soil from Calvary were among the most popular 
of earthen relics, and the bronze columns at the Lateran too came to be seen as filled 
with earth from that site.51

Instead, the traditions surrounding the Campo Santo Teutonico bear a closer rela-
tionship to those associated with cemeteries elsewhere in Italy and the Mediterra-
nean region. Famously, the Camposanto in Pisa was understood to contain soil from 
the Holy Land from at least the mid-fourteenth century.52 The earliest reference is 
found in a chronicle preceding that of Raniero Sardo in Florence, Biblioteca Nazion-
ale, MS Magl. XXV-491, which narrates the history of Pisa up to 1354. This states 
that the cemetery was founded by Archbishop Ubaldo in 1200 and explains its name 
as deriving from the presence of the holy earth: “è decto chanposanto perché vi fu 
messa della terra sancta d’oltra mare.” The Pisans are said to have brought it back 
from an expedition in the 1180s and scattered it all over the cemetery: “sparsolla per 
tucto nel dicto luogho a onore di Dio.”53 An anonymous description of Pisa dating to 
around 1430 attributes the name to the bringing of “terra sancta asai quantità” when 
the Pisans took Jerusalem.54 Although these sources do not give a specific place of 
origin for the soil, in the 1430s Pero Tafur understood the earth in the Camposanto to 
derive from Akeldama and to have the power to strip corpses in thirty days.55 Within 
Italy, Pisa and Rome appear to have been the only places to claim possession of soil 
from Jerusalem during the Middle Ages. There are, however, fifteenth- and sixteenth-
century accounts of earth from Jerusalem being spread on cemetery sites in Cyprus.

In an account of his travels in the Holy Land and other parts of the Mediterranean 
in the 1470s, the Swiss pilgrim and merchant Ulrich Leman described Akeldama and 
its properties, noting that earth had been taken from there to both Rome and Cyprus.56 
His subsequent discussion of Nicosia includes a passage on the camposanto there that 

         



Earth from elsewhere  115

contained this earth, again mentioning Rome as another recipient as well as referring 
to the capacity of the earth to reduce bodies to ashes in three days. His description of 
the “gotzaker” in Rome is shorter and simply characterizes it as a burial place for pil-
grims.57 Given the direct links between Cyprus and the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, 
and the existence of the Crusader Kingdom of Cyprus until 1489, it is noteworthy that 
Cyprus and Rome are associated in this way. A few decades after Leman, an anony-
mous compilation of Iberian pilgrimage accounts, of ca. 1520, described the burial 
ground in Nicosia with no reference to Jerusalem, noting that the Dominican convent 
possessed a camposanto that stripped the flesh off the bodies buried there in three days 
just like the Campo Santo in Rome behind the church of Saint Peter.58 Although the 
ultimate implicit reference here is to the characteristics of Akeldama itself, this is evi-
dence of the independent fame of the Campo Santo Teutonico in a period in which its 
soil was being distributed. A Jewish commentator, however, was more interested in the 
connection with the Land of Israel: Rabbi Basola of Pesaro visited Famagusta between 
1521 and 1523, during a trip to Syria and Palestine, and wrote in his travel account 
that “there is a place where many ships deposited dust of the Land of Israel and where 
they were accustomed to bury prominent people of old, and they call it Campo Santo, 
this being an indication that everyone recognizes the sanctity of the Land of Israel.”59 
In general, however, the examples of Pisa and Cyprus support the evidence concern-
ing the Campo Santo Teutonico in showing Jerusalem and Akeldama in particular to 
have been points of reference for a number of burial sites in the fourteenth to sixteenth 
centuries. Interest was expressed in terms of material translation, and the striking 
qualities of the shared soil created a certain equivalence of place. Although locations 
that claimed earth from Jerusalem might present theirs as an exclusive relationship, 
travelers who visited the sites might see them as one of a number of recipients and 
recognize a likeness between them.

Transporting Rome

From the early sixteenth century, earth from the Campo Santo Teutonico was itself 
taken to other cemeteries, including sites in Austria, Germany, Poland, and Spain as 
well as elsewhere in Italy.60 The movement of earth from a place that claimed soil 
from elsewhere does not simply present a new set of spatial relations for analysis, but 
also raises questions regarding how far these were informed by the original transac-
tion. The remainder of this chapter addresses the granting of soil from the Campo 
Santo in this light, before comparing it with accounts of transporting soil from other 
sites in Rome found in hagiographical literature. I draw particularly on the work of 
Nikolaus Grass on the papal bulls and Anja Tietz on early modern cemeteries, but 
again focus on the role of the earth itself, as well as adding new comparative material. 
In its provision of soil, the Campo Santo is unusual among sites claiming Akeldama 
earth – neither Pisa nor Cyprus seems to have been used in this way – and this reflects 
the particular nature of the Roman cemetery. Specifically, it seems likely to derive from 
an increased emphasis on the burial of pilgrims there from the mid-fifteenth century 
onward, the involvement of particular foreign communities with the site, and promo-
tion by the papacy. The practice of granting the soil, along with the indulgences asso-
ciated with the Campo Santo, is first found in a series of grants made by Popes Julius 
II (1503–1513) and Leo X (1513–1521) to sites mainly located in Austria and south-
ern Germany in the early sixteenth century, often to individuals connected with the  
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imperial court. As noted above, in 1508 Pope Julius II granted Florian and Barbara 
von Waldenstein the right to establish their burial chapel in Hall “with the apostolic 
authority in the Campo Santo” and to “strew its surface with the dust or holy earth 
of the cemetery.”61 This grant was followed shortly afterward by others for Kolsaß 
in Unterinntal and the extramural cemetery in Innsbruck, and in 1513 the new cem-
etery of Saint Stephen in Vienna was established on the model of that in Innsbruck.62 
That same year, Leo X granted Campo Santo earth and privileges to the cemetery of 
Freiburg im Breisgau (Baden-Württemberg) at the behest of Emperor Maximilian I.63 
Tietz discusses a further grant made to Annaberg (Saxony) in 1517.64 The geographi-
cal outlier in this first era of donations is the grant of earth and the corresponding 
privileges and pardons made to Gniezno Cathedral in Poland in 1515, two years after 
its Archbishop Jan Łaski the Elder had attended the Fifth Lateran Council in Rome.65 
From the later sixteenth century and into the seventeenth, earth from the Campo 
Santo was taken to a number of sites within the Italian peninsula, Spain, and Poland.66

The appeal of these grants seems to have been focused primarily – even exclusively – 
on Rome. At no point in any of the documents is reference made to the Campo Santo’s 
association with Jerusalem or Akeldama, or indeed to the reputed properties of the 
earth. Instead, the grants simply state that those buried in the chapels or cemeteries 
concerned were to have exactly the same rights and pardons as those in the Roman 
Campo Santo itself. This suggests that the Campo Santo Teutonico had an independ-
ent status as a burial place, reinforcing the impression created by the comparison 
drawn between Nicosia and Rome in the anonymous Iberian pilgrim’s account of 
ca. 1512. Nevertheless, from the point of view of the recipient site the relationship 
achieved with the Campo Santo was not necessarily an exclusive or dominant one 
along the lines of the relationship with Jerusalem that characterized the cemeteries 
discussed above. Rather it could form part of a wider portfolio of benefits and attrac-
tions, at least in the case of the burial chapel if not in that of the cemeteries. Arguably 
the defining feature of the chapel at Hall was the vast collection of relics assembled 
by Florian von Waldenstein, transferred to the chapel in 1501, and exhibited annually 
until 1524.67 These were described by von Waldenstein himself in the Haller Heiltum-
buch, of ca. 1508–1509, along with the various privileges and indulgences possessed 
by the chapel.

At the time of Julius II’s bull, the chapel had already received a grant of Roman 
indulgences from Pope Alexander VI, which were available to those visiting it on 
particular feast days.68 In comparison, the Campo Santo bull was directed more spe-
cifically at the chapel as a family burial place, although it did offer those visiting the 
chapel the same indulgences as were available to those visiting the Campo Santo.69 
Interestingly, the account of the grant of earth and indulgences given in the Heiltum-
buch also contains no reference to Jerusalem. This absence in the bulls themselves 
might be seen to reflect the priorities of the papal donors. However, that the same is 
also true of the Heiltumbuch, with its interest in the accumulation of relics – including 
examples from the Holy Land – confirms that, for the recipients too, the appeal of the 
Campo Santo grant lay with Rome. At the same time, it may speak of more fundamen-
tal limitations to the capacity of earth to link places; once removed from Rome, the 
earth was essentially expressive of its immediate point of origin and could not easily 
sustain its previous associations with Jerusalem.

Even if the point of the grants was to make certain places as effective for the salva-
tion of the souls of those buried there as the Campo Santo Teutonico, it is still notable 
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that this was achieved through a combination of the papal grant of indulgences and 
the material transfer of the earth. Since this was an era in which indulgences equivalent 
to those available in Rome were regularly granted to churches elsewhere, it remains 
to be asked why these particular grants were effected through the transfer of soil as 
well.70 A partial answer can be found in the designation of the soil and its association 
with earth from the graves of saints. First, the soil is now explicitly referred to as holy, 
as was not the case in the Indulgentiae or the petition of 1476. It is described in the 
papal bulls for Hall, Kolsaß, and Innsbruck as “terra sancta,” while a letter from the 
imperial councilor Jacob Villinger similarly refers to the presence of “heilig erdtreich 
von dem gotsackher zu Rom” in the cemetery of Freiburg im Breisgau.71 Second, earth 
from saintly graves could be described similarly and spread on the same spot. The 
Haller Heiltumbuch records that the chapel at Hall was already spread with the dust 
and ashes of the virgins of Cologne and with holy earth (heiligen erdrich) from the 
grave of Saint Ursula.72 Together these factors suggest that the Campo Santo soil was 
understood in the context of the practice of taking dust from the tombs of the saints, 
that is to say in terms of contact relics. Indeed, Tietz has suggested that in cases where 
new extramural cemeteries distanced graves from the communio sanctorum enjoyed 
by churchyard burials, the connection with the Campo Santo in Rome served as com-
pensation.73 While part of the appeal laid in the indulgences, in its materiality the terra 
sancta was certainly closer to these traditional sources of sanctity and salvation.

This is not to suggest that the Roman earth was necessarily understood to relate to 
saintly burials there. The soil from the Campo Santo may have been associated with 
Saint Peter through the proximity of the cemetery to the basilica, or even have evoked 
Rome’s wider reputation as the resting place of the martyrs and a site of martyrdom; 
introducing a description of the city’s cemeteries, a German version of the Mirabilia 
urbis Romae noted that the earth of Rome was sacred on account of the blood of 
the martyrs shed there.74 Yet this is not made explicit, nor is such a relationship clear 
when the Campo Santo soil was linked with that from elsewhere in the city. The papal 
bull for Gniezno mentions earth from the cemeteries of both the Campo Santo and 
San Gregorio de Urbe, two places often associated in contemporary wills of Germans 
resident in Rome.75Although there seems to have been a chapel dedicated to Saint 
Gregory at the Campo Santo and the churches of San Gregorio de Palatio and San 
Gregorio de Cortina were both close to Saint Peter’s, where Gregory the Great was 
buried, it is probable that these references are to the church of San Gregorio on the 
Celian Hill.76 In the entry for this church in the German language Historia et descrip-
tio urbis Romae, Saint Gregory is said to have been buried there for fifteen years and 
to have ensured that anyone who joined the Confraternity of Saint Gregory or who 
was buried in the cemetery there would be protected from eternal damnation.77 While 
the idea that Gregory had in fact been buried at the church corresponds to the value 
placed on saintly remains and resting places, it is arguably the protection secured by 
the saint in another manner that was of most relevance to those buried there and that 
the soil from the site would have been instrumental in translating. The Roman soil 
thus provided a material connection to a privileged burial place in a manner reminis-
cent of, but not directly replicating, dust from the tombs of saints.

At the same time, the way in which the earth was treated suggests that it played 
a distinctive part in rendering this connection visible and tangible at the time of the 
establishment of the cemetery and in defining the extent of the sacred space. It also 
went beyond the indulgences it accompanied in effecting a translation rather than just 
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an equivalence of place. The bulls grant the recipients sufficient earth “to cover or 
strew the whole or part of the surface” of the spaces concerned.78 Indeed, the Austrian 
Vice Chancellor Lorenz Saurer is said to have requested more earth for the Vienna 
cemetery than had been provided for Innsbruck, on the grounds that it was far larger 
than the latter.79 The formula in the bulls is reminiscent of the description of the earth 
from Jerusalem “sparsolla per tucto” in the Pisan Camposanto.80 Moreover, the dust 
of the Cologne virgins and the holy earth from Saint Ursula’s grave, said to have 
been brought from Cologne in a large chest, was also used to mark a particular space 
within the chapel at Hall, being spread beneath the paving slabs of red marble.81 This 
formed a precedent for the use of the Campo Santo earth and a parallel with the pav-
ing of the Santa Croce in Gerusalemme chapel. The spreading of the earth may have 
taken place in public. It was probably not until 1635, toward the beginning of another 
series of grants of earth, that the confraternity instituted a specific set of procedures 
for those who wanted a portion of the soil, including a ceremonial handover.82 How-
ever, when the arrival of the soil coincided with the consecration of the cemetery, it is 
likely that it was integrated into the established ceremony. The rite for the blessing of 
a cemetery as given in the late thirteenth-century Pontifical of William Durandus, and 
in the editio princeps of the Roman Pontifical of 1485 that was based on it, included 
sprinkling the ground with holy water while circumambulating the site and then pro-
cessing between five crosses placed in the center and at the cardinal directions.83 An 
eighteenth-century account of the consecration of the cemetery at Annaberg, which 
draws upon earlier sources and presents the ceremony as based on that at Innsbruck, 
gives a sense of the part the soil might have played in this ritual.84 The earth was taken 
to the cemetery in a chest and then divided into five basins, four of which were taken 
to the corners of the space by priests and the fifth kept for the consecrating bishop. 
After the cemetery had been sprinkled with holy water, the priests scattered the earth 
over the ground in turn, followed by the bishop, in such a way that the whole space 
was strewn five times. Finally, the papal bull was read out to the assembled congrega-
tion. In common with the holy water, the scattered earth was not only sanctifying, but 
also had a performative value in rendering visible the spoken words of the ceremony 
and their implications for the definition of space. At the same time, in all these cases 
scattering earth goes beyond defining the extent of the site to create a stratigraphic 
relationship between places; as the recipient site is overlaid with earth from elsewhere, 
it is as if one place is carpeted with another.

If the removal of earth from the Campo Santo Teutonico still corresponds closely to 
the reception of soil from Akeldama in its capacity to translate place, it was also not 
unprecedented in Rome. Earth is said to be taken from Rome to cemeteries in Ireland 
and Scotland in saints’ Lives dating from the twelfth to the sixteenth centuries, includ-
ing those of Colmán son of Lúachán, Colmán Élo, Molaise, and Lolan.85 Although 
the two phenomena are unlikely to be directly connected, they share some important 
features. Notably, in the hagiographical literature, the soil spread over the cemetery 
achieves a similar layering and elision of place: burial in earth from Rome is as good 
as burial in Rome, and allows those interred there to obtain salvation. However, here 
the soil is explicitly associated with the cults of Roman saints and brings about a long-
distance burial ad sanctos. For example, in an account of the life of Colmán son of 
Lúachán, we read that soil from the graves of the Roman saints was brought to the 
cemetery of Lann Mic Lúacháin and “scattered in every direction . . . so that it is a 
burial in the soil of Rome for each one who has been buried there from that [point] 

         



Earth from elsewhere  119

onward.”86 Similarly, it is recorded in the Life of Colmán Élo that the saint received 
a gift of “seven sacks full of the soil of Rome” and was instructed to “shake it over 
the length and breadth of thy cemetery, and anyone who is buried in it shall not see 
hell.”87 In an early-sixteenth-century Life of Saint Molaise, the saint visits Rome and 
brings back to Devenish “a load of Rome’s soil” as well as relics of Roman saints.88

These Lives illuminate the way in which the soil of the Campo Santo Teutonico 
could function despite shedding its associations with Jerusalem. On the one hand, they 
show the role of earth in transportable topography with no connection to the Holy 
Land; on the other, they reinforce the Central European evidence by providing a com-
parison for the reception and framing of the Campo Santo soil within a devotional 
setting that also focused on the graves of saints. Perhaps the closest parallel, however, 
is found in the Breviary of Aberdeen, printed in the early sixteenth century; here, Saint 
Lolan has four ass-loads of the dust of Saint Peter’s cemetery (pulveris cimiterii beati 
petri) sent for the consecration of the cemetery in which he is to be buried, and prays 
that anyone buried there will receive the same indulgences as if he had been buried in 
Saint Peter’s cemetery.89 Two separate traditions reach a remarkable convergence here. 
In illustrating how indulgences were incorporated into a long-standing interest in 
Roman soil, the Breviary shows the double gift of Julius II to be a product of its time.

A final feature of the hagiographies brings us back to the dual nature of the Campo 
Santo Teutonico as both a destination and a source of earth, as well as to the expres-
sive potential of the material itself. The Lives of Colmán son of Lúachán and Colmán 
Élo describe attempts to steal the soil, confirming its prestige: in the former, Colmán’s 
mother takes a bag of the earth to her brothers’ kin, only to have the saint deny its 
efficacy away from Lann; in the latter, the family of Durrow only succeeds in steal-
ing some of the soil from outside the stone enclosure of the cemetery, but Colmán 
Élo prays that it might have “the virtue of the earth of Rome from henceforth.”90 
This fits within narrative traditions in which theft or the desire for theft could help 
to construct the sanctity or enhance the status of holy remains.91 At the same time, 
it also speaks of the particular relationship between soil and place. In neither of the 
Irish examples is earth taken from the consecrated cemetery itself. However, both the 
denial that the Roman earth would be effective beyond its immediate destination and 
the need to bestow Roman properties on soil taken from outside the cemetery support 
the hypothesis that the movement of soil between two places did not easily express a 
relationship with a third.

In conclusion, the phenomenon of moving earth between burial places is found in 
a number of different sources, including travel narratives, indulgence literature, relic 
catalogs, hagiographies, and papal bulls. These reflect the perspectives of both donors 
and recipients of earth, as well as of those who visited the sites concerned. It is impor-
tant to make the distinction that some of them record the moving of earth, whereas 
others simply reflect claims that this had taken place. However, their collective signifi-
cance transcends the actual movement of soil to demonstrate the importance of this 
material for envisaging and constructing relationships between places more generally 
in the later medieval West. There has been no intention in this chapter to present the 
instances discussed as part of a single coherent tradition or to provide a developmen-
tal account of the phenomenon. Nevertheless, as seen here in sources dating from the 
twelfth or thirteenth century to the early sixteenth century, accounts of moving soil 
are both rooted in a common religious culture and testify to its diversity and changing 
emphases, expressing interest in different religious centers and reflecting the broad 
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move from a devotional currency focused on saintly remains to one articulated by 
indulgences.

Ultimately, however, bringing together two networks of material translation focused 
on Jerusalem and Rome, intersecting at the Campo Santo Teutonico, has emphasized 
the substance of soil itself rather than that of the Holy Land or any other sacred place. 
On the one hand, earth could both retain and transmit the properties of particular 
places, and also embody them more fundamentally. Spread on the ground, it created 
a stratigraphic elision of place in which one location overlaid the other, and rendered 
visible and tangible transformations that were also brought about verbally. At the 
same time, soil was also subject to some expressive limitations. Moving earth from 
one location to another created a powerful connection between the two places and 
potentially also an element of likeness between recipient sites, but it could not easily 
express a reference to a more distant point of origin.
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Imitating buildings vs. evoking sites

The debate among art historians over Jerusalem’s impact on medieval Christianity 
has often emphasized the role played by the celebrated buildings marking the most 
worshipped loca sancta as architectural models. In Richard Krautheimer’s pioneering 
study, the different (and often ambiguous) ways in which the Anastasis Rotunda was 
replicated in Romanesque or Gothic buildings were viewed as exemplary case studies 
enabling iconographic and iconological analyses of medieval architecture.1 Since then, 
many new data have been collected and several new studies have dealt with the monu-
mental replicas of the Jerusalem holy sites between the ninth and the fifteenth centu-
ries. Scholars have become more and more aware that the motivations underlying the 
construction of ad instar churches might have been multifarious and dependent on 
many different factors, such as an association with particular institutions connected 
with the Holy Land and the Crusaders, the varying conditions of pilgrimage, the use 
of a building as a burial site for individual donors or as visual or spatial support for 
the performance of collective or private devotions, or the wish to efficaciously evoke 
the heavenly Jerusalem by hinting at its terrestrial double.2 Less clearly discernible 
before the late Middle Ages and the invention of sacri monti is the purpose of a trans-
latio Hierusalem, that is, creation of a surrogate goal for pilgrims, not only replicating 
the forms of buildings and their settings in the urban or natural landscape, but also 
reproducing the sanctity attributed to the holy sites and their memorial qualities.3

The more-or-less accurate imitation of the outward appearance of the loca sancta 
proved efficacious inasmuch as buildings could be treated as icons, thus enabling 
their proliferation and association with various kinds of cultic phenomena.4 However, 
it must be stressed that structures were not themselves regarded as holy and their 
mimetic reproduction did not always represent the best way to evoke and “translo-
cate” the holiness attributed to Jerusalem, as I argue in this chapter. Indeed, architec-
ture, decorations, and furnishings contributed in large measure toward shaping the 
auratic power attributed to Palestinian shrines. The latter stood out for their specific 
nature: they were mostly committed to fostering worship for portions of hallowed 
ground associated with the commemoration of relevant moments in biblical history. 
The cultic focus corresponded to the site itself: unlike relics or miraculous images, 
it was deemed to be grafted directly onto the soil. Buildings worked essentially as 
monumental frames providing the sites with a spatial arrangement, but their presence 
was not perceived as a decisive factor in conveying sanctity. Holiness was thought to 
be indissolubly bound to Palestine’s ground, irrespective of its being included within 
a building.

8	� Materiality and liminality
Nonmimetic evocations of  
Jerusalem along the Venetian  
sea routes to the Holy Land*

Michele Bacci
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Places vs. spaces: the architectural framing  
of site-bound holiness in Palestine

This notion was well known even among the opponents of Christianity. When Saladin 
conquered Jerusalem in 1197, some of his advisers tried to convince him that it was 
necessary to completely destroy the Holy Sepulchre, as that would discourage the 
Franks from laying claims to the Holy City. However, Saladin was not persuaded, and 
other wise men contended that razing the church would be ineffective, as “what they 
[the Christians] adore is the sanctity of Jerusalem of which the Refuse [i.e., the Holy 
Sepulchre] is only the noblest place.”5

In many cases, the architectural mise-en-scène contributed toward overemphasizing 
this tension between monumental frame and holy site. The rock of Golgotha within 
the Holy Sepulchre was hidden in the Chapel of Calvary, a monumental parallelepiped 
that served as a surrogate mountain and a simulacrum of verticality, symbolically visu-
alizing its sacred content.6 Other contexts were characterized by an axial arrangement 
of ritual spaces and sites of worship, where the former’s luxuriousness starkly con-
trasted with the latter’s deliberately unpretentious or even bare appearance. This fea-
ture was especially remarkable in the Nativity Church in Bethlehem, where pilgrims 
tended to consider its wonderful decor as negligible as compared with the spirituality 
engendered by the tiny underground grotto where Christ was born. For example, the 
Italian friar Anthony of Cremona, who visited Bethlehem in 1327, wrote:

In Bethlehem there is a church, known as St. Mary, in the very place where Christ 
was born. It is so beautiful that I cannot say I ever saw any other so good-looking, 
rich and big church, and so much decorated with columns and images as this 
one in Bethlehem, which is worship-worthy for the whole world. It would take 
too long to describe seriously and in detail its size, width, and length, its deco-
rum made of different marbles and stones, the sequence of wonderful and multi-
ple columns, its multifarious paintings, its shape and various embellishments, its 
floor made out of marvelous marble incrustations, and its roof covered with lead. 
Therefore let us forget such worldly matters (temporalia), and let us report only 
on the spiritual things (spiritualia) that are in the church.7

The distinction is explicit. Architecture and monumental ornaments belonged to the 
category of temporalia: they could contribute toward enhancing the spiritual meaning 
of the site, but worship was due only to the sections of ground (the place of Christ’s 
birth, the manger, the star’s well, and so on) that were deemed to be imbued not 
only with memorial qualities, but also with supernatural power. Indeed, the ruined 
appearance of many Palestinian shrines in the Mamluke period must have contributed 
toward making pilgrims growingly aware that sites associated with biblical events 
should be considered holy even if their architectural frame proved to be unappeal-
ing, decaying, or even entirely absent. The contrast between the poor state of then-
contemporary Jerusalem and its spiritual worthiness was remarked, for example, by 
the Italian pilgrim Jacopo da Verona in 1335 in clear terms:

Concerning the appearance of Jerusalem, that is, its ancient buildings, walls, for-
tifications, and gates, you have to know that its description would take too long 
and would be of no interest. The town has been altered and mostly destroyed, so 
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I went around several times and could hardly see any gate or old building any-
where. Therefore I will limit myself to mentioning those sites that are remarkable 
and worship-worthy because of their connection with both the Old and New 
Testament.8

The somewhat disappointing appearance of the town and its buildings did not 
prevent pilgrims from acknowledging its unparalleled site-specific holiness. On the 
contrary, with the settling of the Minor friars from 1334 onward and the slightly 
later creation of the Custodia di Terra Santa, there were many efforts to reinvigorate 
pilgrimage and to foster worship for a number of new holy places: instrumental in 
this context were the reconstruction of Christ’s stations along the Way of the Cross9 
and the attribution of precise indulgences to each site both inside and outside the 
walls of the Holy City – even if the latter proved to be simply bare rocks on the city’s 
sacred soil or an otherwise anonymous stone embedded in a street wall, as can still be 
observed today (Figure 8.1).10

The friars insisted that the religious importance of such scanty places was appreci-
ably deeper than any other cult object, given that the earth itself, which had been so 
frequently touched by Christ’s incarnated body, had been sanctified. This concept was 
explained in the following terms by Francesco Suriano, a Franciscan writing in the 
second half of the fifteenth century, to the addressee of his Treatise on the Holy Land, 
an Italian nun:

Those things which touched Christ only for a while were strongly imbued with 
His virtue and grace. Indeed the more one approached Him, the more he was 
sanctified. And whoever got very near to Him, he received much more grace. Yet 
this blessed earth was touched by Him at the highest degree, and consequently 
it is completely filled with divine virtues and turned into a most holy abode. . . .  
Because of that the [Holy Land’s] trees, woods, vegetables, grass, bread, water, 
stones, and everything else there is holy, and filled with virtue.11

In other words, by a kind of transitive act, everything being produced by that Holy 
Land was in itself imbued with extraordinary qualities and divine virtue.

A self-evident witness to this principle was the fruit of the so-called Musi tree, our 
banana, which was considered to be the paradisiac fruit of the Tree of Knowledge 
of Good and Evil. Pilgrims were astonished at seeing that its pulp bore the imprint 
of Christ’s crucified body,12 as though it were a “natural” acheiropoieton. All this 
was enough to boast that no other pilgrimage goal could be compared to Palestine, 
given that this geographical entity itself was to be considered a kind of Christological 
contact relic, which even enabled a direct experience of the incarnated one’s salvific 
action. Its holiness was so firmly grafted in the ground that there was almost no need 
to enhance it by means of resplendent architectural frames or to manifest it by way 
of a synecdoche through the mise-en-scène of an especially attractive holy object. It 
was almost automatically perceived as the cultic and visual focus for worshippers and 
could eventually be turned into a movable relic – when one was so impudent as those 
pilgrims who were clever enough to bring a chisel in their bags and, having no scruples 
regarding the friars’ strictures, managed to remove some fragments out of the rock of 
Calvary or the walls of the old churches.13 This practice was so common that metal 
grates, such as those placed around the Rock of the Templum Domini (the Dome of 

         



Figure 8.1 � Jerusalem, wall of the Greek Monastery of Saint Charalampos, identified in the 
nineteenth century as the eighth station (The Women of Jerusalem) on the Way of 
the Cross. Photo credit: Michele Bacci.
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the Rock) in Crusader times, were installed so as to prevent visitors from chiseling 
Jerusalem’s holy rocks away.14

The absence of relics in the Holy Land and their spread  
along the maritime routes of pilgrimage

Nonetheless, some pilgrims to Mamluke Palestine were not thoroughly at ease when 
observing that the most celebrated places in Christendom were completely deprived 
of the relics, images, and other sacred “attractions” that in Western Europe they were 
accustomed to associate with major shrines or with the treasures of town cathedrals. 
In 1458, the Englishman William Wey, in his effort to define a kind of “geography” 
of Christian relics, found it difficult to include the Holy Land and was forced to just 
mention the objects that were known to have been transferred from there to Constan-
tinople or to Rome and hinted only, in a somewhat contradictory way, at the stones 
imbued with the Virgin’s milk in the homonymous grotto in Bethlehem, which were 
also segments of the sanctified earth of Palestine.15

In order to find authentic relics it proved necessary to leave the Holy Land and 
cross the sea from Jaffa, Beirut, or Alexandria toward Venice that, from the fourteenth 
through the sixteenth century, held a sort of monopoly over the navigation routes 
between Western Europe and the holy sites. According to Wey, elements of an articu-
lated network of shrines that were absolutely worthy of worship by pious pilgrims 
corresponded to stops along these routes:

First, twenty miles from the port of Salines [Larnaka, Cyprus] there is the cross of 
the Good Thief, which is said to hang within a chapel although it is not fixed to 
any support. Then in Rhodes there is a thorn of Christ’s crown, which flourishes 
for one hour on Holy Fridays, at the very moment when the Passion of Christ is 
being read: there is also the virgin and martyr Catherine of Alexandria’s left arm, 
as well as a cross made out of the basin which Christ used to wash his disciples’ 
feet. There is also one of the thirty coins, by which Christ was sold by the betrayer 
Judas. Further on in Candia is preserved the head of Saint Titus, disciple of Saint 
Paul. Then in Casopoli [Kassiopi, Corfu] is a lamp hanging in front of [the image] 
of Our Lady, which is filled with oil only once in a year and nonetheless keeps 
burning with that same oil during the whole year. Then in Ragusa is preserved 
the arm of Saint Blasius. Then in Zadar in Dalmatia is the whole body of the fair 
Symeon, who held Christ in his arms; then the bodies of Saint Servolus the Con-
fessor and Saint Anastasia the martyr.16

Such sacred attractions enriched the major ports of the Eastern Mediterranean and 
together constituted a sacred topography that was perceived as an important religious 
experience, being preliminary and in some way introductory to that of the Palestinian 
holy sites. Extraordinary mementoes marked all the Latin, mostly Venetian-ruled out-
posts in the Aegean and the Levant, and they formed a kind of symbolic front against 
the Turkish enemy. The sites, being invested with such new religious meaning, cor-
responded to the locations of safe landing places along the basic sea route connecting 
Venice with the Mamluke Empire via Corfu, Modon, Crete, Rhodes, and Cyprus.17

In each of the ports at which they happened to stop, their wish to appropriate the 
holiness of their final goal stimulated them to search for holy signs that proved to 
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anticipate, even if only partially, the extraordinary experience that they expected to 
undergo in Jerusalem. In order to accommodate such needs, existing cult phenomena 
were invested with thoroughly new meanings, and new shrines were set up and pro-
vided with a specific legendary pedigree.

Alternative Holy Lands and extensions of the loca sancta network

Admittedly, creating holy places that would retain the flavor of the Holy Land outside 
of the Holy Land itself proved to be a stressful undertaking, and there were various 
strategies for achieving this outcome. The following were the main approaches. The 
most common (and most traditional) was the construction of an alternative Holy Land, 
boasting a sacred meaning analogous to or even more important than the Palestinian 
holy sites. Such were the major Christian sites of Rome, Santiago de Compostela, or, 
on the opposite side of the Christian world, the holy city of Echmiadzin, the site of the 
first evangelization of Armenia and the resting place of the most important Armenian 
saints, including Hripsime and Gayane. The Armenians consider the town so holy that 
it is constantly evoked and visualized even within their own holy places in Jerusalem, 
as if the holiness of Echmiadzin was transplanted into the holy city itself.18

Some of the countries neighboring Palestine could aspire to being considered “exten-
sions” of the Holy Land’s holiness, predominantly Egypt, whose soil had admittedly 
been trod on by Christ’s feet. Consequently, the stopping places of the Holy Family 
along the Nile Valley, such as the garden in Matariya or the crypt of Abu Sargha in 
Old Cairo, were and are regarded as important mementoes of Jesus’ life. The Matariya 
garden was used by Mary to wash the baby and his garments and it was there that 
a supernatural balsam started pouring from a nearby tree, which is still worshipped 
as a cult object. In Abu Sargha, the main altar was erected over an underground 
cave that was said to have been the first dwelling place of the Holy Family in Egypt 
(Figure 8.2).19

However, if the holiness of the land resided in its memorial meaning, one could also 
allege that the places visited by the apostles during their frequent voyages around the 
Mediterranean constituted an “extension” of the Holy Land. The memorial sites of 
Paul’s landing on Crete – a grotto close to Kaloí Liménes and a small church in the 
deserted village of Agia Roumeli – were “hot spots” within this sacred topography, 
but their location on the island’s southern coast, far from the major navigation routes, 
probably precluded their becoming prominent pilgrimage sites.20 On the other hand, 
from the late fifteenth century onward, when Venetian ships started landing at the 
small port of Paphos, in the southwestern part of Cyprus, pilgrims found interest in 
the ruins of some ancient baths that were thought to be the prison where the apostle 
and his pupil Barnabas had been forced to stay for a while.21

Analogous memorial sites were established as far afield as Italy: by the thirteenth 
century at the very latest, the Church of San Piero a Grado near Pisa was said to mark 
the very place where Saint Peter had disembarked onto Italian soil and where he had 
erected the first Christian altar. In this case, the cult phenomenon was designed to 
rival Rome’s claims to primacy and to emphasize Pisa’s leading role as an important 
pilgrimage site. The church was conceived as a splendid architectural frame around 
a small column, marking the spot where Saint Peter had built his altar (Figure 8.3).

The latter’s marble table was worshipped as a relic, as believers saw drops of blood 
that fell from Pope Clement I’s nose at the moment that he performed the Mass there. 

         



Figure 8.2 � Old Cairo, Abu Sargha, view of the altar marking the first dwelling place of the Holy 
Family in Egypt. Photo credit: Michele Bacci.

         



Figure 8.3 � Pisa (neighborhoods), view of the church interior with the column marking the spot 
of the first altar erected by Saint Peter. Photo credit: Michele Bacci.
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In the late thirteenth century, the church was adorned with a huge cycle of scenes 
representing the story of the apostles and partially reproducing the program that once 
decorated the atrium of Saint Peter’s in Rome; a more elaborate mise-en-scène of this 
holy site was obtained in the fourteenth century when a Gothic ciborium was erected 
over it as a visual indicator of its site-bound holiness.22 By then, the place had become 
so famous that Emperor Charles IV of Bohemia obtained a fragment of the altar table, 
which he deposited in the Church of Saint Peter of the Vyšegrad in Prague. Strikingly 
enough, the Pisan relic was used to invest the latter institution with Roman symbolism 
and thus to serve as a sort of translatio Romae.23

Evocations by synecdoche

More developed strategies for Holy Land evocation were worked out during the late 
Middle Ages. A particularly popular one functioned by synecdoche, by installing some 
of the sanctified soil of Palestine as a visual focus of a new shrine. A case in point is 
the Pisan Camposanto, which was erected around a field of holy earth transferred to 
Tuscany from the Jerusalem Akeldama, that is, the “field of blood” bought by Judas 
with his thirty coins, which was said to possess the miraculous power to carry out the 
decomposition of corpses in just three days. In this case, the Holy Land was clearly 
treated as a movable relic.24 Similar strategies had already been evolved in earlier 
centuries. On Mount Gerizim, which was identified by the Samaritans as the biblical 
Moriah, the Christians included a fragment of the rock of Golgotha in the walls of the 
basilica erected there in the sixth century. In this way, the Samaritan Temple Mount 
was symbolically superseded by its Christian counterpart on the Mount of Golgo-
tha.25 In Jerusalem itself, the holiness associated with other holy mountains was often 
evoked by synecdoche, for example, worship of the stones of Tabor, Gerizim, and 
Sinai included in the altar of the holy Echmiadzin in the Armenian Cathedral of Saint 
James. On that very spot it was as if the sacred dynamis of five holy sites were being 
manifested at the same time. An analogous, yet less complex, case is that of the Greek 
Orthodox Chapel of Saint George (Figure 8.4) in the annex of the Holy Sepulchre, 
where the worship of a stone from Mount Sinai enables pilgrims to understand the 
principle by which the Mosaic law was just a shadow, an anticipation, of the Age of 
Grace starting with Christ’s sacrifice on Calvary.26

Typologically similar to this pars pro toto strategy was evocation by means of a 
collection of Christological and especially Passion relics. This was a very common 
phenomenon in the Middle Ages, and almost every town or political entity wanting to 
assert its own prominence made all possible efforts to provide itself with prestigious 
remnants from the crucial events of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. The absence of 
Christ and the Virgin’s earthly remains precluded Christians from using bodily rel-
ics as foci of Christological or Marian cult phenomena, as was the rule in martyria 
and cult sites associated with saints. For centuries, theologians denied that detachable 
parts of Christ’s body, such as hair, nails, or blood might have been preserved on 
Earth; anything associated with his body was basically thought to have been involved 
in his resurrection, even if some exceptions did exist. Indeed, contact relics, appendicia 
exteriora, or material extensions of a holy body were assigned a prominent role in this 
context. These included not only the instruments of the passion, but more generally 
all kinds of objects sanctified by contact with the holy persons.27
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In any case, such objects as the holy wood of the cross itself, the nails, the crown 
of thorns, the veils and funerary lintels, and so on were regarded not only as contact 
relics, but also as elements of the Jerusalem cityscape at the very moment of the pas-
sion, so the title of “New Jerusalem” could be attributed to any other place where 
such mementos were preserved. The presence of one relic was probably not enough 
to turn a church into a pilgrimage site, but this was certainly the case if a systematic 
collection of Christological and Marian mementos was offered for public worship. 
A complete set of bits of all the noncorporal objects associated with the Son of God, 
his temporally limited passage on Earth, and the hallowed landscape where his major 
deeds had taken place enabled believers to thoroughly experience and take spiritual 
benefit from the most important moments in the sacred history. Around the midpoint 
of the Middle Ages the most important treasures of this kind were in the Pharos 
Chapel within the Imperial Palace of Constantinople, the Lateran Church, and the 
nearby private chapel of the Popes – the Sancta Sanctorum – in Rome, and, from the 
mid-thirteenth century onward, the Sainte Chapelle of the French kings in Paris.28 
Whereas the core of such collections was represented by the instruments of Christ’s 
suffering on the cross, they also included stones and earth from Jerusalem, suggesting 
that the latter were also perceived as Christological relics. A number of passion relics 
could have served simultaneously as topographical mementos: notable cases were the  

Figure 8.4 � Jerusalem, complex of the Holy Sepulchre, Greek Orthodox Chapel of Saint George, 
altar with a stone from Mount Sinai. Photo credit: Michele Bacci.
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fragments of the rock of the Ascension on the Mount of Olives worshipped in the Lat-
eran29 and the pillow stone of the Holy Sepulchre kept in the Pharos Chapel.30

Owing to their association with the most eminent courts of the Christian world, 
such objects invested their owners with political legitimacy. In the fourteenth cen-
tury, when the kings of Cyprus designated the port of Famagusta as the capital in 
exile of the lost Kingdom of Jerusalem, they made all possible efforts to provide the 
Latin Cathedral of Saint Nicholas with at least one important Christological relic. 
An alleged jar of Cana was exposed in a small church dedicated to Sancta Maria de 
Hydria. It was an astonishing piece of Islamic pottery, a sumptuous vase from Anda-
lusia, whose exotic appearance stimulated its perception as an important memento 
of Christian origin, and it was accordingly exhibited within a special domed chapel. 
After the Cypriot sack of Alexandria in 1367, King Peter I of Lusignan even managed 
to obtain a piece of the flagellation column from the Mamluke sultan – a memento 
that could serve as a mediator of a partial, synecdochical translatio Hierusalem. The 
column could be interpreted as a miniscule part of the Jerusalem landscape that could 
be transferred elsewhere; this had long since taken place in Jerusalem itself, where 
the column was no longer worshipped on its original site (i.e., in the hardly localized 
Pretorium of Pilate), but in the Holy Sepulchre in at least two or even three forms, 
corresponding to the rival cult phenomena promoted by the Latins, the Armenians, 
and the Greek Orthodox. Not surprisingly, other fragments of the column – each of a 
different color – were also venerated in Constantinople and in Rome.31

Analogical, mimetic, and topomimetic evocations of Jerusalem

Other countries were, for the most part, forced to limit themselves to more or less 
complex analogical evocations, that is, attributing the cultic meaning associated with 
the holy sites of Jerusalem to some focal elements of a natural or urban landscape. 
Thus, for example, a high hill could be designated as a “Golgotha” or a “Calvary.” 
In this respect, the inhabitants of Impruneta, near Florence, were naturally inclined to 
attribute the title of “Sancta Hierusalem” to a small nearby village located on the top 
of a hill. Such a designation could be combined with a mimetic imitation of the actual 
buildings framing the holy sites themselves. Finally, as is especially evident in the case 
of the later Sacri Monti and Kalvarienberge, there could be more precise efforts to 
arrange a topographical transposition, something that occurred only when a system 
of spatial relations between different holy places was applied to a different geographic 
context outside the Holy Land.32

Art historical research tends to place much more emphasis on analogical, mimetic, 
and topomimetic approaches. However, these were far from being the most common 
strategies by which site-bound holiness was evoked and materialized in medieval reli-
gious experience. The alternative approaches summarily sketched above – evocations 
by synecdoche and the creation of various holy lands and memorial sites associated 
with the deeds of the apostles that could be perceived as extensions of Palestine’s net-
work of loca sancta – played a much more prominent role. In the following, I describe 
the extent to which the nonmimetic strategies of evocation of Jerusalem’s site-bound 
holiness helped shape the cultic landscape of the maritime towns located along the 
Venetian sea routes to the Eastern Mediterranean. In the fourteenth, fifteenth, and six-
teenth centuries, Holy Land pilgrims regularly visited the most important ports-of-call 
between Venice and Jaffa or Alexandria. Thus, they came in some way to be integrated 
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into the religious experience of those places, and the churches and relics of these ports 
were basically viewed as belonging to a wider network of holy sites that gave shape to 
a sort of intermediary, liminal space, separating Christian Europe from Christ’s native 
land. It can be assumed that in some cases new forms of worship made their appear-
ance to answer the pilgrims’ wishes to anticipate the site-bound holiness they expected 
to experience at their final destination.

Relics and memorial sites associated with  
Eastern Mediterranean saints

One of the most common strategies used to transform anonymous places into holy 
sites was the promotion of cultic phenomena centered upon an image to be a lifetime 
portrait of the Virgin Mary and Christ: the Venetian sea routes to the Holy Land were 
dotted with shrines housing images attributed to Saint Luke.33 Another was the public 
exhibition of bone fragments pertaining to saints whom the pilgrims expected to wor-
ship at the end of the voyage. In the cultic landscape of Palestine the shrines associated 
with saints were rare and could not compete with the sacred attractions represented 
by biblical sites – a notable exception being the stone on which Saint George was 
beheaded, preserved in his church at Lydda.34 Yet a number of prominent cult places 
associated with universally venerated martyrs were worshipped in the neighboring 
countries and were part of the pilgrimage experience because of their location on the 
way to Jerusalem. Besides Lydda, relics and mementos of Saint George could be seen 
in the neighborhoods of Beirut (where the episode of the saint fighting the dragon was 
localized),35 in the Monastery of Stavrovouni on Cyprus,36 in the sacred collection of 
the Hospitallers in Rhodes,37 and, obviously, also in Venice itself.38 Pilgrims wishing to 
visit Saint Barbara’s tomb in Old Cairo (Figure 8.5)39 and perhaps to bring a painted 
ex-voto there such as the Catalan work now preserved in the Coptic Museum (Fig-
ure 8.6)40 could prepare for this intense experience by praying before her arm in Ven-
ice,41 before her head in the Latin cathedral in Candia,42 or in front a column located 
in Beirut, whose purple veins were said to have been produced by the blood pouring 
from her neck at the moment of her beheading.43

There was a special attraction in the relics of Saint Catherine, whose bodily remains 
preserved in the Sinai Monastery represented a main stop on the trip from Egypt to 
Jerusalem. Those pilgrims who managed to reach the summit of Mount Horeb to 
see the site of God’s revelation to Moses climbed up to the highest peak of Djebel 
Katrin, where they could kiss and sprinkle with tears the holy rock where the angels 
laid the blessed corpse of the martyr and guarded it for five centuries. In order to see 
the latter and take advantage of its extraordinary virtues they had to move into the 
interior of the Katholikon, next to the site of the Burning Bush, and approach the sar-
cophagus that contained her remains and the miraculous liquid, the so-called Myron, 
that poured forth from her body. After going through the ritual devotions, they were 
allowed to pin a pilgrimage token shaped like the cogged rod to their dress, which was 
the main iconographical attribute of the saint in the late Middle Ages.44

If one was not able to embark on the very dangerous pilgrimage from Cairo to 
Sinai, there were other possibilities for manifesting one’s devotion to the great martyr 
and miracle worker. The foreigners who boarded the Venetian ships could embrace the 
Sinaitic tradition by worshipping an ampulla filled with the holy liquid that poured 
from her body, preserved with great honor in the Church of Saint Daniel.45 Once they 

         



Figure 8.5 � Pilgrims to the Tomb of Saint Barbara, Old Cairo, Church of Sitt Barbara. Photo 
credit: Michele Bacci.

         



Figure 8.6 � Ex-voto image of Saint Barbara, painted panel, Catalan, early fifteenth century. 
Cairo, Coptic Museum. Photo credit: Michele Bacci.
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had crossed the Adriatic, the Ionian, and the Aegean seas, they could finally meet 
with the Alexandrian saint during their stay in Rhodes within the palace chapel of the 
Great Master, just before starting the voyage to the Levantine Sea. This building was 
dedicated to Saint Catherine herself and a number of luxurious tapestries illustrated 
the major episodes of her life. Her left arm was exposed for public viewing within a 
precious reliquary.46

By such means the Hospitallers could intercept and attract the extraordinary devotion 
that the pilgrims nourished for this holy figure. Analogous concerns were shared in the 
two successive landing places. After crossing the huge Gulf of Antalya, the ships finally 
berthed at Famagusta, on Cyprus, and the pious devotees, who had to spend some days 
in the most remote stronghold of Christianity in the Levant, strolled up to the ruins of the 
old Roman town of Konstantia. From the fourteenth century on it was described by their 
local guides as Saint Catherine’s true native town, contending that the saint was associ-
ated with Alexandria only because she had moved there when she was thirteen years 
old and because it was there that she had been martyred. That her father was named 
Costus in some late versions of her life was used as an indication of her association with 
Konstantia and, according to fanciful etymology, the town’s name, “Famagusta,” was 
sometimes interpreted as “Fama Costi,” that is, “Costus’ renown.” The visitors were 
shown a ruined building not far from the early Christian basilica of Epiphanius in Sala-
mis, which was described either as the saint’s house or her school. Near this spot, within 
a large necropolis, a tomb dating to the seventh century bce was identified with the site 
where the mystical marriage of Saint Catherine had taken place (Figure 8.7).

Figure 8.7 � Cypro-archaic tomb, identified in the late Middle Ages as either the site of Saint Cath-
erine’s mystical marriage or Saint Catherine’s Prison. Photo credit: Michele Bacci.
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In order to enhance this connection, a painting displaying this theme was hung in 
the interior. From the late fifteenth century on, the place was already worshipped as 
the saint’s prison, regardless of the fact that, according to all existing hagiographical 
sources, all the events of the martyrdom occurred in Alexandria.47 The tomb-chapel 
was reportedly filled with murals scattered chaotically on its walls that featured the 
many coats-of-arms left there by Western pilgrims. Today only a small cross sculpted 
over the door to the inner grave remains as a testimony to the site’s centuries-old cultic 
use.

Clearly, the Famagustans wanted to promote their town as an important stop 
for Holy Land pilgrims by creating an alternative holy topography. This was partly 
achieved, when the late fifteenth century the visitors to Saint Catherine’s prison 
were allowed to pin half a rod to their garments – evidence that half of the indul-
gences connected to the pilgrimage to Saint Catherine had been already earned.48 
This did not prevent pilgrims from understanding that the most heroic and cel-
ebrated actions of the martyr took place in Alexandria. There it was possible to 
see the true prison, a very small underground room with a small window, which, 
according to legend, had been opened by the angel who daily brought food to the 
saint. There, two columns were said to have served as supports to the cogged rod. 
Another fragment of column marked the place where the saint was beheaded, as 
evidenced by its white color with red veins, which it was said had been made by 
the blood and milk that had spurted out of the saint’s neck. In the same place the 
Greco-Melkite Church of Saint Sabas, where the icon painted by Saint Luke was 
preserved, marked the site of the house where she had lived.49 Notwithstanding the 
overlaps and misunderstandings underlying all these traditions about the topog-
raphy of Saint Catherine, the pilgrims felt extremely rewarded if they managed to 
visit all the sacred memorials scattered among Famagusta, Alexandria, and Sinai. 
Toward the end of the fourteenth century the Italian notary Nicola de’ Martoni 
was especially pleased by the grace that enabled him to see with his own eyes omnia 
facta beate Catherine et gesta per eam,50 all the sites connected with Saint Catherine 
and the mementos of all her actions.

It may be tempting to speak of the holy sites of Saints George, Barbara, and Cath-
erine as shaping a specific sacred topography of the outskirts of the Holy Land. The 
shrines located on the Lebanese coasts, in Egypt, or even on Cyprus stood out for 
their distinctive nature as compared to those in more distant places. Whereas uncor-
rupted bodies, burials, and body parts prevailed in the cultic landscape of the ports 
of call along the Venetian sea routes to the Eastern Mediterranean, as the pilgrims 
approached their final goal these were substituted by sections of landscape and man-
made structures associated with events described in the hagiographic narratives, which 
functioned in much the same way as most of the biblical loca sancta. Notable excep-
tions were the tombs of Saint Barbara in Cairo and of Saint Catherine on Mount Sinai, 
but even these experiences could be combined with visits to sites implying meditational 
practices about the deeds and vicissitudes of the saints: on Mount Sinai, the ascension 
to the top of Djebel Katrin was deemed to be as spiritually rewarding as the visit to 
the Mount of Revelation, Horeb, and in pilgrims’ accounts was given much the same 
emphasis as Catherine’s tomb. In a way, the locative experience of the holy prevailing 
in Palestine was extended to the neighboring areas by establishing an international 
network of memorial sites that evoked the hagiographies of three key figures of late 
medieval sainthood.
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Extending the Holy Land network vs. imitating the architectural 
frame: Christological holy sites on Cyprus and Rhodes

The pilgrims’ experiences of the places associated with a saint’s birth, martyrdom, and 
burial corresponded to a meditation exercise, not unlike the one that, in the Palestinian 
holy sites, was expressed by means of a mental and emotionally charged evocation of the 
main Gospel events and especially of the passion. Compared with Saint George’s or Saint 
Catherine’s stories, which could be much more easily manipulated or even distorted, the 
memorial sites that evoked particular moments of Christ’s passage on Earth could hardly 
be associated with sites outside the Holy Land without contradicting Scripture. There-
fore, in order to evoke the memory of the Son of God’s deeds it was essential to work out 
completely different strategies of cultic promotion. An original expedient was found by 
the canons regular of the Latin cathedral of Saint Sophia in Nicosia, who promoted the 
public worship for an ancient jasper sarcophagus that was said to have been made out of 
the very stone of the aniconic idol of Venus worshipped in the neighborhoods of Paphos 
by the ancient Cypriots. According to this odd legend, the Cypriots had heard that the 
Jews were going to cause Jesus’ death on the cross; upon Jesus’ refusal to follow them 
to Cyprus, they carved the idol in order to have it ready to be used at his burial site, but 
this pious intention was rendered vain by the resurrection. Nonetheless, it would have 
been appreciated as a “missed sepulchre” and, given that its creators’ intention had been 
genuine, it proved to be venerable like an empty sepulchre in Jerusalem.51

This “missed burial” of Christ can be read as an absolutely original attempt at 
involving a non-Palestinian site in the topographic network of the Holy Land. It was 
probably too ambitious to prove successful, and was quickly sent into oblivion. Other 
regions made efforts to intercept Holy Land pilgrims by promoting forms of loca-
tive worship associated with indirect, that is, analogical or mimetic, evocations of 
Jerusalem. There are some indications that the Hospitallers tried to invest their town, 
Rhodes, with a Jerusalem symbolism by building a copy of the Holy Sepulchre and 
by attributing the topographic function associated with the “stations” of Christ’s Way 
to Calvary in Jerusalem with their principal churches. A  replica of the aedicule is 
mentioned by an early sixteenth-century pilgrim as being located in the cemetery of 
the Hospice of Saint Catherine, the structure where Jerusalem pilgrims were provided 
with hospitality: its funerary associations indicate that it served as a sort of surrogate 
Jerusalem, enabling those unlucky travelers who died there without reaching their 
final goal to be symbolically buried close to the Son of God’s life-giving tomb.52

The location of replicas of the aedicule in cemeteries is paralleled by contemporary 
practice in Western Europe, where it often also served as the final station of a Kalva-
rienberg or chemin de croix, that is, a sequence of pillars or other structures com-
memorating the most important stops along Jesus’ path to Mount Golgotha, which 
were used as visual supports for the performance of meditational exercises on Christ’s 
passion, as in the notable case of Adam Kraft’s Way of the Cross in Nuremberg.53 The 
existence of analogous structures and their possible role as models for Western Euro-
pean complexes of the Way of the Cross is indirectly evidenced by a 1516 document 
that notes that the chemin de croix built at the beginning of the sixteenth century in 
Fribourg on the initiative of the Hospitaller knight Pierre d’Englisberg was modeled 
on a Rhodian archetype and that it replicated the authentic distances separating the 
holy places in Jerusalem. Indeed, the Way of the Cross in Fribourg consisted of seven 
pillars, located along the road leading from the cemetery of the Hospitaller Church 
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of Saint-Jean to the Marian Church of Bourguillon through the hill of Montorge. It 
was deemed to be so authoritative as to be replicated in turn in yet another place, 
Romans-sur-Isère by Lyons.54

Evocations by synecdoche in Rhodes and Crete

The Rhodian complex was probably meant to meet the devotional needs of both 
Western pilgrims and locals. In any case, the mimetic replication of the architectural 
shape of this most worshipped site, combined with the topomimetic, analogical evo-
cation of Jerusalem’s sacred landscape, remained unparalleled along the sea routes of 
the Eastern Mediterranean. More often, visitors were reminded of the Holy City, the 
ultimate goal of their trip, by means of pars pro toto strategies with installations of 
mementos of Jerusalem. A case in point is the Franciscan Church of Saint Francis in 
Candia, which in the fifteenth century was enriched with a fragment of the flagellation 
column and a stone of the Golden Gate through which Christ had entered Jerusalem. 
In this way, the friars transplanted some of the holy stones that shaped the Holy City’s 
material body onto Cretan soil.55

The Hospitallers, in their efforts to rival the renowned treasures of Constantinople, 
Rome, and Paris, presented their capital as a new Jerusalem by amassing a rich col-
lection of passion relics, including reliquaries of the Holy Cross and venerable cross-
shaped items made out of a material sanctified by contact with Christ’s body. The 
Church of Saint John of Kollakion, in the general quarters of the Hospitallers on Rho-
des, had an exceptional collection, including several fragments of the True Cross, a cup 
that was said to have been owned by Saint Martha and probably used by Jesus himself, 
a precious cross, which had allegedly been made out of the basin used by the Savior 
to wash his disciples’ feet at the Last Supper, and one of Judas’ thirty coins. Medieval 
pilgrims described it as a very old coin, plausibly an ancient Rhodian one, and it was 
used in the same way as the so-called Agnus Dei, small tokens that were distributed 
by the pope in Saint Peter’s in Rome on Easter, a practice designed to rival Roman cus-
toms. The form of the coin was imprinted on small wax roundels, which were given to 
the devotees and later used as efficacious protection against sea storms and fires. The 
treasure also included a thorn from Christ’s crown, but that was not considered to be 
as holy as that preserved in the Great Master’s private chapel. The latter was no doubt 
more precious, being one of those that had wounded and perforated Christ’s flesh. This 
special association afforded it the power to work the annual miracle by which it flour-
ished for some hours on Holy Fridays and produced amazingly nice white flowers.56

In 1484, the Hospitaller knights received a very precious diplomatic gift from the 
emissaries of the Ottoman sultan Bayazet II – the right arm of Saint John the Baptist 
once worshipped in the Peribleptos Church in Constantinople. This was celebrated 
not only as a telling identity symbol, reinforcing the order’s special devotion to the 
precursor, but also as a valuable addition to their collection of Christological relics, 
given that, as was often stressed, it consisted of the very finger that had pointed to 
Christ in order to demonstrate his role as the Lamb of God.57 More or less in the same 
way, other relics that were eyewitnesses to the sacred events could also be described as 
contact relics and Gospel mementos. There was fierce competition between Venice and 
Zara about the ownership of the body of the wise Simeon, who had held the infant 
Jesus in his own arms at the moment of his presentation in the Temple. Two sepul-
chres, both considered as preserving his relics, faced each other across the Adriatic 
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Sea,58 whereas a bit more to the south, inhabitants of the port of Ragusa/Dubrovnik, 
deprived of worshipping a third body, were eager to possess the cloth, presumably 
embroidered by the Virgin Mary, upon which the newborn Jesus had lain at the very 
moment of his presentation in the Temple. An arm of the same saint was allegedly 
preserved in the Church of Saint Francis in Candia.59

Overlapping topographies: Christ and Saint Francis on Crete

The Minor friars in the principal town of Crete made efforts to foster public wor-
ship in their church. As I have noted, different types of holy objects were offered to 
believers, including relics, miraculous icons, and stones from Jerusalem. Such objects 
were combined with mementoes of saints associated specifically with Western Europe 
and the history of their religious order, and especially of their founder, Saint Francis 
of Assisi. In Italy, the worship of the Poverello as the alter Christus, the new Christ, 
was expressed not so much by the spread of images of Saint Francis, but rather by the 
establishment of a specific “sacred topography,” marked by the most important “mne-
motopoi” of the saint’s spiritual itinerary in Assisi, la Verna, Greccio, and elsewhere.60 
According to a widespread view, Assisi stood for Francis’s holy sepulchre, whereas la 
Verna, the site of his stigmatization was compared to the Mount of Calvary, and the 
many fissures in the mountain were seen as a hint of this parallelism, as they repro-
duced the fissure produced by Christ’s blood on the rock of Golgotha. The key role 
played by locative forms of religious experience became so prominent in Franciscan 
tradition that the cult of Saint Francis is the only one to have been promoted by estab-
lishing a topomimetic replica of his holy places, the Sacro Monte of Orta, Piedmont.61

In this respect, the memorial sites connected with Francis’s voyage to Egypt and his 
visit to the Mamluke sultan during the Fifth Crusade could be profitably integrated 
into the wider network of Mediterranean holy sites and could work as an “exten-
sion” of Francis’s own topography. This possibility was especially exploited in Can-
dia, probably after the Observant branch of the order had taken possession of the 
convent around the mid-fifteenth century. Pilgrims to Candia were invited to visit the 
friars’ garden and to look with reverence at a well that was said to have been built by 
Francis, the Poor of Assisi, with his own hands.62 Worship was thus directed toward a 
material object, sanctified by its prestigious provenance and, at the same time, imbued 
with memorial meaning, given that it bore witness to the saint’s physical presence on 
Crete during the Fifth Crusade. This allowed the Minor friars to present their convent 
as the only place where the holy topography of the alter Christus intersected with the 
network of venerable places that dotted the Venetian sea route to the Holy Land.

Site-bound holiness in a fluid setting

To summarize, it is worth stressing some of the outstanding characteristics of the 
new holy sites visited by late medieval pilgrims during their voyage to the Holy Land. 
As anthropologists have pointed out, one specificity of pilgrimage sites is their “lim-
inality,” that is, their perception as thresholds between the earthly and the divine 
dimensions.63

Pilgrims perceived their sea voyage as an introduction to the experience of the Jeru-
salem loca sancta for which they were longing. In the liminal context of coastal navi-
gation, they tended to project their desire to see the sites of Christ’s life onto the places 
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they happened to visit along the route. Reminders of Jerusalem were to be found in 
various forms in each of the ports where they stopped. Christological relics, stones, 
and mementos of different kinds were housed in churches belonging to the various 
Christian denominations (Latin, Greek, and even Coptic and Maronite, as in Alexan-
dria and Beirut), but this was not regarded as problematic. Their involvement in the 
Jerusalem pilgrimage, which started in the fourteenth century when Venice had a sort 
of monopoly in the organization of voyages to Palestine, contributed to invest these 
places with new meanings, to transform them into internationally recognized holy 
sites, and to present them not only as simple stops, but also as spiritually rewarding 
stages in the pilgrims’ gradual approach to the Holy Land.

Different types of cultic strategies emphasized such a symbolic relationship with 
Jerusalem. The pilgrims’ ultimate goal was evoked by fostering worship for holy fig-
ures mentioned in the Scriptures, such as John the Baptist and Simeon, as well as for 
saints whose cults were rooted either in Palestine or in the neighboring countries of 
the Eastern Mediterranean. Bodily remains and images were confined to the lands 
between Venice and Rhodes, whereas memorial sites – of Saint Barbara, Saint Cath-
erine, Saint George, the apostles, and of Christ himself, as in the case of his “missed” 
sepulchre in Nicosia – became prominent as the ship got closer to the Holy Land. Evo-
cations by synecdoche, in the form of both portions of Jerusalem’s hallowed ground 
and collections of Christological relics, were also very widespread. On the other hand, 
analogical, topomimetic, and mimetic replicas of the loca sancta were rare and basi-
cally associated with issues of commemorative and individual piety, as in the case 
of the Rhodian copy of the Holy Sepulchre in the cemetery of the Hospice of Saint 
Catherine.

Late medieval pilgrims were responsible for integrating the holy sites located on the 
Dalmatian coasts, the Greek islands, Cyprus, and Egypt into a wider sacred topog-
raphy of the Venetian sea routes to the Holy Land, which was essentially shaped by 
their own, individual experiences. It is difficult to judge, however, to what extent the 
association of each site with Jerusalem was the outcome of the pilgrims’ desire to rec-
ognize material traces and anticipation of the experience of the loca sancta they were 
longing for or an intentional strategy on the part of local institutions to make their 
sites more attractive in the eyes of foreign visitors. Probably the truth lies somewhere 
in between, but there is no doubt that the extraordinary status of the holy sites was 
basically expressed by fostering worship for material objects and portions of ground 
deemed to imbibe, to some extent, the sanctity that imbued the land of Palestine. 
Indeed, no kind of mimetic or analogical evocation could rival cult phenomena that, 
even in a minimal sense, shared in – or aimed at sharing in – the same hallowed sub-
stance of the stones of Jerusalem.

Notes
	 *	 A preliminary and abridged version of this chapter was published in Italian as “La molti-

plicazione dei luoghi sacri lungo le vie d’acqua per Gerusalemme nel tardo Medioevo,” in 
Peregrino, ruta y meta en las peregrinationes maiores: VIII Congreso internacional de estu-
dios jacobeos (Santiago de Compostela, 13–15 Octubre 2010), eds. P. Caucci von Saucken 
and R. Vázquez (Santiago de Compostela: Xunta de Galicia, 2012), 179–194. The present 
chapter relies on data collected partly in the frame of the research project Von Venedig zum 
Heiligen Land: Ausstattung und Wahrnehmung heiliger Orte an den mediterranen Küsten 
(1300–1550), financed by the Swiss National Fund, 2013–2016.
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Plate 1 � Reliquary box with stones and wooden fragments from the Holy Land, 24 × 18.4 × 3 cm, 
lid 1 cm thick, sixth/seventh century, from the Sancta Sanctorum treasure, Rome, Vatican, 
Musei Vaticani, Museo Sacro.

Image source: Martina Bagnoli et al., eds, Treasures of Heaven: Saints, Relics and Devotion in Medieval 
Europe (London: The British Museum Press, 2010), Cat. No. 13.

Plate 2 � Wooden reliquary box with stones, fragments of carbon and pilgrim’s tokens, 19 × 14.5 ×  
2.5 cm, Palestine, early medieval, from the Sancta Sanctorum treasure, Rome, Vatican, 
Musei Vaticani, Museo Sacro.

Photo credit: © Vatican Museum.

         



Plate 3  The Stone of Grace, Trinity Cathedral, Tbilisi, Georgia.

Photo credit: Zaza Skhirtladze.

         



Plate 4 � Obverse of lid, the Sancta Sanctorum reliquary box  with stones, wood and cloth, 
sixth century, Syria or Palestine, painted wood, stones, wood fragments, and plaster,  
24 × 18.4 × 3 cm, lid 1 cm thick.

Photo credit: Public domain.

         



Plate 5  Dome of the Rock, interior, view of inner colonnade on south side.

Photo credit: Lawrence Nees.
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Plate 8 � The Stone of the Unction, Church of the Holy Sepulchre, 
Jerusalem.

Photo credit: Netta Amir.

         



Plate 9 � Maestro di San Francesco, Lamentation, between 1262 and 1272, tempera on wood, a 
panel from a double-sided polyptych, chiesa di San Francesco al Prato, Perugia, Italy.

Photo credit: Galleria Nazionale dell’Umbria.

         



Plate 10 � Maestro di San Francesco, Lamentation, before 1265, fresco, nave of the lower church 
of Saint Francis, Assisi.

Photo credit: Foto di Marcello Fedeli, Spoleto – 2014; ©Archivio fotografico del Sacro Convento di S. 
Francesco in Assisi, Italia.
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Introduction: “Feelings for sacred things”

In his seminal work, The World of Late Antiquity, published in 1971, Peter Brown 
characterizes the difference between late Roman polytheism and the earliest Christian-
ity as a difference between things and people. He writes:

Traditional paganism had expressed itself through forms as impersonal as the 
universe itself: it mobilized feelings for sacred things – for ancient rites, for stat-
ues, for oracles, for vast beloved temples. The “new mood,” by contrast, threw 
up men – raw individuals who believed that they were the agents of vast forces.1

Toward the end of his study, Brown makes a finer distinction. The devotion to holy 
men only lingered as long as those men lived, as long as the initial age of martyrs and 
other early Christian heroes endured. Eventually, as was inevitable, these people were 
outlasted by things they left behind, by pieces of their bodies, objects they touched, 
and places they lived:

They had lasted while mere men came and passed away. The new devotion was an 
upsurge of loyalty to holy things, while the enthusiasm of previous centuries had 
concentrated on holy men. In Rome and in Gaul, the relic and the martyr’s grave 
totally ousted the living holy man in the popular imagination.2

Brown generalizes, of course, but his observations on the role of objects in changing 
patterns of devotion encapsulate the main themes we explore here. Our focus is a 
remarkable object – or, rather, a collection of objects, in turn housed within another 
object, which bears on it representations of yet other things: a reliquary box, once held 
in the treasury of the Sancta Sanctorum in the Lateran Palace, containing bits of stone, 
wood, and cloth, labeled with locations from the “Holy Land” (Plate 1).3 The box, 
now in the Museo Sacro in the Vatican, has been credited to sixth-century Syria or Pal-
estine.4 Its sliding lid (obverse) bears a painting of the cross intersected by what appear 
to be a lance and a reed with a sponge, forming a schematic Christogram, inscribed 
within a mandorla and placed on the Golgotha hill; Christ’s initials are inscribed in 
the upper corners, and alpha and omega are painted on either side of the hillock 
(Plate 4). On the reverse side, which faces the relics enshrined in the box, is a series 
of images narrating scenes from the life of Christ: the Nativity, baptism, crucifixion, 
Holy Women at the Tomb, and ascension. These five scenes portray an encapsulation 
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of Christ’s earthly experience with great economy. Altogether, the contents of the box, 
the monogram, and the paintings function as a threefold conjuring of Christ: in image, 
name, and material remains made sacred by contact with Christ.5

Building on Brown’s observations, we consider this box and its contents through 
the lenses of thing theory and theories of memory. We pay particular attention to the 
tensions between the individual objects and the ways their arrangement and proximity 
create a collective; their invocation of distant locales; and their agentic potential. The 
objects housed in this box look to most modern viewers like no more than what they 
literally are – rocks, splinters of wood, scraps of textile. Yet for their collector, and 
for subsequent medieval viewers – including the popes who had exclusive access once 
the box was in the Sancta Sanctorum – these things would have served as a complex 
mnemonic map, punctuated with a series of visual, material, and cognitive triggers 
that potentially encouraged an ersatz, performative pilgrimage.6 We inquire into the 
possible patterns and processes of an imaginative, transcendent journey, made pos-
sible by these base fragments.

Pilgrimages far and near

Christian pilgrimage, which originated in late antiquity, was popular until 638, when 
the Holy Land was incorporated into the vast Umayyad Empire.7 The sacred sites in 
and around Jerusalem were of great importance to early pilgrims, who collected vari-
ous natural and man-made objects considered to have therapeutic and transcendent 
properties, which allowed the travelers to retain a material connection to these locales 
once they returned home. Indeed, Jaś Elsner argues that “[t]hese places, themselves 
[are] a collection to be experienced by pilgrims.”8 However, the Holy Land’s central-
ity to pilgrimage dwindled even before the fall of Jerusalem. As Elsner and Joan-Pau 
Rubiés note:

By the end of the fourth century, the entire landscape of the Roman empire 
would be dotted with martyria, shrines and churches marking the specific spots 
where important saints had lived, the places where their bodies finally came to 
rest, and the location of significant artefacts associated with them, such as the 
True Cross.9

From this point on, travel to the Holy Land was decreasing in irreplaceability as 
the distributed network of sacred sites expanded throughout the Mediterranean and 
European world.10 As Brown writes, Gregory of Tours found that “relics were every-
where, scattered throughout the entire Christian world. In every region, there were 
specks of dust unlike all other specks of dust, fragments of bone unlike other frag-
ments, tombs unlike other tombs.”11 Our present subject was, then, not only a node 
within this network, nor only a model of the sacred geography from which it came, 
but also a microcosm of both the Holy Land it explicitly references and the Western 
European world, whose many relics – which reconfigured the landscape into the body 
of Christ – were being indexed by the assemblage of fragments, pebbles, and splinters 
arranged within the box.

Spiritual pilgrimages challenged the necessity of physical journeys to the Holy Land 
through the proliferation of relics.12 To discourage pilgrimage, in the fifth century 
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Abbot Shenoute of Atripe related his vision of Christ, who inspired Shenoute to “glo-
rify Jerusalem in your monastery, which you have dedicated to my name together 
with those who will hear and obey you, as equals of the angels. . . . You must know 
that my Cross is everywhere for whoever desires to repent.”13 That is, although there 
was certainly value in the sites of the Nativity and the Passion, the importance of 
visiting them was on the decline by the time the Sancta Sanctorum reliquary was 
assembled. This was not because they were unimportant. Quite the contrary: it was 
because they were seen as transportable and because “my Cross” – embodied in each 
of its splinters – was already everywhere. Indeed, even for those visiting Jerusalem in 
the flesh, the spiritual pilgrimage might eventually displace the physical journey. For 
example, Peter the Iberian, a highly influential fifth-century Palestinian bishop, was 
“an enthusiastic pilgrim,” who on one visit to Jerusalem fell down in full proskynesis, 
crawled the final stretch of the route, and then “repeatedly touched the holy ground 
with [his] lips and eyes.”14 Nonetheless, on a subsequent visit, Peter “refrained from 
visiting the holy places in Jerusalem” even though he was just outside the city.15 As 
his Vita reads:

[T]he blessed one returned to the brethren in the plain. When he went, some were 
indignant in their souls and said, “How, when he abode all these days beside 
Jerusalem, did the blessed one not desire greatly to enter the Holy City, even if by 
night, and venerate the worshipful places, and especially the holy Golgotha and 
the life-giving tomb?”16

A monk “who was very simple and innocent” then recounts a vision in which Peter 
guides him through all the major sites. Together, they travel to the Martyrium of Saint 
Stephen and the cave with his tomb. Peter – in the vision – then “ran down to the 
holy Golgotha and the holy Tomb,” to the churches of Pilate and the Paralytic, Geth-
semane, the holy Ascension, the house of Lazarus, Bethlehem, the tomb of Rachel, 
and “the rest of the temples and houses of prayer on the road,” and to Siloam, and 
to Zion. In the vision, they “completed a holy course and had worshipped the Lord 
in every place.”17 All this travel, following the standard pilgrimage route, was accom-
plished without actually going to these places, either for Peter, who found himself 
just outside the city, or for the “simple” monk stationed in Beth Tafsha, a few miles 
away.18 During the period in which the present reliquary box was made, the wor-
shipper’s physical presence in the original landscape was decreasing in importance, 
just as its sites were transported throughout the Christian world in visions and in 
relics, among which were the so-called benedictiones or eulogiae (blessed objects), 
stored within the Sancta Sanctorum box.19 By the seventh century – after the Islamic 
conquest – the city of Rome, filled with the very objects that were seen as facilitating 
spiritual pilgrimages, had superseded Jerusalem as the primary pilgrimage destina-
tion for those farther west.20 Elsner writes of a box of relics found in the crypt of the 
Basilica of Saint Columban, Bobbio, containing “ampullae . . .[,] earth, dust and vari-
ous small objects or tokens in wood, metal and terracotta.”21 These objects “evoke 
the totality of the Holy Land,”22 an effect amplified by the arrangement of relics of 
place within the Sancta Sanctorum box. Once collections of relics, such as the Sancta 
Sanctorum box and its contents, were transported to the West, they brought Jerusa-
lem with them.
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Remainders and reminders

The mnemonic function of the box – for the original collector and later viewers 
familiar with its landscape of origin and the stories set therein – plays out in mul-
tifold ways. Most essentially, the gathering of eulogiae within strives to grasp what 
Christ left behind after the resurrection. Fragments of cloth, wood, and stones are 
keyed to the locations where Christ experienced his terrestrial existence: the Mount 
of Olives, for instance, and Bethlehem; one is marked “from Zion”; another identi-
fies its provenance “from the life-giving [site of] Resurrection,” recalling the refer-
ence in the Vita of Peter to “the life-giving tomb,” and also the longing for curative 
effects.23 Each eulogia, therefore, was capable of conjuring not only the specific 
place but also the specific narrative attached thereto.24 Further, each could function 
as an experiential mechanism in the larger network of significations attached to 
the very material that was made to evoke these narratives and link them together 
typologically.

The bit marked “Bethlehem,” for instance, is simply a thin piece of wood, but it is 
rich in heuristic potential. It could have been a fragment from Bethlehem, a souvenir 
of the place where Christ was born, and the kind of material available to the pilgrim. 
Why not a stone, which was likely just as readily obtainable? Certainly, because it 
comes from the place associated with Christ’s birth, it would reference Christ’s crib, 
the manger originally made of wood, which was kept in the crypt of the Nativity 
Church in Bethlehem, and mentioned by Origen ca. 247:

If anyone wishes to have further proof to convince him that Jesus was born in 
Bethlehem besides the prophecy of Micah and the story recorded in the Gospels 
by Jesus’ disciples, he may observe that, in accordance with the story in the Gospel 
about his birth, the cave in Bethlehem is shown where he was born and the man-
ger in the cave where he was wrapped in swaddling clothes.25

The wood from the ostensible manger – the five sycamore planks – was likely 
brought from Palestine to Rome in the mid-seventh century, and is preserved in Santa 
Maria Maggiore (Figure 9.1).26 Thus, the wood splinter embedded in the reliquary 
box was ontologically associated with the wood of the manger, pointing to it without 
necessarily coming from it. These fragments – the manger as a piece of the assemblage 
of the barn and the splinter as a piece if not of the manger then of the place from 
whence it came – were related in their material, source location, and, at least in part, 
in their recollection of and resonance with nativity narratives.

In addition to the crib the Bethlehem eulogia recalls – we argue, purposefully – 
another relic associated with Christ: the cross. The cross’s many splinters, multi-
plied by the relic-hungry pious, circulated widely throughout “Christendom” and, 
when stripped of the expensive reliquaries that enshrined them and hid their irregu-
larities, look precisely like the humble shard inserted into paste in the Syrian box  
(Figure 9.2).27 Moreover, as one of the main brandea of the passion, the cross not only 
stood as a reminder of the event but indexed the body of Christ itself. In general, as a 
propagative matter, the wood was semantically and conceptually likened to flesh: it is 
not an accident that the Greek ὕλη means both “wood” and “matter.”28 The analogy 
between the cross and the body stretched on it was articulated by numerous theologi-
ans throughout the Middle Ages, anxious to explain that the worship of the cross was, 
in essence, like the worship of Christ himself.29 In other words, the spiritual history 
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of the wood inflected the meaning of the splinter visually formulated as a devotional 
object, so the fragment marked with “Bethlehem” would also evoke Christ’s infancy 
and his Passion.30 It would also bear resonances of the earthly sites of these events, 
and the heavenly home of their protagonist. As suggested by the Life of Desiderius of 
Cahors – written shortly after his death in 655 – any relic acted as “a fragment of Par-
adise.”31 In this case, the wood fragment – as other objects in the box – would have a 
dual function: for a devout Christian in search of material sacredness (or sacred mate-
rial), it would transport something of heaven, as other relics, but also something of 
the present Holy Land as well. The pilgrim gathering sacred splinters and stones and 
locking them away in a box would essentially enact Matthew 13:44, which compares 
the Kingdom of Heaven to a treasure, first hidden in the field, then unearthed, and 
then hidden again. This mnemonic evocation would have been echoed by the image 
of the Nativity painted on the lid, which figures the Christ Child not in the wooden 
manger but atop a stone altar and above a fenestella – a niche for the relic.32 This 
Eucharistic image models the meditation on the Nativity that merges Christ’s birth, 
sacrifice, and resurrection, offering an espèce of a visual guide for contemplation of 
the wood fragment.

There is no doubt that the associative net structured by the raw materials of the 
eulogiae would have been complicated by the relationships between and among the 
objects within the box.33 Although we have no way of knowing what most of them 

Figure 9.1 � Giuseppe Valadier, Reliquary of the Holy Crib (sacra culla) (1802, Rome), Santa Maria 
Maggiore Basilica, Rome. Photo credit: Riccardov.
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index – there are very few surviving identifications – the arrangement of the objects 
into a loose Christogram suggests that they were meant to function not only as dis-
crete mementos, but also as a coherent whole, mapping the topology of the Holy Land 
as Christ’s very nomen sacrum, and so his body. Derek Krueger speculates that the 
arrangement of the stones might not be original to the box because some are now too 
high for the lid to slide into place over them.34 He suggests that they might have origi-
nally been placed in a bag, and in turn placed in the box. However, as Krueger notes, 
the paintings on the inside of the lid did not suffer the abrasions that would likely have 
resulted from the contents shifting around, even in a bag. Similarly, the delicate bit of 
wood would probably have been destroyed by being jostled by the sharp-edged rocks. 
It seems more likely that the arrangement is original, but that some of the stones were 
reset over time, as the compound dried out and some of the contents loosened. At 
the fulcrum of the Christogram sits a triangular stone, marked as an object from the 
place of the resurrection. Its form is pregnant with associations: for Plato, the triangle 
stands at the heart of each body and each element; for Boethius, it is the “principle and 
element of all forms”; and it certainly evokes the Trinity.35 The material is significant 

Figure 9.2 � True Cross reliquary pendant (ca. 1200, Scotland), gold, wood, rock crystal, pearls, 
5.5 × 5.2 × 2.8 cm, The British Museum, London. Photo credit: © Trustees of the 
British Museum.
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as well: it recalls a stone sepulchre in which Christ was buried and from which he 
arose, and it evokes the stone used to seal the tomb and then rolled away to announce 
the resurrection.36 Placed at the center, the stone becomes a pivot on which the nar-
ratives unfolding through other eulogiae turn: its function as a visual and theological 
nexus, for example, activates the numerous typological parallels between the Nativity 
and the Resurrection and strengthens the association between Christ’s life and death 
already inherent in the small wooden fragment marked with “Bethlehem.”37

The centrality of the resurrection eulogia is echoed in the prominence of its inscrip-
tion: it is the only one – at least the only extant one – that describes the locus sanctus 
from which it comes, offering a characterization of the place it comes from as “life-
giving.” Others serve rather as abbreviated, practical markers with which to anchor 
the objects and the memories. The stress on locality is significant inasmuch as it high-
lights the manifold metonymic function of the eulogiae: just as their arrangement into 
a Christogram symbolizes and therefore embodies Jesus as the Messiah, so too, their 
very nature as pieces of certain locations makes them, in fact, their locations.38 The 
importance of these locations are also evident in the four narrative images on the lid, 
which moor the beholder’s imagination to particular, lovingly rendered places: the 
Nativity cave, the River Jordan, Golgotha, and Christ’s sepulchre as it looked before 
its transformation in the subsequent century.39 For viewers who had been on pilgrim-
age, including the original collector, this specificity would facilitate a vivid recall of the 
visited sites. On the other hand, the images’ consistent and unifying gold backgrounds 
translate these worldly and perhaps personally observed locations into a heavenly 
realm. Even for those who had not physically traveled to the sites, they would still 
serve as an aid for imaginary re-enactments of the episodes from Christ’s life, a devo-
tional exercise that would aid prayer and meditation. Indeed, the inside of the lid 
functions as a narrative icon, particularly effective because of its very layout, familiar 
most immediately from ancient and medieval treatises on memory.40

Perhaps the most germane source on medieval mnemonic theory is the so-called 
Rhetorica ad Herennium, a treatise formerly attributed to Cicero, extant in more 
than 100 exemplars, cited by Rufinus and Grillius in the fifth century and by Priscian 
in the sixth.41 Book III of the treatise outlines strategies for successful construction 
of artificial or trained memory, which would facilitate subsequent recall of whatever 
information was required. The treatise suggests the construction of so-called loci, or 
backgrounds, into which imagines, or images, are to be inserted. Images are distinctive 
figures; loci are spaces; together, they constitute a mnemonic vehicle for heuristic recall 
of various events. Scholars have long recognized the value of the treatise for unpack-
ing a wide variety of medieval images, especially those suggestive of a diagrammatic 
structure especially resonant with what Ad Herennium proposes.42 It suggests that loci 
be arranged in distinctive series; not be crowded; be distinct from one another; and be 
properly, but not too vibrantly, illuminated. The treatise acknowledges that the variety 
of backgrounds presupposes “a relatively large experience,” although anyone can do 
it through the use of one’s imagination: “For the imagination can embrace any region 
whatsoever and in it at will fashion and construct the setting of some background.”43 
In turn, the images ought to be of the kind that “can adhere longest in the memory”: 
that is, colorful and brilliant, at times violent, and striking in their palette and their 
configuration. They are magnets for the process of recollection, visually interesting, 
filled with memorable details. Once the loci are populated, they have to be “again and 
again run over rapidly in the mind . . . in order to refresh the images.”
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The inner lid of the reliquary, in other words, would make an ideal schema for such 
a loci-and-imagines construction. Set within a symmetrical grid, uniformly gilded, and 
enclosed in distinctive frames, Christological narratives inhabit five separate compart-
ments, each a locus for memoria rerum that is configured as a summary image of a 
complex event. Moreover, each compartment is clearly outlined, with two grouped 
atop and two below the central locus – a suggestion we find in later medieval treatises 
on memory, such as Thomas Bradwardine’s De Memoria Artificiali – all interrelated 
through the presence of Christ and thus arranged in a well-defined series.44 Images are 
uniformly eye-catching, visceral: one revels in the vivid rendition of the Sepulchre, for 
example, whereas another foregrounds the violence inflicted upon Christ’s body. This is 
not to say that the painters and users of the box referred to the treatise as a source, but, 
rather, that they utilized commonly understood mnemotechnic strategies, also evident 
in contemporary codices, such as the sixth-century Italian copy of the Gospels of Saint 
Augustine, which Mary Carruthers has described as “a complete set . . . of ‘imagines 
rerum’ for the events of the Passion” and posited as a near embodiment of “medieval 
mnemotechnic pedagogy.”45 The eulogiae container thus becomes a quintessence of the 
thesaurus, the strongbox – a common medieval metaphor for trained memory – that 
contains, stores, and organizes visual and material prompts for remembering.46

The organizing principle of this prompt is the cross. Painted on the exterior of the 
lid, it takes center stage on its interior with the crucifixion episode, painted twice the 
size of the other scenes. As the cross nearly disappears behind Christ’s body, the man 
on the cross becomes, in essence, the cross itself. Christ’s figure, moreover, suggests a 
metonymic correspondence between the cross and the format of panels on the lid: his, 
and the thieves’, outstretched arms emphasize the horizontal stretch of the image that 
functions visually as a patibulum, while his blue colobium is continued in the vertical 
lines that divide the top and bottom scenes, implying the stipes. Within, the arrange-
ment of the objects echoes the outer image of the lid: the “X” form simultaneously 
presents the chi and evokes the crossed lance and reed, the vertical line appears both 
as the stem of the rho and the stipes, while a corresponding horizontal run of stones 
figures the patibulum. The lid’s interior thus serves a dual purpose. On the one hand, 
it functions as an intermediary between the symbolic Christogram painted on the out-
side and another Christogram inlaid with stones within: the crucified Christ appears 
at the exact center of the panel, and of the box as a whole, and, when the lid is closed, 
his painted body is nestled between the center of the cross on the outside and the stone 
that marks the resurrection on the inside. Christ’s death on the cross, then, at once 
alludes to the dogma of the Resurrection and to a perpetual Passion. On the other 
hand, because the design on the outside of the lid is repeated with objects within, the 
lid becomes a transparency, revealing rather than concealing the contents beneath, as 
they, in turn, reveal the locales and the events they index through mnemonic chains of 
association, and through their own vibrant presence.

Imaginary worlds, material remains

This vibrancy asserts itself to this very day. The collection of eulogiae is quietly arrest-
ing. Perhaps much of its force comes from the juxtaposition of the beautiful paintings, 
which have frequently and justly been compared with the renowned illuminations of 
the Rabbula Gospels,47 and the apparent banality of the objects they cover, celebrate, 
and ennoble. The fragments recall Jane Bennett’s observations about the surprisingly 
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attractive contents of a sewer drain (“one large men’s black plastic work glove, one 
dense mat of oak pollen, one unblemished dead rat, one white plastic bottle cap, one 
smooth stick of wood”). Therein, she found:

[A]n energetic vitality inside each of these things, things that I generally conceived 
as inert. In this assemblage, objects appeared as things, that is, as vivid entities 
not entirely reducible to the contexts in which (human) subjects set them, never 
entirely exhausted by their semiotics.48

Bennett continues, a bit further on: “the items on the ground that day were vibra-
tory – at one moment disclosing themselves as dead stuff and at the next as live pres-
ence: junk, then claimant; inert matter, then live wire.”49 The contents of the reliquary 
are quite similar in their presence – indeed, much of what we have argued here is 
predicated on medieval ideas about the power and presence of these objects. At once 
vital and sacred, this gathering of meaningless detritus vibrates with yet greater pres-
ence when pulled together. In a sense, this is the operative principle of all visible relics, 
which look like what they are – bits of bone, locks of hair, scraps of fabric, splinters of 
wood – and simultaneously like things of great importance and potential.

What is created within (and through) this assemblage? In his Building Imaginary 
Worlds, Mark Wolf presents many strategies by which authors, artists, filmmakers, 
and others construct fictional worlds of various types. What occurs with all of these 
overlaps and imbrications is akin to his notion of diegetic braiding, “[t]he condition 
that occurs when multiple stories or narrative threads set in the same world share the 
same locations, objects, characters, and other details.”50 Each object in the reliquary 
is a piece of the Holy Land, and therefore is part of a series of interlocking stories.

The members and images of this complex object (or complex of objects) construct 
an imaginary world by conjuring, wherever it is, the earthly and heavenly Jerusalem. 
In so doing, it/they generate(s) an interaction with the viewers. As Wolf writes, “imagi-
nary worlds invite audience participation in the form of speculation and fantasies.”51 
In the appendix to his book, Wolf provides a list of imaginary worlds that contains 
many entries familiar to medievalists – the Land of the Arimaspi (from Herodotus), 
Thule (from Pytheas’s On the Ocean), “Blemmyae Land” (Pliny),52 and so on, but he 
also lists Eternal Jerusalem, citing Augustine’s City of God.53

The world encased in the reliquary box is reminiscent of Wolf’s diegetic braiding in 
a second sense: for Augustine, following Psalm 87, “Jerusalem was the ‘City of our 
God’ of which ‘glorious things are spoken,’ ” and so, as Brown articulates, “Jerusa-
lem stood for heaven, the distant home of the saved.”54 The landscape of the present, 
earthly Jerusalem (and its immediate environs) was something of a stage set for the 
performance of visionary experiences of the City of God to come. This might also be 
seen as an example of an overlaid world, “[a] fictional diegesis in which an existing, 
Primary World location is used” – that is, the present Jerusalem – “with fictional char-
acters and objects appearing [in] it, but without enough invention to isolate it from 
the Primary World into its own separate secondary world.”55 Just as many relics were 
seen at once as the fragmentary remains of dead people and as active, living presences 
of saints in heaven, so the landscape of Jerusalem was dually resonant. The box, in 
turn, contains fragments of the landscape that, once removed from their points of 
origin and reconfigured (obscurely, loosely) into the nomen sacrum, the implements of 
the Passion, and the body of Christ, bring the earthly Jerusalem to distant Rome. As 
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Elsner writes, “[t]he power of relics – and in particular of collections of relics – lies in 
this special combination of tangible presence and particularity with highly generalized 
and suggestive evocation of a greater and more sacred past.”56 The objects betray a 
longing for Jerusalem at the same time as they render its physical presence unneces-
sary, even obsolete. The pilgrimage and the return journey thus establish an ersatz 
path for the pilgrim: the objects carried from the Holy Land and eventually deposited 
in Rome allowed the viewer to be transported, in a sense, to the earthly Jerusalem – 
obviating the need for actual pilgrimage – and, from there, onward to heaven.

The objects in the box thereby not only serve to recall a past pilgrimage but also 
to create a present one, granting the box a role beyond its original user.57 The vitality 
of the assemblage is rooted in the perceived power of the eulogiae to generate – to 
quote McKenzie Wark, writing about a different context – a “virtual geography, the 
experience of which doubles, troubles, and generally permeates [the] experience of the 
space” actually inhabited by the viewer.58 Several scholars have written about “spir-
itual” or “imagined pilgrimage,” a process facilitated by medieval mappaemundi, rel-
ics, and other objects. Daniel Connolly posits Cassiodorus – who lived for a time at 
Constantinople – as a possible point of origin for this notion, and one that is roughly 
contemporaneous with the Sancta Sanctorum reliquary.59 This sixth-century historian 
and founder of the Monastery of Vivarium, with its highly influential scriptorium, 
sought to encourage his readers to use geographical texts as a way to know the world. 
He noted:

[I]f a noble concern for knowledge has set you on fire, you have the work of 
Ptolemy, who has described all places so clearly that you judge him to have been 
practically a resident in all regions, and as a result you, who are located in one 
spot, as is seemly for monks, traverse in your minds that which the travel of others 
has assembled with very great labor.60

Cassiodorus’ text echoes the dynamic we see at play in the reliquary box, likewise 
“assembled with very great labor.” Like the geographies of Ptolemy, the assemblage of 
relics and the paintings with which they are accompanied were the starting point for 
mental and spiritual travels. These could be rooted in memories of the actual pilgrim-
age during which these objects were collected or in memories of other pilgrimages 
taken by other travelers. So too, though, these memories could be rooted in – and bor-
rowed from – the rich complex of biblical and exegetical texts describing the events of 
the Nativity, Life, and Passion of Christ, as well as other works of art, literature, and 
liturgy. After all, travelers to the Holy Land did not merely see what was before them, 
but saw – in visions, in their minds’ eyes – the long-past events that granted these oth-
erwise ordinary places their extraordinary significance.

***

Encased in and contained by their box, the small benedictiones – much of the signifi-
cance of which is rooted in their materiality, in their wood, their stone – bear witness 
to what Brown characterizes as “an upsurge of loyalty to holy things.”61 This upsurge 
proved to be tenacious: to this day, one may purchase a box filled with just such holy 
things, neatly arranged and carefully labeled, brought all the way from Jerusalem to 
be worshipped at home (Figure 9.3).
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Or just, perhaps, to be put on display: the transparency of the lid in this contempo-
rary box of relics suggests, more than anything else, constant scopic consumption. 
Not so in the Sancta Sanctorum container, whose engagement with sacred topogra-
phy is predicated on enclosure. For here, the benedictiones were granted the primary 
view of the sites from whence they came, as depicted on the inside of the lid, which 
slides into place over them, concealing both the objects and the images from human 
spectatorship. That is, for the majority of their post-removal existence, these active 

Figure 9.3 � JMJ Products, “Genuine Imported Gifts from The Holy Land,” Totally Catholic 
<www.totallycatholic.com/holyland.html> (accessed June 2014).
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objects, vibrant with potential and redolent of their sacred sites of origin, have been 
granted a view of the lavish gold-and-polychrome images that recall their autochtho-
nous homes. When the box is closed, we are given a view of the hybrid image uniting 
Christogram and crucifixion: a pair that implies the way God came to Earth, and also 
the route by which to follow him to the City of God. When it is open, we are greeted 
with a palimpsestic pair of assemblages – painted and gathered – each of which dually 
presents and signifies the landscape of the earthly Jerusalem of early Christian pilgrim-
age and the longed-for landscape of the heavenly Jerusalem at the heart of its viewers’ 
aspirations.
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In Nectar and Illusion, Henry Maguire examines Byzantium’s ambiguous relationship 
with nature in both art and literature. He demonstrates that after Iconoclasm, visual 
representations of the terrestrial world displayed in public settings were in “a constant 
tension between acceptance and denial,” but “tended to flourish most abundantly in 
relatively inconspicuous locations,” such as on small private objects.1 I build upon 
Maguire’s work by examining the ways in which nature was invoked, represented, 
and utilized through epigrams, images, and materials in personal devotional contexts 
in the Middle Byzantine period.

I focus on two reliquaries: one now in the treasury of the Protaton at Mount Athos, 
which contains a relic of the True Cross and four stones from the Holy Land, and 
another reliquary of the True Cross, now lost, formerly in the Grandmont Abbey in 
the Limousin region.2 These two reliquaries have a great deal in common. They were 
approximately the same size.3 The Protaton is, and the Grandmont was, a silver-gilt rec-
tangular box with a sliding lid. Each is, or was, inscribed with a 12-syllable dedicatory 
epigram.4 Their iconography was also similar: a repoussé image of the crucifixion with 
a portrait of the patron at the base of the cross – Zosimas for the Protaton and Alexios 
for the Grandmont. To my knowledge, only these two Middle Byzantine reliquaries are 
known to have included a so-called donor portrait.5 The fact that Zosimas and Alexios 
are part of a biblical narrative scene – a rare iconographic feature in any medium of this 
period – makes these depictions all the more unusual.6

The Protaton and Grandmont reliquaries share many formal and iconographic sim-
ilarities, yet they convey distinct and nuanced messages about the patrons and their 
relics. The epigrams are essential for understanding these messages, but they have 
not yet been subject to close art historical analysis.7 I argue that for the Protaton, the 
structure, alliteration, and placement of the epigram emphasize Zosimas’s ownership 
of the four stones. For the Grandmont, the epigram’s innovative terminology articu-
lates Alexios’s rightful possession of the True Cross and conveys the ways in which 
he hoped the relic would protect him. I demonstrate that, for the patrons, both reli-
quaries functioned as holy sites, where they came into contact with the sacred matter, 
witnessed the biblical event that sanctified these materials, and harnessed their salvific 
properties.8

The Protaton reliquary

The Protaton reliquary is a composite work, constructed in the eleventh–twelfth cen-
turies and altered in the eighteenth.9 The crucifixion panel on the lid is part of the 
original reliquary (Figure 10.1). With the exception of Zosimas’s portrait, it conforms 
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Figure 10.1 � Protaton reliquary, lid, eleventh–twelfth centuries and 1758, silver and gilded silver 
on wood, 17.8 × 14.2 × 1.2 cm. Treasury of the Protaton, The Holy Community of 
Mount Athos. After Stelios Papadopoulos and Chrysoula Kapioldasi-Sotiropoulou, 
eds., The Treasury of the Protaton, vol. 1 (Mount Athos: The Holy Community of 
Mount Athos, 2001), Figure 10, page 58.
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to traditional Middle Byzantine iconography. Christ is at the center, the Mother of 
God is on the left, John the Apostle is on the right, and two angels are positioned 
above them. The cross is mounted on Golgotha, represented as a small rock, and is 
supported by three stakes. Zosimas is shown in proskynesis between the Theotokos 
and Christ, and is identified by the inscription placed above him: “Lord help Zosimas 
the monk.”10 He has short curly hair, is bearded, and is wearing a tunic covered by a 
mantle. He is facing the Theotokos in left profile and is cupping his hands together in 
supplication. His feet are touching the rock of Golgotha.

An inscription frames the crucifixion panel on three sides. It identifies Zosimas and 
Nikolaos as the two patrons of the reliquary. This 12-syllable epigram is composed of 
three verses; each verse is placed along a different edge of the panel. It begins on the 
upper edge, continues down the right side, and concludes on the left.11 The translation 
is best rendered by rearranging the order of the first two verses:

2	 With welling faith Zosimas is rich with
1	 the life-giving stones from venerable places;
	 and with desire Nikolaos adorns the reliquary.12

The “life-giving stones” mentioned in the epigram are inside the reliquary, placed in 
the four corners of the box (Figure 10.2).13 Inscribed on the revetment next to each of 
these relics is an identifying inscription: “from the holy Tomb of Christ” (upper left), 
“from the holy Skull,” that is, Golgotha (upper right), “from holy Bethlehem” (lower 
left), and “from holy Gethsemane” (lower right).14 There was originally a gilded 
repoussé cross, fragments of which survive, in the center of the box.15 This cross has 
an inscription, “xylon” (wood), which is divided in two parts, placed on either side of 
the original image.16 The letter forms of the cross and relic inscriptions are the same 
as those of the dedicatory epigram on the lid, verifying that the lid and box are con-
temporary. Based on the presence of the word xylon, coupled with the repoussé image 
of the cross, Anatole Frolow suggests that the Middle Byzantine reliquary originally 
contained a relic of the True Cross.17

Given our limited knowledge concerning Zosimas and Nikolaos, it is not possi-
ble to identify them in contemporary texts or to locate Zosimas’s monastery. Brigitte 
Pitarakis suggests that Zosimas may have acquired the stones while on pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem at some point after 1099, when the Crusaders captured the city and there 
was an increase in the number of Christian pilgrims to the Holy Land.18 There is no 
evidence that either confirms or refutes this suggestion.

The alterations dating to 1758 are documented by the inscription placed on the 
frame of the box.19 At this time the reliquary was enlarged to make room for an 
eighteenth-century enkolpion of the True Cross; it is not known whether or not this 
enkolpion contains the same wood fragment that was part of the original Middle Byz-
antine reliquary. It is housed within a cruciform cavity that was cut into the center of 
the box, destroying most of the Middle Byzantine repoussé cross. The lid was enlarged 
with silver strips decorated with rinceaux added to the left, right, and lower edges of 
the crucifixion panel.20 My focus is on the original form of the Protaton reliquary. 
I offer a reconstruction of the Middle Byzantine appearance of the box based on the 
surviving components (Figure 10.3).21

         



Figure 10.2 � Protaton reliquary, box, eleventh–twelfth centuries and 1758, silver and gilded 
silver on wood with four stones, 19.3 × 16.1 × 3.0 cm. Treasury of the Protaton, 
The Holy Community of Mount Athos. After Stelios Papadopoulos and Chrysoula 
Kapioldasi-Sotiropoulou, eds., The Treasury of the Protaton, vol. 1 (Mount Athos: 
The Holy Community of Mount Athos, 2001), Figure 8, page 51.

         



Figure 10.3 � Protaton reliquary, reconstruction of the box, eleventh–twelfth centuries, silver and 
gilded silver on wood with four stones. Treasury of the Protaton, The Holy Com-
munity of Mount Athos. After Stelios Papadopoulos and Chrysoula Kapioldasi- 
Sotiropoulou, eds., The Treasury of the Protaton, vol. 1 (Mount Athos: The Holy 
Community of Mount Athos, 2001), Figure 8, page 51, with alterations by Brad 
Hostetler.
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I argue that the epigram’s compositional structure, the alliteration in the first two 
verses, and the placement of specific words were designed to privilege Zosimas over 
Nikolaos and to convey his ownership of the relics and his access to the holy sites. Each 
of the three verses focuses on a different aspect of the reliquary. The first references the 
stones, their life-giving power and their association with the “venerable places” of the 
Holy Land. The second verse identifies Zosimas as the owner of the relics. The third 
names Nikolaos, who adorned the reliquary. Grammatically, there are two subjects in 
the epigram: Zosimas and Nikolaos. Their names are in the nominative, and the words 
lithous (stones) and thēkēn (reliquary) are in the accusative. The first two verses form 
a unified thought that centers on Zosimas (the subject), who is rich with (the verb) the 
life-giving stones (the object). Through this structure, Zosimas is presented as the more 
important patron; he is named first and is the subject of two-thirds of the epigram.22

The use of alliteration draws attention to the first two verses.23 When the epigram is 
recited aloud, the words zōopoious (life-giving), zeousē (welling), and Zosimas create 
an aural rhythm that emphasizes verses 1 and 2.24 The choice of words to alliterate is 
also significant. Zōopoious and Zosimas are formed from the same root, zōē, meaning 
“life,” and, in the Christian context, “eternal life.”25 Wordplay thus establishes the 
relationship between patron and relic. The salvation desired by Zosimas is accessed 
through the life-giving stones, which he possesses with welling faith. The relics are 
material proof that his hope for eternal life will be fulfilled.

The placement of specific words was also determined by Zosimas’s desire to convey his 
ownership of the relics and thus of the holy sites. The phrase ek topōn (from places) is cen-
tered over the image of the cross at the upper edge of the panel (Figure 10.4, marked a). 
This inscribed phrase visually links with the image of the rock of Golgotha at the base 
through the vertical axis of the cross. The connection between word and image posi-
tions Calvary as a visual response to the phrase ek topōn, identifying the venerable 
place of one of the life-giving stones within the reliquary.

The placement of the word lithous is also significant (Figure 10.4, marked b). This 
word is positioned at the lower right-hand corner of the panel, where it is aligned 
with its visual analogue – the rock of Golgotha.26 My suggestion that this pairing is 
deliberate is supported by the composition of the epigram. The word lithous is the last 
word of verse 2, and its corresponding article, tous (the), is the first word of verse 1. 
Andreas Rhoby notes that it is unusual for lithous to be separated from its article by 
two verses.27 This seemingly odd syntax was necessary, as it allowed for the placement 
of lithous at the lower right-hand corner of the panel. This pairing of the inscribed 
word with the image of Golgotha visually reinforces Zosimas’s contact with the rock.

In addition to placing Zosimas at the holy site, the crucifixion iconography also 
envisions the salvation granted to him through his contact with the life-giving rock of 
Golgotha. This is expressed visually by his position on the ground line at Calvary in 
the presence of Christ, the Theotokos, and John. He offers his prayer of invocation 
to the Lord (Kyrie), but he faces the Mother of God. His petition is therefore one of 
intercession, directed to the Theotokos, who relays it to her son through gesture and 
pose. Her body is turned in profile, her head is angled upward, and she is raising her 
right hand to him, recalling Byzantine iconography in which she is imaged as an inter-
cessor.28 Christ is tilting his head down toward her as if he is responding. The upright 
beam of the cross then directs the viewer’s eye from Christ down to Zosimas, crouch-
ing next to the rock of Golgotha.29

If Frolow is correct that the Protaton reliquary originally contained a relic of the True 
Cross then it is unusual that the epigram lacks any reference to it. Frolow documents 

         



Figure 10.4 � Protaton reliquary, detail of the lid marking the words (a) ek topōn, and (b) lithous, 
eleventh–twelfth centuries, silver and gilded silver on wood, 17.8 × 14.2 × 1.2 cm. 
Treasury of the Protaton, The Holy Community of Mount Athos. After Stelios 
Papadopoulos and Chrysoula Kapioldasi-Sotiropoulou, eds., The Treasury of the 
Protaton, vol. 1 (Mount Athos: The Holy Community of Mount Athos, 2001), 
Figure 10, page 58, with alterations by Brad Hostetler.
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thirty Middle Byzantine True Cross reliquaries with epigrams; only three do not explic-
itly reference the wood.30 I argue that by omitting any mention of the relic of the True 
Cross in the epigram and elevating the importance of the rocks in text and image, the 
Protaton reliquary encompasses the material whole of the Holy Land, both the earth 
and the wood. In this way, the reliquary elides geographical distance and topographical 
specificity, allowing the holy sites to be seen, touched, and experienced through their 
metonymic material references brought together in a personal devotional object.

The Grandmont reliquary

The twelfth-century Grandmont reliquary was, according to its dedicatory epigram, 
made for Alexios Doukas, grandson of Irene Doukaina and Emperor Alexios I Kom-
nenos (r. 1081–1118). Unfortunately, it is not possible to know the precise identity 
of this Alexios because five of the emperor’s grandsons had the same name.31 The 
reliquary came into the possession of Amalric I, the Latin King of Jerusalem (r. 1163–
1174), who donated it to the Abbey of Grandmont in 1174.32 The reliquary was 
destroyed in the French Revolution, but its appearance is preserved in a description 
and two drawings published in 1658 by the French cleric François Ogier, supple-
mented by a description of the reliquary in the Grandmont Abbey inventory of 1666, 
published by the abbot Jacques Rémy Antoine Téxier.33

The Grandmont reliquary was an enkolpion in the form of a box with a sliding lid.34 
Like the Protaton, it featured a scene of the crucifixion with an image of the patron.35 
Christ was at the center, the Theotokos was on the left, John was on the right, and two 
angels were positioned above the cross. Alexios was at the foot of the cross, clasping 
his hands.36 The interior and back of the reliquary differed in appearance from that 
of the Protaton. Ogier’s engraving of the interior shows that the reliquary featured a 
double-arm cruciform receptacle for a relic of the True Cross, bordered by cabochons 
(Figure 10.5).37

Ogier also drew the reverse of the reliquary, which was inscribed with a 16-verse epi-
gram written in majuscule letters with diacritics (Figure 10.6).38 Each line of inscribed 
text on the reliquary was equal to one 12-syllable verse. A verse-by-verse translation 
reads:

Having slept a short sleep on the three-part tree (tridendria)
the all-king and divine-man Logos
granted much grace to the tree (dendrō).
For anyone inflamed with sickness is refreshed

  5	 who fleeing for refuge to the branches of the three-part tree (tridendrias).
But being ablaze right at the peak of midday
I ran, I came, I sneaked to the branches.
Receive and rightly shelter me with thy shade,
O Tree (dendron), shading the whole earth,

10	 and instill the dew of Haërmon upon me,
having descended from the beautiful-tree (kallidendrias) of the Doukai,
whose root being the Empress Irene,
the maternal grandmother, the glory of the kings,
spouse of Alexios, ruler of the Ausones.

15	 Yea, yea, I beg (you) my sole protector
your servant Alexios, from the Doukai family.39

         



Figure 10.5 � Grandmont reliquary, interior of box, twelfth century, drawing after François 
Ogier, Inscription antique de la Vraye Croix de l’Abbaye de Grandmont, Avec un 
sermon de la Passion (Paris: J. Hénault, 1658), plate I.

Source: BNF

         



Figure 10.5 � Grandmont reliquary, interior of box, twelfth century, drawing after François 
Ogier, Inscription antique de la Vraye Croix de l’Abbaye de Grandmont, Avec un 
sermon de la Passion (Paris: J. Hénault, 1658), plate I.

Source: BNF
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Figure 10.6 � Grandmont reliquary, interior of box, twelfth century, drawing after François 
Ogier, Inscription antique de la Vraye Croix de l’Abbaye de Grandmont, Avec un 
sermon de la Passion (Paris: J. Hénault, 1658), plate II.

Source: BNF
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The epigram is written in the first person, in the voice of Alexios. The first seven 
verses address the reader and describe the crucifixion and the restorative power of the 
True Cross. In the last nine verses, Alexios addresses the relic itself, urging it to protect 
him, and relaying his genealogy in order to justify his request. Frolow convincingly 
argues that, based on style and vocabulary, this epigram was composed by Nicholas 
Kallikles, the Komnenian court poet and physician. Kallikles also authored True Cross 
reliquary epigrams for Alexios’s grandmother Irene and for her daughters Eudokia 
and Maria.40

It is noteworthy that the words stauros (cross) and xylon (wood) are not included 
in the epigram. Two-thirds of the epigrams on Middle Byzantine True Cross reliquar-
ies that have been documented by Frolow use one or both of these terms.41 Kallikles 
instead introduces various cognates of the word dendron (tree) in verses 1, 3, 5, 9, 
and 11.42 This particular terminology is found in only one other True Cross reliquary 
epigram of this period, and it too was authored by Kallikles.43

The use of this new terminology is significant because it reflects the ways in which 
the True Cross was meant to benefit Alexios. The Grandmont epigram describes 
the cross as a three-part tree (tridendria), to which Alexios runs for shade.44 The 
protection of its branches extinguishes the heat of the sun “at the peak of mid-
day” – the time when Christ was crucified.45 By using these words and phrases, 
the epigram portrays Alexios finding solace at the crucifixion, next to the cross – a 
sheltering tree. This description corresponds to the iconography in which Alexios 
was shown at Calvary, beneath the cross beam, as if shaded by the “branches” of 
the cross.46

The relic was also an instrument of healing. Alexios implores the tree to anoint 
and heal him because, according to verses 4 and 6, he is “inflamed with sickness.”47 
The miracle-working nature of the True Cross is conveyed by verse 10, which refer-
ences Psalm 132:3: “It is like the dew of Haërmon, which descends onto the moun-
tains of Zion, because there the Lord commanded the blessing, life forevermore.”48 
Early pilgrims to the Holy Land collected the dew from Mount Haërmon, which was 
renowned for its medicinal properties.49 In Byzantium, the dew was also typologi-
cally associated with the anargyroi saints, Kosmas and Damianos, through their feast 
day on November 1.50 According to the eleventh-century Synaxarion of the Euergetis 
Monastery in Constantinople, this was the only day of the year when Psalm 132:3 was 
read in the liturgy.51

The “dendron terminology” is also used to describe Alexios’s genealogy. This func-
tioned to convey his legitimate ownership of the relic of the True Cross. Verses 11 and 
12 declare that Alexios is part of the beautiful tree (kallidendrias) of the Doukai fam-
ily, and his grandmother, the Empress Irene, is the root (rhizopremnon) from which he 
sprang. The epigram also names three family members that make up his kallidendria, 
corresponding in number to the tridendria that form the True Cross.

Frolow notes that for genealogies, tree imagery was “official jargon” of Byz-
antine poets of the twelfth century, and that Kallikles frequently made use of it.52 
Although this metaphor may have been a topos, its application in the context of the 
Grandmont reliquary underscores his family’s possession of, and Alexios’s right to, 
the sacred wood. The True Cross was emblematic of Byzantine imperial power and 
identity.53 Emperors invoked relics of the True Cross on ceremonial occasions and in 
battle, controlled their distribution to the Christian oikoumene, and housed them in  
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richly decorated reliquaries.54 Alexios’s grandfather and namesake utilized relics of the 
True Cross to negotiate treaties with the Normans.55 His grandmother Irene is known 
to have commissioned at least five reliquaries of the True Cross, and her daughters, 
Maria and Eudokia, each commissioned one.56

In this epigram, Alexios insistently proclaims his membership in this illustrious fam-
ily. His connections thus granted him access to the precious wood and to the same 
court poet who authored True Cross reliquary epigrams for his family. By using “den-
dron terminology” to describe his relic and his lineage, Alexios reinforces the associa-
tion between the True Cross and his patrimony, thereby establishing his continuity 
with the past and his entitled claim to the relic.

My argument that the dendro-centric language was deliberately crafted in order 
to convey these messages for Alexios is supported by the etymologies of the words 
tridendria, kallidendria, and rhizopremnon. Rhoby observes that the Grandmont 
epigram is the earliest known use of the word tridendria. He also notes that the 
words rhizopremnon and kallidendria are hapax legomena.57 All three terms are 
compound words that were created to evoke tree imagery. The words tridendria 
and kallidendria combine the prefixes tria (three) and kallos (beautiful) with the 
word dendron.58 Rhizopremnon is formed from the word rhiza, which can, in its 
literal sense, refer to roots of any type or, more broadly, to a race from which a fam-
ily springs.59 Combined with the term premnon (base of a tree), the word is given 
a more specific arboreal connotation.60 This epigram, therefore, utilizes nontradi-
tional vocabulary for the relic of the True Cross, combined with newly invented 
compound words. Word repetition and word innovation were used in order to 
articulate and personalize Alexios’s devotion to the relic of the True Cross as his 
protector and healer.

The unusual iconography of the Grandmont can thus be understood in the context 
of the epigram’s messages. The lid featured Alexios at the crucifixion, at the foot of 
the cross. Thus he was depicted beside his relic at the specific event when (at the peak 
of midday) and at the place where (beneath the “branches” of the cross), he ran to 
the tree for shade. The presence of the relic of the True Cross in his enkolpion made 
Alexios’s hope for protection by the tree a material reality.61

***

Peter Brown demonstrates that for relics of the Early Latin West, the praesentia of 
the holy was made manifest through material remains. This allowed the faithful to 
“feed on the facts of distance and the joys of proximity.”62 Whereas pilgrimage was 
one way to overcome such distance, the Protaton and Grandmont reliquaries reveal 
how – in the Middle Byzantine period – the intimate link between patron and sacred 
matter could be imagined, verbalized, and experienced through a single object.63 The 
Protaton reliquary, and its litho-centric messages, emphasizes Zosimas’s ownership of 
the four life-giving stones and, in turn, his access to the holy sites. The Grandmont 
reliquary with its dendro-centric messages presented the wood of the True Cross as a 
tree that protected, sheltered, and healed Alexios. The patrons’ choices of iconogra-
phy, while unusual by Middle Byzantine standards, were visual expressions of what 
was conveyed by the epigrams. Their imagined presence at the crucifixion, in visual 
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proximity to the earth and the wood, was realized through the inclusion of a piece of 
Golgotha layered beneath the portrait of Zosimas and a fragment of the cross beneath 
that of Alexios. The reliquaries thus functioned, for Zosimas and Alexios, as holy 
sites, where they accessed their relics, witnessed the biblical event that sanctified these 
materials, and harnessed their salvific properties.
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Γεθσημανί.
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Sed modo non quemamodum quantum olim in venustate atque palliciorum domo-
rumque et templorum ornatur pollet, sanctitate tamen magis propter sacrata in ea 
loca magis quam olim choruscat. Est enim urbs urbium, sanctarum sanctior, gentium 
omnium domina, salutis nostre locus in centro mundi, in medio terre posita, a Deo 
preelecta et sanctificata.1

Taken from a report of a late-fifteenth-century pilgrimage written by the Bruges patri-
cian Jan Adornes, this passage conveys the desires, hopes, and allusions associated 
with Jerusalem in medieval times. When Jan left Bruges to go on a pilgrimage to the 
Holy Land with his father, Anselm, in February 1470, the Adornes family had already 
allocated an area in their hometown for intense veneration of Jerusalem. The site was 
dominated by a Jerusalem chapel, donated by Anselm’s father, Pieter Adornes II, and 
consecrated in 1429.2 What this first chapel looked like is uncertain, although we 
know that it included one altar and two bells and was decorated with some instru-
ments of the Passion and had a Holy Sepulchre within an annexed crypt.3 It appears 
that by 1469 it was already in poor condition, and Anselm had assumed responsibility 
for the whole foundation, the buildings and the charitable as well as liturgical dona-
tions.4 Thus, his pilgrimage was important not only for renewing the family’s engage-
ment with the Holy Land, but also for the spiritual and material renovation of their 
Jerusalem in Bruges. Upon his return in spring 1471, inspired by the original sites, 
Anselm went beyond his vow to renovate the paternal chapel and completely rebuilt 
it (Figure 11.1).5

Evidently, Anselm planned a broader representation of Jerusalem, trying to com-
bine the particulars of the first chapel, founded by his father, with the knowledge he 
had acquired while traveling. Completed in 1483/1485,6 Anselm’s chapel was not a 
copy of a particular site but a conscious mixture of architectural features related to 
Jerusalem.7 Its two-part structure consists of a rectangular nave with a high gabled 
roof and a large octagonal tower with a multilevel one. At its upper part this tower is 
flanked by two small octagonal towers crowned by a sun and a moon and terminates 
in a – formerly gilt – copper ball, suggesting Eastern influences as well as some features 
of Christian iconography. Many panoramas of Jerusalem painted in fifteenth-century 
Flanders depict similar multilevel towers with arcades and golden domes characteristic 
of Eastern cities.8 For this reason, the exterior shape of the Bruges Jerusalem Chapel 
may be considered an architectural anthology of the Holy Land rather than a repro-
duction of one specific architectural prototype. Not surprisingly, records related to the 
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Figure 11.1 � Bruges, Chapel of Jerusalem, exterior, viewed from the south, 1471–1485. Photo 
credit: Nadine Mai.
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Bruges chapel from around 1500 reveal how its architectural shape was interpreted by 
various contemporaries. Described as “honorem domini sepulcri et illis similtudine,” 
“gerentem effigiem pro parte templi Salomonis,” and “edificatum instar ed ad verum 
similtudinem templum sancti sepulchrum de Jherusalem,” the building was associated 
with a wide range of Holy Land edifices.9

In contrast, the interior of the chapel evokes more concrete architectural, spatial, 
and material features of the holy sites in Jerusalem, particularly those within the 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Consisting of a rectangular nave and a tower divided 
into a low crypt with a high choir above it, the Bruges chapel combines three different 
spaces. Nave, choir, and crypt are clearly distinguished by their proportions and light-
ing and are related to each other principally by an altar placed prominently in front 
of the choir wall and embedded within an impressive stone relief of Mount Calvary 
(Figs. 11.2 and 11.3).

Some Arma Christi displayed on the sculptured rock, including tools as well as 
horses’ hoofprints, alluding to the Roman soldiers who led Christ to Golgotha, evoke 
a narrative dimension. A large rectangular frame with five, now empty, grated niches 
indicates that the Calvary monument was also meant as a relic shrine, and, encasing 
the altar table, it was obviously central to the chapel’s liturgy. Crowned by three large 
crosses this figurative ensemble rises up to the triumphal arch (Figs. 11.2 and 11.4).

As I discuss later, in alluding to the passion and forming a visual junction in the 
architectural space, this sculptured Calvary seems to reflect the materiality of the holy 

Figure 11.2  Bruges, Chapel of Jerusalem, interior, 1471–1485. Photo credit: Nadine Mai.

         



Figure 11.3 � Bruges, Chapel of Jerusalem, section (from Pieper, Naujokat, and Kappler, Jerusa-
lemkirchen, 47).
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sites in Jerusalem through certain strategies of approximation and authentication. The 
way that this centerpiece corresponded to the architectural frame and other furnish-
ings in the chapel also elucidates the practice of translating and re-creating Jerusalem 
in medieval times.

Building Golgotha

Christian culture imagined the Holy Land as a multimedia embodiment of the Old 
and New Testaments, or a “Memnotop”10 of salvation history.11 With the erection 
of architectural monuments around the holy sites in late antiquity and the Crusader 
periods, the biblical narrative was not only fixed to concrete locations but framed 
and accentuated by art and liturgy.12 Moreover, the stories were tied to the appear-
ance of the buildings, entangled in specific formal, spatial, material, topographic, and 
architectural features. Once home, pilgrims such as Jan and Anselm Adornes, who 
initiated monumental reproductions, sought not only to re-evoke and to preserve their 

Figure 11.4  Bruges, Chapel of Jerusalem, Calvary, ca. 1475. Photo credit: Nadine Mai.
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pilgrimage experience, but to transmit the passion story inherent in the original sites. 
These replicas were designed to inspire an authentic feeling of personal contact and 
used many media to evoke sacred power.13 Rather than reproducing exact dimensions, 
the Bruges chapel re-enacted the holy sites and their composition, addressing topo-
graphic, spatial, and material aspects to establish a discursive place of veneration, not 
a substitute.

With a monumental sculptured Calvary marking the chapel’s central altar, enlarged 
with crosses and other passion tools, and Mary and John positioned on top of the 
choir doors to the left and right, the Bruges installation obviously referred to Christ’s 
martyrdom on Golgotha. In addition to these iconographic references, the two archi-
tectural levels of the crypt and the choir apparently reproduced the original crucifixion 
site in Jerusalem, where the natural rock was lodged in a tiny ground-level room called 
the Chapel of Adam, which was connected by staircases to an upper chapel dedicated 
to the Holy Cross.14 Behind the altar in the Adam Chapel in Jerusalem an opening 
showed the riven rock of the crucifixion, its large crack traditionally attributed to 
an earthquake that occurred when Jesus died (Mt. 27,51). In contrast, the Golgotha 
Chapel upstairs was wide and splendid, decorated with precious mosaics. The floor of 
this upper chapel was almost entirely covered by marble slabs, exposing only the begin-
ning of the crack and a hole in the rock that indicated where the cross was driven.15

The Bruges arrangement, also containing a small, dark space below and a wider 
space above reached by staircases, was strongly influenced by the original crucifixion 
site. This connection is also elaborated within the Calvary relief set in front of the 
crypt. Emerging from the floor and the wall behind and interleaved by architecture, 
it approximates a natural hillside (Figure 11.4). However, the relief cannot be seen 
from inside the two-level construction, so the inner spaces of both sections may evoke 
other associations (Figure 11.3). According to Pieper, the contrast of the dark narrow 
crypt with the high bright choir may allude to another part of the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre in Jerusalem: the Anastasis Rotunda, also polygonally arranged and illumi-
nated from above.16 Following this interpretation, Pieper refers to a replica of Christ’s 
sepulchre that was included in the Bruges crypt from the outset.17 This iconographic 
attribution allowed him to describe the Bruges chapel as a “topische” perception of 
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, illustrating the dialectic of death and resurrection.18

Unfortunately, the original Holy Sepulchre of Bruges, which was apparently rear-
ranged in the crypt after the chapel was rebuilt in the 1470s, no longer exists, and 
nothing about its appearance was ever recorded.19 However, the renovated larger 
chapel with its lighted tower and rock retable might have led to a change in the way 
this sepulchre was perceived within the Bruges chapel. Now hidden behind a monu-
mental rock, the crypt would have been more reminiscent of the biblical tomb cut 
out of rock. During the Middle Ages, pilgrims were aware that the Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem was situated on and around the stony hill of Calvary, as 
Wilbrand of Oldenburg noted, “in truth the hill and the tomb are very close to one 
another.”20 This connection is also apparent in Bruges by a small depiction of Christ’s 
tomb on the Calvary relief immediately under the left cross (Figure 11.4). Assembled 
in the center of the chapel and connecting the crypt and the choir, the sculptured 
rock of Bruges seems to underscore this topographic coexistence of the crucifixion, 
entombment, and Resurrection on Golgotha in Jerusalem. The crypt doors, posi-
tioned under the stairways to the choir, create mysterious dark caverns flanking the 
Calvary scene.
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This illusion of walking through the rock was probably also enhanced by coloring 
that highlighted the stones and plots of grass.21 Although we cannot trace the exact 
features of this coloring, it may have extended to the choir wall and the flanking stair-
cases, creating a hillside panorama within the architectural setting. In a drawing from 
the first quarter of the nineteenth century, J. J. Gailliard illustrated the extant parts of 
a mural that placed the Calvary scene within a large landscape (Figure 11.5). In the 
natural environment some buildings appear like stations of pilgrimage, and we can 
see the Bruges Jerusalem chapel on the left.22 The ensemble thus constitutes a virtual 
movement through a landscape, which may also have been linked to the donor’s pil-
grimage, as were other contemporary works, for example, William Wey’s large map 
of the Holy Land or the Gotha panel memorializing the pilgrimage of Duke Frederick 
the Wise in 1493.23 Gailliard’s drawing conveys the engaging effect of the multilayered 
arrangement of architecture, sculpture, and mural, which supported imagination and 
interaction. Thus, for the devoted in Bruges, a visit to the Holy Sepulchre hidden in 
the crypt provided a strikingly immersive experience. Moving toward that replica and 
walking under the rocky structure, worshippers would traverse a space pervaded by 
memories of the passion, as in Jerusalem. According to Lidov’s definition of hierotopy –  
“topographical material concreteness stimulated the power and miraculous efficacy of 
a spatial image” – the animating concept of the Bruges architecture and its Calvary is 
to connect the faithful to Jerusalem.24 Referring directly to the holy sites as the setting 

Figure 11.5 � Jean Jaques Gailliard, interior of the Chapel of Jerusalem, drawing, ca. 1825. 
Photo credit: Musea Brugge.
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of the biblical story, the ensemble combined features of the original topographic and 
architectural structures with significant imagery to achieve a spiritually and sensually 
stimulating holy site abroad.25

Toward material visuality

When describing his visit to the site of the crucifixion in Jerusalem, Jan Adornes 
referred to the original Mount of Golgotha as “a small hill of living stone of white 
color mixed with red veins, naturally elevated.”26 Such qualities probably influenced 
the deliberate decision to forgo bright painting – the common altar decoration at that 
time in Bruges – in favor of an enormous artificial rock in a new arrangement in the 
family chapel. The Calvary’s special impact raises further questions about the contri-
bution of the pilgrim experience to re-creations of the holy sites.27

Apparently, no effort was spared to arrange the massive blocks of local sandstone 
to resemble one rock (Figure 11.4). With its undulating surface, stones strewn about, 
and protruding grass and tree stumps, the sculpture takes on a compelling resem-
blance to a natural surface.28 The Arma Christi sculptured onto the artificial rock 
substantiates this impression decisively.29 Rather than mere “representations of mate-
rial objects”30 or “signa”31 connected to Christ’s passion, these life-sized Arma evoke 
a naturalistic, tangible physicality. By not depicting the crucified or dead body of 
Christ, this passion panorama focuses on material traces, visually compensating for 
his torment. The relatively haphazard composition forces the viewer to pass and circle 
the Calvary in order to experience the corporeal presence of each object and to envi-
sion its use.32 Some wooden elements, such as the dice lying on Christ’s garments or 
the scourges on the left side of the relief, increase the visual claim to material reality. 
Moreover, mnemonic motifs of the passion that appear in some other depictions of 
the Arma – picking hands, a spying tongue, heads of shouting Jews – are totally miss-
ing.33 This Calvary is meant as a locus sanctus, where the tools of torture were cast 
aside after the cruel event, turning the Arma from emblems to actual implements of 
Christ’s suffering.34

Other tools – broken or destroyed – support this interpretation. In the center a 
ladder has several rungs hanging awry or snapped off and lying next to it; their 
rough ends add to the sense of rupture and recall the disruption of the world at the 
moment of Christ’s death, linked to the cleft in the crucifixion rock in Jerusalem.35 
For additional effect in Bruges a fictive corrosion is eroding the tongs, while the lance 
on the left side is broken into two pieces. Although these destroyed items may refer 
to the biblical disruption, in my opinion, they also raise the visual “paradox”36 of 
sacred materials as humble matter on the one hand and relics touched by Christ on 
the other.

In terms of the devotional system of pilgrimage, most of the events of the pas-
sion were linked to materials, architectural traces, and negligible topographic reali-
ties, which became “part and parcel of the ritual experience.”37 As Rachman-Schrire 
has shown regarding the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the natural stones displayed 
at the Jerusalem sites alternated between “categories of place and relic” owing to 
the immediate authenticity invoked by their visual and tactile qualities.38 In addition, 
material characteristics and purely superficial features, such as color, size, texture, 
and topographic setting, were inseparable from the story they memorialized, lending 
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the passion a particular narrative and “plot.” This strategy was especially evident in 
the processional routes followed by the faithful to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, 
which over the centuries incorporated more and more stones, ruins, and architectural 
elements.39 Here, the pilgrim was forced “to take material objects and constructions 
seriously, to understand them not as mute things but as actors with a persistent past.”40 
Consider Burchard of Mount Zion’s description of Christ’s flagellation column:

Twenty-four feet east of Calvary is an altar, below which is part of the column at 
which the Lord was scourged. It has been brought here from the house of Pilate 
and is covered by the altar stone in such a way that it may be touched, seen, and 
kissed by the faithful. It is a piece of blackish porphyritic stone, containing natural 
red spots, which the common people believe to be colorings of Christ’s blood.41

Burchard lavished attention on the column’s properties, totally subverting the leg-
end and enabling the surface to transmit a narrative layer. He also demonstrated that 
the “common people” took material aspects for reliable evidence. In other words, con-
nected to a certain biblical story, the characteristics of the holy sites not only defined 
the location but were evaluated as historical witness of the spilling of Christ’s blood, 
becoming a material diorama of his suffering.

As much as materials participated in forming the syntax and experience of pilgrim-
age to Jerusalem, they became even more significant in the imitation of holy sites 
at home.42 A  striking example is the so-called flagellation column preserved in the 
large complex of Santo Stefano in Bologna, designed to reproduce the Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem (Figure 11.6).43 Next to other rebuilt Holy Sites Santo 
Stefano also preserves a so-called flagellation column, alluding to the already men-
tioned original in Jerusalem (Figure 11.6). This large monolith of a gray, at some 
points nearly black, marble is fixed between a Romanesque capital and an antique 
rectangular pedestal with a floral decoration, clearly marking it as a meaningful spolia. 
An inscription above, added later, identifies it as a monument to the flagellation.44 Its 
contextualization as such can be recognized at the lower end, where the column has a 
lighter colored, abraded area with little crags and indentions. This disjuncture along 
with its size, aged appearance, and puzzling dark color translates the column visually 
as a “relic” articulating a sense of history.45 Described as “a column of marble similar 
to that where our Lord, Jesus Christ, was beaten and flagellated” in the Vita of San 
Petronio (Bologna, twelfth century), its material appearance was explicitly designed to 
create a relationship with Jerusalem.46 Note that the link to Jerusalem was not based 
on authentic provenance from the Holy Land; it did not derive from the concrete loca-
tion of the flagellation, but was connected to the event only by its “similarity” to the 
original site in Jerusalem. The connection to an original by means of a similtudine is a 
well-known way of translating Jerusalem, especially in architectural replicas, and obvi-
ously influenced relic devotion as well.47 Here the sacred bond stems from a mimesis, 
creating a certain mystical analogy between the arrangement of similar materials in 
the “New Jerusalems” and the stones truly touched by Christ. Its “relic” character 
thus resulted not from material legitimacy but from a specific visual quality. Allowing 
believers to touch, to kiss, to feel the material and also to circle the Bologna installation 
offered another physical connection to Christ’s pain through a piece of natural stone 
as in Jerusalem. The past was imitated by physical condition and legend by surface 
resemblance, and matter became act.48

         



Figure 11.6 � Bologna, Santo Stefano, Column of the Flagellation, black and white marble, 
antique descent, installed in the twelfth century. Photo credit: Nadine Mai.
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The Bruges Calvary created similar modes of “metonymic rather than metaphoric”49 
perception by staging material as a trace of the passion, mediating the power of its 
place. Although not a monolith, it tried to generate visual and haptic correspondences 
to the rock of Golgotha in Jerusalem and assigned a narrative layer to the material’s 
surface. Similar to the Bologna column offering a reliable illusion of recent torture in 
the black marble’s rough and battered condition, the Bruges Calvary makes Christ’s 
suffering resonant and vibrant. 

Apart from the unusual composition of the Arma, the horses’ hoofprints appearing 
at the bottom of the relief support this argument. As Jerusalem evidenced numerous 
vestigia Christi within matter, the Bruges example similarly seems to refer to the con-
cept of the Holy Land as contact relic.50 While the imprints represent a more somatic 
process, carving the passion into the sculptured hillside, the Arma achieve an exalted, 
subjective tangibility. The rise and fall of the carving might have constituted a kind 
of devotional instruction comparable to the pilgrimage experience, invoking memory 
with the mind and physical contact with the body. After all, the particular aesthetic of 
the imprint, conveying the dialectic interplay of grasp and lose, life and death, present 
and past is the sustaining principle of sacred places.51 The Bruges chapel’s visual claims 
joined together with the material authenticity of Jerusalem causes these imprints to 
make a denotative plea for interlacing material place and biblical event, and by doing 
so, the Calvary sculpture creates the vivid presence of the material ground, evoking the 
redemptive permanence of Jerusalem.

Translated materials: the Bruges Calvary as reliquary

As a main paradigm of Holy Land veneration, stones and other materials were thought 
to have “absorbed” the power of the holy sites, and collecting them was a primary 
way to maintain the grace of physical connection.52 Matter deemed holy could be 
considered an “equivalence” of the loca sancta; both originated from the idea of Jeru-
salem as the real site of the passion and from the pars pro toto principle, which holds 
that the smallest parts provide direct access to the divine.53 In all likelihood, the grated 
compartments in the Bruges Calvary exhibited such souvenirs brought home from the 
Holy Land by Anselm and Jan Adornes. The chapel’s treasury and inventories provide 
insight into the objects they may have housed.54 While Anselm surely planned to pre-
sent his holy land relics within the Calvary retabel, his son Jan modified this framing. 
In a testament addition of 1493, he mentioned that he wanted to donate precious 
reliquaries for the “reliquas capelle et etiam pro aliis reliquiis qui portaminus ex t[er]ra  
s[an]cta.”55 This bequest was fulfilled after his death in 1511 when three reliquaries 
were fashioned, presumably still preserved in the chapel’s treasury: a reliquary of the 
True Cross, a silver resurrection reliquary, and a reliquary showing a cross made of 
cypress wood (Figure 11.7).56

The last two items deserve special attention because they indicate, first, a connection 
with the pilgrimage of Anselm Adornes and, second, the range of notions about mate-
rial evidence of the Holy Land.57 Moreover, they are both registered at the beginning 
of a 1521 inventory, whereas other relics of famous saints such as St. Kathryn and St. 
Servatius are listed much further on.58

The resurrection reliquary, executed as a tomb of Christ, alludes perfectly to the 
Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem and features two small white stones possibly broken off 
from it. The wooden cross shows scenes from the lives of Christ and Mary and was 
possibly made in late medieval Byzantium.59 Although not directly connected to a 
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holy site, this reliquary may have had particular status because it was brought from 
the Holy Land and because of its physical material, cypress wood, duly mentioned in 
the treasury register of 1521. Such exotic materials carried legendary meaning along 
with verifiable characteristics of the Holy Land and were thought to transmit the 
grace of the biblical events.60 According to the Legenda Aurea, the True Cross was 
made from four different trees: palm, olive, cedar, and cypress.61 The later addition  
of the Adornes’ silver clouds also visually transformed the Byzantine cross into a relic. 
The precious decoration was a visual reminder of the donors’ pilgrimage, legitimizing 
the physical artifact’s provenance in the Holy Land.

In trying to reconnect the chapel to the city of Jerusalem, these relics were per-
fect additions to the Bruges foundation. Sources indicate that they were presented to 
the public during Mass, so the Calvary altar provided an encounter between mate-
rial evidence and liturgical memory of the passion.62 These relics, viewed with the 
tactile surface of the Calvary and the elevated host, the mystical Corpus Christi, 
alluded to different layers of the presence of Christ and enlarged the realm of passion 
imagination.63

Indeed, the place of the passion as a reservoir of relics was not fictional, but rather 
was rooted in the veneration of the holy sites, especially Golgotha. In the wake of the 
discovery of the Holy Cross in late antiquity, it was thought that other objects had 
been found close to the site of the crucifixion, including some original Arma, such as 
the titulus crucis, the lance, and the nails.64 Anselm and Jan Adornes commemorated 
this legend by explicitly referring to its topography in the subterranean chapel of Saint 
Helena in Jerusalem, which is in a cave close to the rock of Golgotha, “the place where 
the crown, the lance, and the nails were discovered, situated below Mount Calvary 

Figure 11.7 � Resurrection reliquary, silver, 1511; reliquary with a Byzantine cross, palm wood 
and silver, 1511; the Christ is an early modern addition. Photo credit: Studio 
Philippe de Formanoir.
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and carved into it.”65 This passage sheds more light on the juxtaposition of place and 
materials in the extraordinary iconography of the Bruges Calvary retable.66 Conveying 
the ambiguity of Golgotha as both setting and storehouse of the event, the associative 
topography as well as the naturalistic surface of the Calvary sculpture, especially the 
tangibility of the Arma Christi and their rendering of transiency, establish a further 
analogy with the holy sites and express the particular visual argument of its material 
reality, as argued above. The life-sized representation of the passion tools proposes 
additional ideas of translating the sacred; for example, the veneration of holy meas-
ures such as the length of the body of Christ or the crucifixion nails.67 In any case, the 
relic culture of Jerusalem may have played a considerable part in creating an “authen-
tic” setting of Golgotha in Bruges, confirming that salvific history could still be traced 
in Jerusalem.

Conclusion

Having considered the significance of matter – both its provenance and physical quali-
ties – in the creation of devotional experience, I have shown that the Bruges Calvary 
elicits questions of materiality in a very broad context. The arbitrarily distributed 
Arma Christi, the way the passion tools are almost assimilated into the rocky surface 
and the not-yet vanished horses’ hoofprints express a very individual, if not unique, 
visualization of the passion via its place, Golgotha. Additionally, converted into a reli-
quary the sculpture was staged as a material witness. In this regard, the monumental 
Calvary constituted a multisensory collection and recollection of the sacred, a state-
ment of Christ’s mundane permanence, which could be likewise replicated by walking 
through the surrounding architecture. Visiting the Holy Sepulchre in Bruges intention-
ally combined passing under the ground and through the rock, while steps leading 
up to the choir evoked climbing Golgotha. The whole structure required physical 
movement to support its narrative effects. Simultaneously preserving tools, sites, and 
relics and allowing liturgical re-enactment, the Bruges installation creates an inspiring 
link to the original sites of the passion and transformed the chapel into a multifaceted 
synopsis of what a holy place might be.
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The Dome of the Rock is one of the most famous structures in the world, appearing in 
every textbook on the history of art and often standing at the beginning of any discus-
sion of Islamic art, of which it is generally reckoned the earliest well-preserved build-
ing.1 Many books focus on the building and especially on its magnificent interior, the 
section that retains the largest portion of its original decoration from the end of the 
seventh century. Most of the scholarly attention has been devoted to the remarkable 
inscription that winds twice around the building’s interior, which names its builder, 
Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik, and gives the date of 73 ah, corresponding to 691–692 ce, and 
to the remarkable mosaic decoration of the interior.2 The building consists of a tall 
round central core rising to a wide and high wooden dome, surrounded by two ambu-
latories, whose outer edges are octagonal. The interior is dominated by twenty-eight 
massive columns, sixteen supporting the roof in the outer colonnade between the two 
ambulatories, arranged in eight pairs, each pair set between eight piers, and twelve 
supporting the great dome in the inner colonnade, arranged in four sets of three, 
between four piers.3 They are all apparently in their original locations and have their 
twenty-eight original capitals.4 To my knowledge no scholar has suggested that their 
position has ever been changed, and no evidence has been presented concerning pos-
sible alterations. That they stand in their original positions from the seventh-century 
building campaign has always been an assumption, and I proceed on that basis in 
what follows.

The Dome of the Rock has often been referred to as if miraculously preserved 
through its long history, implying that what we see today is its original appearance.5 
It is a bit of a shock to read in the second paragraph of Oleg Grabar’s recent and 
fundamental essay on the building that “Nearly everything one sees in this marvelous 
building, both inside and outside, was put there in the second half of the twentieth 
century.”6 The famous golden dome on the exterior is quite new, erected as recently 
as 1999, imitating the dome built in 1960–1962,7 and there have been renovations 
throughout, certainly including at least some of the famous mosaics, likely some of 
the marble paneling, and the floors and ceilings. The best preserved original feature 
of the building is its set of columns, which, with their capitals, all appear to be from 
the original seventh-century building campaign. The capitals have been cataloged by 
John Wilkinson,8 but it is remarkable that to date there has not been an extended 
study of the column shafts, arguably the best preserved part of the structure, essen-
tially unchanged from when the building was first erected. Their different colors and 
origins and their arrangement inside the Dome of the Rock have never been studied; 
nothing like a complete description, much less a catalog, exists. Unless and until a 
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detailed study can be made, all statements must be regarded as conditional and ten-
tative. All of the column shafts appear to be Roman spolia, removed from one or 
more Roman buildings, whose identity and location are unknown, but whose superb 
quality is beyond doubt. An investigation of the column shafts and their possible 
significance, along the lines of the important work by Dale Kinney with the spoliated 
columns at Santa Maria in Trastevere or most recently by Lex Bosman in connection 
with Old Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome would be highly desirable, and likely very 
revealing.9 The colors of the Dome of the Rock’s columns vary dramatically (Plate 5), 
as was common in late antiquity, when color and varietas in color as well as other 
features were so important, something that we have lost sight of for most ancient and 
medieval buildings.10

For example, Bosman’s study of the columns of Old Saint Peter’s showed that many 
different colors were used, organized in pairs on opposite sides of the nave, with the 
black africano shafts greeting the visitor just inside the entrance.11 The recent restora-
tion through a team led by Elizabeth Bolman of the Red Monastery at Sohag in Upper 
Egypt, dating probably from the fifth to the seventh century and thus chronologically 
and geographically much closer to the Dome of the Rock,12 gives a sense of the rich 
color that was sought; in that case it is with paint imitating what a building like the 
Dome of the Rock achieved with colored stones. After the sixth century most of the 
quarries that supplied these colored marbles were closed,13 and the reuse of older col-
umn shafts was a necessity. Whether and to what extent there were ideological issues 
involved in the use of Roman spolia is a complex and fascinating issue that I do not 
address here.14

To the best of my knowledge, we still await a study that will identify the kind of 
stone in each column shaft of the Dome of the Rock, which would allow scholars to 
address the issue of arrangement on a secure basis. Is there a pattern to the arrange-
ment, as was clearly the case in other early buildings such as Old Saint Peter’s that 
have been studied, or is the arrangement random, even haphazard? Such deliberate 
ordering of colored column shafts has been suggested for at least one other early 
Islamic building. Christian Ewert and Jens-Peter Wisshak studied the layout of thir-
teen differently-colored columns in the Great Mosque of Kairouan and found what 
they saw as an implicit “building within a building,” as the colored shafts appear to 
form an octagonal shape in the middle of the prayer hall, which they compared to the 
Dome of the Rock.15 As previously noted, the remarks here are necessarily preliminary 
in the absence of any scholarly catalog and study, and are based on a very incomplete 
published photographic record and a brief few minutes inside the building in Janu-
ary 2010; the visit was not long enough to have permitted complete notes to be made 
about the disposition of the columns, much less to have examined any of them in 
detail.

The most important observation, it seems to me, at least for the present study, has to 
do with the arrangement of the columns in the inner circular arcade. There are twelve 
columns there, the largest in the building, arranged in four groups of three, separated 
by piers at the northwest, northeast, southeast, and southwest, so that there are three 
columns on the north, south, east, and west. It is striking that the arrangement of the 
three columns is the same on the north, east, and south sides (Plate 5), but different on 
the west.16 In the north, south, and east, the central column of the set of three is a strik-
ing and attention-getting example, boldly patterned with white and a deep red verging 
almost to purple. I pretend no expertise in the study of marble and am most reluctant 
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to claim that I can properly name this remarkable stone, but for the sake of conveni-
ence I call it “pavonazzetto,” based on its similarity to an illustration so designated in 
the book on ancient marble by Raniero Gnoli.17 As the photograph shown here was 
taken in poor light, the red color of the pavonazzetto columns is not clearly appar-
ent. It appears better in the splendid professional photographs by Saïd Nuseibeh,18 
although it seems to be the same type of material used for the two outermost columns 
on the exterior north porch of the Dome of the Rock (Plate 6), photographed in better 
light, and with the red color of the pavonazzetto far more evident.19

At least to my eyes, this stone is distinct from a second, more uniformly red stone 
used for the columns in the interior of the Dome of the Rock,20 and also in the exterior, 
for example, the central columns flanking the entrance on the south porch (Plate 7).21

Such stone was mentioned (as Phrygian marble) by many Roman authors (Ovid, 
Tibullus, Martial, Juvenal),22 and was used in buildings of the highest prestige in 
Rome, apparently for the twenty-four columns of the Basilica of San Paolo fuori le 
mura taken from the Mausoleum of Hadrian and destroyed by fire in 1823,23 and for 
twelve great columns still in San Lorenzo fuori le mura.24

Whence came these remarkable column shafts? Obviously, we cannot say with cer-
tainty, but perhaps because their color has not heretofore been cataloged or even spe-
cially remarked, there has been no consideration of this issue. It is striking that in his 
long description of Justinian’s new church of the Virgin Mary, commonly known as 
the Nea Ekklesia (new church), Procopius made a major point of the columns needed 
for the huge church not being available until “God revealed a natural supply of stone 
perfectly suited to this purpose in the nearby hill, one which had either lain there in 
concealment previously, or was created at that moment.”25 Procopius goes on to say 
that “the church is supported on all sides by a great number of huge columns from that 
place, which in color resemble flames of fire [τώ χρώματι πυρός τινα φλόγα],” and that 
“two of these columns stand before the door of the church, exceptionally large and 
probably second to no column in the whole world.”26

The Nea’s history is complex and need not be thoroughly reviewed here.27 Briefly, 
built by Justinian in the mid-sixth century on an enormous scale and at great expense, 
this huge basilica is now known to have stood to the southwest of the Haram, where 
extensive remains have been found in excavations conducted after 1967, some inside 
and some continuing outside the Ottoman city wall. In his useful summary discussion 
of those excavations, Meir Ben-Dov discussed the columns at length, and suggested, 
plausibly, that the story of the miraculous discovery of a hidden supply of such mag-
nificent stone in a quarry near Jerusalem is highly unlikely, and a common literary 
trope, and then suggested that the “flame-colored” columns might have been taken 
from the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif, where they had formed part of Herod’s 
great stoa along the southern side of the platform.28 He did not suggest, and as far 
as I can tell no one else has suggested, a possible connection between these “flame-
colored columns” of the Nea Ekklesia and those boldly patterned red pavonazzetto 
columns featured so prominently in the inner arcade of the Dome of the Rock. Nor 
are the columns of the Dome of the Rock mentioned in a more recent study by Yoram 
Tsafrir on the Nea Ekklesia, in which he suggested that there might indeed have been 
a quarry of red-veined stone near Jerusalem, one still containing a cracked monolith 
twelve meters tall, so that Procopius’s “miracle” might be a true story, even if not one 
requiring divine intervention.29 In Tsafrir’s opinion, the “flame-colored columns” of 
the Nea Ekklesia may be the hard and difficult-to-quarry mizzi ahmar (“red stone”) 
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used in Jerusalem, taken from beds north of the Old City, “commonly used in Jeru-
salem since the late nineteenth century, when modern quarrying technology based on 
the use of heavy machinery and explosives became common.”30 The cracked monolith 
found in the 1860s in the quarry northwest of the Old City is an indication that the 
stone was used, or at least that there was an attempt to use it, much earlier, whether 
for the Herodian or Justinianic constructions in the city being uncertain. Whether this 
mizzi ahmar is the same as that used so prominently in the Dome of the Rock remains 
to be established, and seems to me a question well worth posing.31

I hasten to say that Procopius’s “flame-colored” could be variously interpreted, 
assuming it is to be taken literally at all.32 Presumably it requires us to think of a 
stone with red in it, and owing to their bolder pattern and the play of the extensive 
amount of white against the red, the pavonazzetto shafts prominently displayed in the 
Dome of the Rock seem to me to fit the “flame” term better than the other red col-
umns appearing elsewhere in the building. What about the size of these columns? Are 
they such as might have been deployed in the Nea Ekklesia? It is not clear when that 
church was destroyed; some scholars have suggested that it was in the earthquake of 
749, but it may well have been demolished during the Persian sack of the city in 614,33 
although the most recent study of Jerusalem in the latter half of the first millennium of 
the common era suggests that the pervasive and extensive destruction claimed by some 
textual sources, and most modern scholarship, is not supported by the archeological 
evidence.34 Certainly most of its material must have been removed and at least some 
of it reused, or the huge church would not have been so difficult to find, its traces now 
almost entirely limited to foundations. Indeed, the extensive excavations by Nahman 
Avigad, as published by Oren Gutfeld, indicate that no columns or capitals of the 
Justinianic building were discovered, even though columns from the Crusader-period 
structure abutting it were found,35 and a number of column shafts and capitals were 
unearthed during the excavation of the neighboring Cardo area.36 The many columns 
described by Procopius and envisaged in the various reconstructed plans of the basil-
ica were evidently all entirely removed at some point, the only questions being when 
they were removed and for what purpose.

It seems that a portion of the lintel of the church, including a large cross-in-wreath 
with rosettes and the alpha and omega in the quadrants, was reused for secondary 
construction in the eighth-century Umayyad “palace” area at the southwest corner of 
the Haram,37 which would have been very near the site of the Nea, and it seems to me 
that this fact lends support to the view that the destruction of the Nea is more likely 
to have taken place in the seventh than in the eighth century, since that early Islamic 
structure is now dated to the early eighth century, decades before the earthquake of 
749. Is it possible that these prominent pavonazzetto columns axially aligned with the 
north, east, and south doors, and, forming a pair at the west door, probably always, as 
now, the principal entrance to the Dome of the Rock,38 were either taken from the Nea 
Ekklesia, or if not literally taken from the building, might be thought to have referred 
to its striking “flame-colored” columns? That the new Islamic buildings on the Haram 
al-Sharif were in some sense competing with the two great Christian structures imme-
diately to their west, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the Nea Ekklesia, has been 
suggested by many scholars, so such a reference would not be altogether unexpected.39

One other feature of Procopius’s description of the Nea Ekklesia that may deserve 
mention is his contention that “two of these [flame-colored] columns stand before 
the door of the church, exceptionally large and probably second to no column in the 
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whole world.”40 Singling out two of the columns, those flanking the entrance, for 
special mention, in a huge church in sight of the Temple Mount might well be thought 
to be a reference to the two columns flanking the entrance to the porch of Solomon’s 
Temple, according to the account in 1 Kings 7:21, columns named Jachin and Boaz.41 
Is it a coincidence that the east, north, and south doors of the Dome of the Rock have 
a single “flame-colored” column shaft, whereas the entrance door on the west has a 
pair? Striking also is the description by the eleventh-century Persian traveler Nasir-i 
Khusraw indicating that there were “two marble pillars the color of red carnelian” 
flanking the mihrab of the al-Aqsa Mosque; whether this description accords better 
with the “flame-colored” columns inside the Dome of the Rock and on the north 
porch (Plates 5 and 6) or with the darker red columns on the south porch (Plate 7) is 
uncertain.42

It is hardly likely that this arrangement in the Dome of the Rock or perhaps also 
in the al-Aqsa Mosque was any kind of reference to the Nea Ekklesia, very possibly 
still standing when the Dome of the Rock was created. However, as in Procopius’s 
description if not in the intention of the builders, it might well have been a reference 
to Solomon’s Temple, which many today believe stood on the same site. We do not 
know if the builders of the Dome of the Rock believed that they were building on the 
site of Solomon’s Temple, although numerous Solomonic references make this seem 
entirely possible and perhaps likely.43 Nasir-i Khusraw certainly thought that this was 
the case – that the Rock was revealed to Moses as the direction of prayer, and that 
Solomon built the temple (he calls it a mosque) “around the rock, with the rock in the 
middle.”44 Moreover, if Ben-Dov’s suggestion that the flame-colored columns in the 
Nea Ekklesia were taken from the ruins of Herod’s enormous stoa on the southern 
edge of the Temple Mount is correct, is it not possible that the flame-colored columns 
in the Dome of the Rock also came from that extensive ruin?45 Was some of this natu-
ral material translated from the Temple Mount down to Justinian’s Nea church just 
beneath it and some translated from one portion of the ruined Temple Mount to a 
different location on the Haram al-Sharif?

Much more work has to be done on these columns before such questions can be 
answered, but it is important to pose them and to urge that a thorough photographic 
documentation and archeological study of the columns of the Dome of the Rock be 
undertaken and made available to scholars for study. Here it must suffice to say that 
the columns appear to have been arranged in a deliberate, not haphazard, fashion. 
Whether or not this arrangement carried meaning or had a particular function remains 
to be investigated.
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stoa of Herod was still largely standing”; for further discussion he refers to his earlier study 
“A Note on the Chludoff Psalter,” Okeanos [Harvard Ukrainian Studies]  7 (1983), but 
notes that his suggestion has not been supported by other scholars. In fact, in the earlier arti-
cle (pp. 264–265) he says that Herod’s stoa was “destroyed by the Romans and left fallow 
in Byzantine times”; his hypothesis is not that it survived, but that the Chludoff Psalter is an 
“evocation” of the Islamic structures built during the seventh to ninth centuries. I was very 
much interested in the announcement of a lecture by Orit Peleg-Barkat (Hebrew University 
of Jerusalem) on “Herodian Artistic and Architectural Influences on the Umayyad Haram 
al-Sharif,” which was to have been presented on August 12, 2014, at a conference on “The 
Religious Institutions of Late Antique and Early Medieval Jerusalem and Its Hinterland” at 
the Kenyon Institute in Jerusalem. The conference was, sadly, postponed for security rea-
sons. It is clearly a topic of much interest.

         



The Stone of Unction in Jerusalem came to be associated with the object upon which 
Christ’s body was laid and anointed after he was taken down from the cross and prior 
to his entombment. By 1335, the stone was being shown to pilgrims at the entrance 
hall of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. As fourteenth-century pilgrims’ 
accounts suggest, it was a flat slab of porphyry or marble at floor height, framed by 
a black-and-white checkered pattern. An illustration that accompanied the account 
of Niccolò of Poggibonsi, who made a pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 1347, gives a basic 
notion of what the stone looked like (Figure 13.1).1 The green stone, la pietra verde 
as Poggibonsi termed it, is depicted from above surrounded by a schematic checkered 
frame. A woodcut taken from the sixteenth-century Viaggio da Venetia, often attrib-
uted to Noè Bianchi,2 provides more detail, showing the checkered pattern, arranged 
as an alternating set of black and white squares (Figure 13.2).The stone resides today 
within the southern arm of the transept of the Crusader Church of the Holy Sepulchre, 
near the entrance. As it appears now, the fourteenth-century slab is no longer visible 
but is covered by a reddish stone lid elevated above floor height.3 The whole structure 
is framed by a stone barrier inscribed with Greek letters and illuminated from above 
by eight oil lamps (Plate 8).

Parts of the checkered frame of the medieval stone are still visible between the mod-
ern stone lid and the barrier. Behind the stone, a modern mosaic on the nineteenth-
century wall shows the removal of Christ’s body after the crucifixion, the anointing of 
his body upon the Stone of Unction, and the entombment.4

Unlike the Rock of Golgotha and the Tomb of Christ, which were integrated into 
the church complex in the fourth century, the Stone of Unction was introduced into the 
church at a later stage, sometime between 1327 and 1335. Prior to that, the site of the 
unction was marked in the choir of the church, but no stone was on display there.

How and why did a stone in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre come to be associ-
ated with the unction of Christ? What was the role of its materiality? This chapter 
discusses the migration of the Stone of Unction as a relatively new component in the 
space of the church. I show that the Stone of Unction in Jerusalem was placed in dia-
logue with a different slab that was presented as the Stone of Unction in the Pantokra-
tor Church in Constantinople as early as in 1169 and with the visual renderings of the 
stone in Franciscan imagery of Mary’s lamentation over her dead son.

Jerusalem: place of the unction

The unction of Christ’s body is narrated in John 19:40. After the crucifixion, Joseph of 
Arimathea asked Pilate for the body; then he and Nicodemus took it “and bound it in 
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Figure 13.1 � The Stone of Unction painted from above, in: Niccolò of Poggibonsi, Libro 
d’Oltramare, ca. 1350, Florence, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, Ms. II. IV. 101, 
fol. 6v (right column). Photo credit: Ministero dei beni e delle attività culturali e del 
turismo/Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze.

         



Figure 13.2 � The Stone of Unction painted from above, in: Noè Bianchi, Viaggio da Venetia al 
Santo Sepolcro, et al monte Sinai, early sixteenth century, Venice: Appresso Ales-
sandro de’ Vecchi, 1606, no page numbers. Photo credit: The National Library of 
Israel, Jerusalem.
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linen clothes with the spices, as is the burial custom of the Jews.” Thus, the anointing 
of Christ’s body occurred after the crucifixion and before the burial; however, there is 
no mention in John’s narrative of a stone in connection with the unction. The Synoptic 
Gospels allude to the practice of anointing: three days after Christ’s entombment, the 
women, carrying ointments in their hands, found the tomb empty, and the angel told 
them that Christ was resurrected. No act of anointing is narrated, only the intention 
to do so (Mark, 16:1; Luke, 24:1).

During the Crusader period (1099–1187), the newly built choir of the Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre was gradually established as the place of Christ’s unction, the 
same site where the center of the earth (medium terrae) was marked; no stone was 
shown there.

John of Würzburg, who visited Jerusalem ca. 1170, mentioned seeing an elevated 
marble table (tabula de marmore) and a network of iron chains that looked like an 
altar; under it, stone slabs inscribed with small circles marked the medium terrae; 
and a lamp hung there. At the same place, he continued, Christ appeared to Mary 
Magdalene after he was resurrected, and “some people say (quidam asserunt) that 
Joseph begged the body of Jesus from Pilate . . . he took it down from the cross, rev-
erently washed it, anointing it with costly liquids and spices, and wrapped it in clean 
linen.”5 In Theoderich’s account of his visit to Jerusalem sometime between 1169 
and 1174, we read that he saw a small cross inscribed within the circle on the floor 
marking the exact spot where Joseph and Nicodemus laid Christ’s body for anoint-
ing.6 These accounts indicate that the place of the unction was identified with the 
same spot where the center of the earth was shown. The marking of the site as circles 
inscribed in the floor specifically alluded to the notion of the medium terrae. This, 
alongside John of Würzburg’s phrase “quidam asserunt” concerning the identifica-
tion of the place of the unction, suggests that Christ’s anointing was only a secondary 
tradition there.

At the same time that the unction was associated with the center of the earth in 
the choir of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, it was also linked with another site 
in the church: a bedlike altar (lectus) within the tomb aedicule, said to be the object 
upon which Christ’s body was laid.7 Behind this altar in the Chapel of the Angel, the 
Crusaders affixed a mosaic showing Christ placed in the sepulchre by Nicodemus and 
Joseph with the Virgin Mary and the three Marys offering pots of perfumes, and the 
angel sitting above the sepulchre, rolling the stone away, saying, “behold the place 
where they have laid him.” An inscription refers to Christ’s resurrection.8 We see that 
in the Crusader church, two different sites were associated with Christ’s unction: the 
lectus within the tomb, alluding to the narrative of the Synoptic Gospels, and the 
place in the middle of the choir, according to the narrative of John. After the Crusad-
ers’ reconstruction of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre as a Romanesque pilgrimage 
church, it could hold thousands of worshippers. The site of the unction in the middle 
of the choir was suitable for public celebrations and could accommodate the Crusad-
ers’ liturgical feasts, which followed the narrative sequence: Golgotha (crucifixion) 
through the choir (unction) to the tomb.9

Following the Crusaders’ loss of Jerusalem in 1187, the unction site was associ-
ated with both the center of the earth in the choir and the lectus in the tomb aedicule. 
Notably, during the Crusaders’ subsequent brief return to Jerusalem (1229–1244), it 
was more firmly associated with the medium terrae,10 an indication of its central role 
in the Crusaders’ liturgy.
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Jerusalem: from the place of the unction to the Stone of Unction

After the Crusaders left Jerusalem for good, the site of the unction was gradually sepa-
rated from the spot marking the medium terrae. However, accounts vary, and determin-
ing its exact location is difficult. According to an anonymous mid-thirteenth-century 
Greek account, the site was at the entrance to the church, marked by a lamp.11 Another 
anonymous Greek account, this one from the end of the thirteenth century, locates it 
directly in front of Christ’s tomb and mentions a holy table, next to which Nicodemus 
and Joseph laid and anointed Christ’s body.12 According to this source, the place was 
marked by four marble columns supporting a dome in the form of a cross and eight 
lamps hung there day and night. As no other record mentions this structure, this pilgrim 
may have mistaken the outer part of the aedicule, by then partially open, for the site of 
the unction.13

It was in that same period that a stone associated with the unction was first men-
tioned in Jerusalem. The Dominican pilgrim Riccoldo of Monte Croce, who spent 
several months in Jerusalem in 1288/1289, referred to a stone next to and behind the 
place where the Virgin Mary stood during the crucifixion: “[T]hey showed there the 
stone where they placed the body, bound it with linen cloth and preserved it with spices 
for burial.”14 He noted that the center of the earth was marked by a column,15 but his 
testimony must be taken with caution; the indefinite language he used to describe the 
stone’s location makes an exact identification impossible. Moreover, as there was no 
mention of the stone in pilgrim accounts in the following decades, it is probable that 
what Riccoldo saw was one of the altars in the area of the choir.

Pilgrims’ accounts from the 1320s indicate that the site of the unction was imputed 
to the southern transept at the entrance of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, as noted, 
for example, by the Franciscan pilgrims Symon Semeonis and Odoric of Pordenone, 
who associated the unction with this location, but made no mention of a stone there.16 
It is only in the account of Antoninus de Cremona, dated to 1327–1330, that a stone 
at the entrance hall of the church was mentioned for the first time. According to 
Antoninus’ description, a stone was placed next to the site of the unction, which was 
said to be made according to the measurements of Christ’s body, as well as accord-
ing to the measurements of the stone within the tomb aedicule.17 He did not specify 
the form or the position of the stone in the entrance hall (horizontal or vertical) or 
its material, yet the link between the body of Christ and the Stone of Unction was 
made concrete through the stone’s measurements. It is tempting to consider Antoni-
nus’ account a description of the early stages of fixing a stone at the site of the unction.

From 1335 onward, the Stone of Unction is mentioned by almost all the pilgrims 
who visited the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Jacopo da Verona, who visited the 
church in that year, described a black stone close to floor height.18 According to an 
anonymous English pilgrim who visited Jerusalem in 1344–1345, it had a bronze hue 
(“lapis preciosus aërie coloris”) and was also believed to be the stone upon which 
Jacob slept in Bethel.19 The Franciscan pilgrim and priest Niccolò of Poggibonsi, who 
voyaged to the Holy Land between 1346 and 1350, wrote:

There is on the ground, inside the door, as you enter, and six steps from the door, 
a stone of green porphyry, eight palms three fingers long and two palms and one 
finger wide: and in this place was laid Christ when he was taken down from the 
Cross, and here he was anointed and embalmed. Around the said stone there is 
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a chequer border two palms wide, and near to the choir wall, two steps away, 
are two beautiful sarcophagi, that is, tombs, carved and raised a foot above the 
ground; and at the above mentioned stone there is a plenary indulgence.20

Here, we see the process by which the site of the unction was established at the south-
ern arm of the transept near the entrance to the church, sometime between 1327 
and 1335. The stone’s attraction as noted in pilgrims’ accounts demonstrates that 
it became one of the most important objects in the church, where indulgences were 
granted. In the following decades, the stone was consistently described as a flat por-
phyry or marble slab; its color was variously described as green, black, black spotted 
with red dots, and rust. 21

The Franciscan connection

The introduction of the Stone of Unction into the Church of the Holy Sepulchre is a 
unique example of a major transition in the inner space of the church carried out after 
the time of the Crusaders and before the nineteenth-century restorations.22 Notably, 
the stone was introduced into the entrance hall of the church during the period that the 
Franciscan order began establishing itself in Jerusalem and the Holy Land.23 In 1309, a 
firmān of Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad gave the Franciscans the exclusive right among 
the Latins to reside in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.24 In 1332–1333, in the name 
of the kings of Naples, Friar Roger Guérin obtained permission from the sultan for 
the Franciscans to occupy the church and to take precedence over other denomina-
tions.25 As the church custodians, the Franciscans had to ensure that the Latin liturgi-
cal services were maintained and be responsible for pilgrims arriving from Europe.26 
Although not given absolute ownership of the sites, they were given priority where 
limited space prevented all clergy from celebrating together.27 As pilgrims’ accounts 
dated to the 1330s and 1340s testify, the Eastern Christians were required to comply 
with Western practice.28 The Franciscan friars and Eastern clergy were supposed to 
care for the sanctuaries and to conduct the rituals together.29

During the 1330s, the Franciscans initiated and developed the Via Dolorosa, into 
which the Stone of Unction was eventually integrated as a separate station on the 
devotional route.30 Moreover, Franciscan pilgrims were the first to report on the 
stone.31 It is most likely then that it was the Franciscans who introduced the Stone of 
the Unction into the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.

How can we explain the choice of marking the unction of Christ specifically with 
a stone? What could have been behind the stone’s physical shape, materiality, and 
framing? In what follows I trace two iconographical sources for the identification of 
the unction of Christ with a slab of stone in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jeru-
salem: first, in Constantinople, where another slab of stone was marked as the Stone 
of Unction as early as in 1169, and second, in Franciscan iconography of Mary’s Lam-
entation over her dead son, where the Stone of Unction appears as the object upon 
which Christ’s body was laid.

The Stone of Unction in Constantinople

More than a hundred years before the Stone of Unction was introduced into the Church 
of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, a different slab of stone, also identified by pilgrims 

         



222  Yamit Rachman-Schrire

as the Stone of Unction was on display at the Pantokrator Church in Constantinople. 
The story of its arrival in Constantinople was told by the twelfth-century Byzantine 
chroniclers John Kinnamos (ca. 1143–1200) and Nicetas Choniates (1150–1215).32 
They contended that the Stone of Unction was brought from Ephesus to Constan-
tinople in 1169 and that Emperor Manuel Comnenus I carried it on his shoulders up 
the hill from Boukoleon harbor to the Pharos Church.33 After the emperor’s death in 
1180, his widow, Eirene, had the stone moved to his burial chapel in the Pantokrator 
Church; its transfer from Ephesus to Constantinople was commemorated in situ with 
an inscription.34

Choniates wrote that it was “a slab of red marble the length of a man which 
received veneration . . . and was commonly reported to be that on which Christ was 
washed with myrrh and wrapped in burial linen clothes after he had been taken down 
from the cross.”35 Kinnamos remarked on the unique feature of the stone: traces of 
the Virgin’s tears on its surface.36 Choniates explained that after Christ was cruci-
fied his mother “laid Him prone, as was customary, on this stone; falling down, she 
lamented deeply, as was reasonable, and the tears from her weeping reached the stone 
and still remain there, unexpunged, something rather miraculous.”37 The stone was 
conceptualized not only as the object upon which Christ’s body was laid but also 
as the visual manifestation of the Virgin’s tears.38 The tears in the stone had visible, 
physical form; they were at once presented and represented in the matter. In a sense, 
the stone became the medium through which the tears themselves turned into petri-
fied objects, and it thus embodied the sanctifying narrative materially and visibly. This 
special attribution – spots on the surface identified as the Virgin’s tears – was repeated 
in later descriptions.

In April 1204, the city of Constantinople fell to the Crusaders. It was then, at the 
latest, that the Stone of Unction became known in the Latin West. Robert of Clari, a 
French knight from the Picardy region who participated in the conquest, chronicled 
the events and noted seeing the stone in the Pantokrator Monastery: “In this abbey 
. . . was the marble table (le tavle de marbre) whereon Our Lord was laid out after 
He had been taken down from the cross; and there, too, were seen the tears that Our 
Lady had shed over Him.”39

The Stone of Unction continued to occupy the Western imagination after 1261, at 
which time the Crusaders lost Constantinople. In 1431–1432, a knight, Bertrandon 
de La Brocq́uière, described a stone or table of “diverse colors” (une pierre ou table 
de diverses couleurs). He added that at first glance he mistook the tears for drops of 
wax, but after a closer look, horizontally and against the light, they seemed like frozen 
drops of water.40

Unlike the many passion relics plundered and taken to the West during Latin rule, 
the Stone of Unction was on display in the Pantokrator Monastery at least until 
1453.41 That means that from 1335 onward, two Stones of Unction were on display 
simultaneously: one in Jerusalem and one in Constantinople.42

The Stone of Unction was one of the most important relics in Constantinople; its 
importance in both Eastern Christendom and the Latin West is apparent from the intro-
duction of the stone as a new iconographical feature into visual images: In the East, the 
figure of the stone was added to the iconography of the Threnos (i.e., the lamentation 
of the Virgin Mary over the dead body of Christ), following the arrival of the stone 
to the Pantokrator in 1169.43 In the West, the Stone of Unction was introduced as a 
new feature in visual imagery of the lamentation/entombment. Of special importance 
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for our discussion is the integration of the figure of the stone into early Franciscan 
imagery,44 to which I now turn.

The unction of Christ in early Franciscan imagery

From the beginning of the twelfth century, with the growing devotion to the life and 
suffering of Christ and the emphasis on the stages following the crucifixion, the scene 
of the unction gained prominence in Western imagery. Christ’s unction was depicted 
either as a separate scene, with Joseph and Nicodemus anointing Christ’s body, or 
combined with the lamentation of the Virgin or the entombment.45 In such images 
Christ’s body was most often laid upon a sarcophagus-like form, sometimes with three 
oculi on its frontal face, alluding to Christ’s tomb in Jerusalem.46

Several early Franciscan images diverge from this common scheme to position 
Christ’s body horizontally on the Stone of Unction rather than on a sarcophagus. 
Two such images, attributed to the Master of Saint Francis, attest to the centrality of 
the stone in Franciscan imagery as both a Marian and a Christological relic. The first 
is one panel from a double-sided altar piece from San Francesco al Prato in Perugia, 
dated to ca. 1272 (Plate 9).47

This panel shows the body of Christ lying on a red rectangular stone with a grainy 
surface. Mary is sitting on the stone with Christ’s upper body in her lap and his legs 
stretched out horizontally on the surface of the stone. The iconography of Mary sit-
ting on the Stone of Unction holding Christ on her lap is found in Eastern images.48 
Except for Christ, the Virgin Mary is the only figure on the surface of the stone; 
the others – Joseph of Arimathea, Nicodemus, John the disciple, and the women – 
are behind it, and in the foreground Mary Magdalene kneeling on a green swath is 
embracing, slightly lifting, Christ’s legs. Owing to the exceptional seating of the Virgin 
Mary upon the stone and Mary Magdalene in front of it, lifting Christ’s legs so that his 
body remains horizontal, the body seems to be floating. The figure of the stone domi-
nates the composition: central and relatively large, its reddish color and unique grainy 
texture strikingly recall the descriptions of the Stone of Unction in Constantinople 
with the Virgin’s tears frozen on its surface. In accordance with Byzantine tradition, 
the figure of the stone in this altar-piece panel is corporally related both to Christ, 
whose body is laid upon its surface, and to the Virgin Mary, who sits on it, her tears 
imprinted on the stone.49 Christ’s wounds are visible and his red blood is still flowing, 
saturating the surface of the stone.

The Stone of Unction also appears in a fresco attributed to the Master of Saint Fran-
cis in the nave of the lower basilica of San Francesco in Assisi. It is one of five frescoes 
depicting Christ’s Passion, which was originally placed next to five frescoes depicting 
the life of Saint Francis as analogous to that of the Savior.50 It also shows Mary’s lam-
entation over her dead son (Plate 10).51

Christ is shown lying half-naked upon a great slab of stone. To the left, close to her 
son’s head, the fainting Virgin Mary has her left hand upon his head, almost touching 
his halo. Three women are supporting her collapsing body. Of the two male figures 
behind the rectangular stone, the one on the left may be John the disciple, wearing 
an orange dress, his palms raised in opposite directions in a gesture of deep sorrow. 
The figure beside him is severely damaged and cannot be identified exactly, but he 
might be Joseph of Arimathea or Nicodemus. As in the panel from Perugia, the stone 
is very prominent owing to its sharp outlines and remarkable whiteness. Although the 
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right side of the fresco has been virtually destroyed, the scene is clearly the Virgin’s 
lamentation at the Stone of Unction. The accentuated white of the stone’s surface is 
probably related to an early tradition claiming that the relic in Constantinople was a 
white stone dyed by the Savior’s blood.52 Whereas in the panel from the altar piece in 
Perugia the Stone of Unction is incorporated with Mary’s corporal and material pres-
ence (she sits on it and her tears are imprinted on its surface), the fresco from Assisi 
emphasizes Christ’s body as is clear from its vivid contrast against the white surface. 
The stone is no longer a Marian relic but is rather related to Christ’s body. In fact, 
the Virgin swoons away from it.53 In other Franciscan images, typically on painted 
crosses, the figure of the Stone of Unction appears in the scene of the lamentation and, 
like the Perugia altar piece, represents a Marian relic visually connected to the relic 
in Constantinople by the surface ingrained with Mary’s tears.54 Notably, in Assisi, 
where the fresco is part of a grand plan paralleling Franciscus and Christus, the stone 
is “returned” to Christ’s body without reference to Mary’s tears.

Over the course of the thirteenth century, the Franciscans, the most important Latin 
order involved in pilgrimage to the Holy Land, became central actors in maintaining 
the relationship between Western Europe and Byzantium, including the Mediterranean 
Basin and the Holy Land.55 As Ann Derbes contends, their constant movement between 
Italy and the Levant after 1261 and the restoration of Byzantine rule in Constantino-
ple left a mark on the visual culture of both regions.56 Consequently, the Franciscans 
were principal agents in mediating traditions and iconographical schemes among Con-
stantinople, Italy, and Jerusalem. Nevertheless, I must stress that the Stone of Unction 
entered Franciscan visual imagery before an actual stone was placed in Jerusalem. The 
Stone of Unction in Constantinople and its visual imagery in Duecento Italy should 
therefore be seen as the context in which the scene of the unction in Jerusalem was 
concretized in a stone. Similarly to the way in which the figure of the Stone of Unction 
entered Franciscan visual images of Mary’s Lamentation, the object of the Stone of Unc-
tion was introduced into the space of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.

Visual and material translation: Constantinople and Jerusalem

Juxtaposing the two Stones of Unction – the one in Constantinople and the one in 
Jerusalem – provides another layer in the interpretation of the emergence of the stone 
in Jerusalem. The evidence suggests that the Stone of Unction in Constantinople was a 
marble slab set on an elevated platform; it was either red marble or a slab of “diverse 
colors” and was believed to carry the marks of the Virgin’s tears, making manifest its 
sanctifying narrative.57 Thus, the stone stood as both a Christological and a Marian 
relic.

Unlike its counterpart in Constantinople, the Stone of Unction in Jerusalem was set 
in the floor of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, apparently from ca.1335 onward, 
either flush or slightly elevated. Its alignment with floor level is evident from the 
famous description of Felix Fabri, who accidently stepped on it.58 In Jerusalem, the 
stone was reproduced as a two-dimensional surface, its three-dimensional qualities 
almost entirely concealed. Pilgrims’ illustrations of the stone from above emphasize 
its shallow appearance (Figs. 13.1 and 13.2). The translation of the three-dimensional 
relic from Constantinople into a two-dimensional surface in Jerusalem suggests that 
in Jerusalem the stone itself stood as an amalgamation of relic and image, both a pres-
entation and a representation of a stone.
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From a material point of view, the stone in Jerusalem stood in dialogue with the 
one in Constantinople. As the accounts suggest, the former was made of porphyry or 
marble. Marble and porphyry share certain visual qualities that gave them a special 
status in the medieval imagination, as their speckling and colored veins were a meta-
phor for the sacrificial blood of Christ.59 Whereas in Constantinople the material of 
the stone was associated with Mary via the identification of her tears in the substance, 
in Jerusalem the slab of porphyry or marble was symbolically connected to Christ; its 
materiality validating and “restoring” the sacred connotations of his body.60

The separation of the unction site from the center of the earth and its association with 
a stone surface in the entrance hall of the church suggested a quality of presence. In this 
location, the materiality of the stone surface was more prone to invoke devotional prac-
tices, inviting ritual and spontaneous gestures. Thus, setting the stone in the entrance 
hall might have contributed to consolidating the ritualistic nature of the visit to the 
church under the guidance of the Franciscans. Flat, lying on the same plane as the floor, 
marked by a checkered frame, the stone invited pilgrims to “participate” in the scene 
of the unction, imagining the body of Christ from the perspective of the Virgin Mary 
standing near and above her son. Furthermore, the position of the Stone of Unction in 
Jerusalem recalls the narrative of the death of Saint Francis, who asked to be laid naked 
on the ground as he was dying.61 Thus the Stone of Unction also alludes to the narrative 
of Franciscus alter Christus in the narrative space of Christ in Jerusalem.

Unlike stones taken from the Holy Land and displayed elsewhere, which held the 
meaning of their place of origin pars pro toto, the Stone of Unction in Jerusalem is – 
perhaps counter-intuitively – the in situ realization of iconographical traditions based 
on the relic in Constantinople and its visual representations in Italy. The transition 
from an elevated stone in Constantinople into a stone surface at floor level in Jerusa-
lem can be conceptualized as the material concretization of an absent relic in situ. In 
other words, the surface in Jerusalem is the “material shadow” or the “material trace” 
of the stone of Constantinople. In spatial terms, the stone in Jerusalem reverses the 
state of affairs between Constantinople (often considered as a “New Jerusalem”) and 
Jerusalem, suggesting a dialogical model for the translation of iconographic schemes 
and their realization in stone.
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Starting in 1969, the London-based artist Susan Hiller collected water from various 
locations that are considered sacred, bottling it in hundreds of small glass containers 
that had been used for medicine during the Victorian and the Edwardian periods. She 
carefully labeled each vial, noting the time and place of collection. This project was 
concluded in 2013, with the storing of the vials in felt-lined wooden cabinets, most of 
which were early twentieth-century first-aid cabinets, each of which held tens of vials. 
These cabinets were first exhibited in 2011 in the large retrospective of Hiller’s work 
in London’s Tate Britain, all subtitled Homage to Joseph Beuys (Figs. 14.1 and 14.2).1

In what follows I present three models for Hiller’s water collection and bottling and 
for her creation of the Homages to Joseph Beuys: Pilgrimage to Holy Places, which 
includes the collection of holy substances and its preservation in containers; the art 

14	� Susan Hiller’s Homages  
to Joseph Beuys
Mystics, cult, and anthropology

Kobi Ben-Meir

Figure 14.1 � Susan Hiller, Home Nursing: Homage to Joseph Beuys, 1969–2011, fifteen wooden 
felt-lined first-aid cabinets, containing 116 bottles of holy water and vintage first-
aid supplies, 110 × 191.3 cm. Collection of the artist. Photo Credit: ©Susan Hiller.
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of Joseph Beuys, which aimed at healing through shamanistic use of materials; and 
anthropology, the collection of research material for the scientific analysis of culture. 
These three methodologies – religion, art, and science – may seem to be in opposition 
to one another, but Hiller’s work is all about confrontation of alleged contradictions 
in pursuit of their reconciliation. Throughout her career, Hiller has undermined the 
binarism between science and ecstasy, rationality and irrationality, reality and fiction. 
She says:

Our culture more than most makes a distinction between the rational and irra-
tional, between empiricism and intuitive ways of apprehending the world. In my 
experience those kinds of distinctions don’t have any validity. In my work, I’m try-
ing to approach a kind of reconciliation of rational and irrational, factors which 
seem to me a lived truth for many people. For myself, I can only say that this is 
part of the way I see things.2

Figure 14.2 � Susan Hiller, Fortes Saintes: Homage to Joseph Beuys, 1969–2013, double Edward-
ian oak, felt-lined cabinet with bottles of holy water, 28.6 × 32.5 × 19 cm. Collec-
tion of the artist. Photo Credit: ©Susan Hiller.

         



Susan Hiller’s Homages to Joseph Beuys  235

Homage to pilgrimage

Hiller journeyed all around the world to visit holy places, sacred to different religions, 
with natural water sources at their center. Water is one of the most basic, ubiquitous, 
and as the artist puts it – banal – of materials. Nevertheless, owing to its power to 
purify, it has profound cultural meaning and is associated with an entire array of reli-
gious customs and rituals, both ancient and modern. The common denominator of 
the sites that the artist visited is that their waters are strongly associated with sacred 
historical events from the mythical past; thus the waters are thought to have magical 
powers to purify the body and the soul, heal, protect, and provide heavenly blessing. 
As such, these sites are pilgrimage destinations for believers around the world.

Hiller realized that the cult of holy water is a universal phenomenon, not particular 
to any religion or specific to any period, but occurring in most cultures. As an exam-
ple, the Zamzam Well in the compound of Masjid al-Haram in Mecca, the central 
destination of Haj, has miraculously generated water since Ismail’s cry for water in the 
desert.3 According to the Hadith, “A person drinking Zamzam water should intend 
and hope for healing, blessings and whatever is best for him in this life and in the 
hereafter. The Prophet (peace be upon him) said, ‘The water of Zamzam is (good) for 
whatever it is intended’ ” (Fiqh-us-Sunnah, Fiqh 5.81). Another example is the Ganges 
River in Varanasi, India: putting the body of the deceased in the river in Varanasi, the 
city of Lord Shiva, cleanses the soul of the dead Hindu and guarantees Moksha, libera-
tion from the misery of the cycle of death and rebirth.4

Holy natural sources of water are very significant in the hagio-topography of the 
Holy Land. Pseudo-Antoninus of Piacenza, a sixth-century pilgrim to the Holy Land, 
listed ten different natural water sources there in which believers bathed for blessing. 
When he wrote about the Siloam in Jerusalem, he made a distinction between the nat-
ural fountain and the man-made pools that contained the holy water for human use:

Descending from that arch down to the fountain of Siloam by many steps, we saw 
the round church, from beneath which Siloam rises. This church has two baths 
made by the hands of man, out of marble; between the two baths runs a parti-
tion; in the one men, and in the other women, bathe for a blessing. In these waters 
many cures are effected, and even lepers are cleansed.5

The most sacred water source in the Holy Land is the Jordan River, where Christ 
was baptized. Christian pilgrimage to the Jordan started during the late Roman period6 
and continues to this day. Hiller visited the site and, though sparing the religious bless-
ing, collected and bottled water from there, in a practice not very different from that 
described by Pseudo-Antoninus:

We celebrated the Epiphany by the side of the Jordan, and wonders take place 
on that night in the place where the Lord was baptized. . . . After matins, as day 
begins to dawn, the deacons begin the holy mysteries and celebrate them in the 
open air; the priest descends into the river, and at the hour when he begins to bless 
the water, at once the Jordan, with a mighty noise, rolls back upon itself, and the 
water stands still until the baptism is completed. And all the men of Alexandria 
who have ships, with their crews, holding baskets full of spices and balsams, at the 
hour when the priest blesses the water, before they begin to baptize, throw those 
baskets into the river, and take thence holy water, with which they sprinkle their 
ships before they leave port for a voyage.7
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According to this sixth-century witness, water from the Jordan was collected, for 
it was expected to perform miracles. The Jordan River water was sanctified because 
it touched the body of Christ, as explained in the sixth century by Saint Gregory of 
Tours: “Faith believes that everything that the sacred body touched is holy.”8 The 
power invested in water from the Jordan is due to the fact that it comes from and thus 
represents the river in which Christ was baptized.

Collecting liquids from holy places was probably widespread. Numerous glass 
containers dating to the second half of the sixth century, parallel to the period 
of the pilgrimage of Pseudo-Antoninus, have been found, and according to their 
quality and quantity were probably mass-produced for pilgrims.9 Similar to the 
well-known Monza and Bobbio flasks, some of these containers include depic-
tions of a cross mounted on two or three horizontal lines, surmounted by an arch 
(Figure 14.3).

This is probably a schematic representation of Golgotha: the stairs leading upward 
from the inner atrium of the Constantinian Anastasis compound to the site of the 
crucifixion, where pilgrims could admire the True Cross displayed underneath a cibo-
rium. This representation marked the vessels as containing holy material from the 
Holy Sepulchre; whether it was water, oil, or earth is unknown.10

Figure 14.3 � Eulogia Jar with Crosses, provenance unknown, late sixth to early seventh cen-
turies, glass, height 15  cm. Israel Museum, Jerusalem. Photo Credit: © Israel 
Museum, Jerusalem.
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Customs of collecting and bottling holy water are far from being unique to the past, 
as most contemporary religious pilgrims to the Jordan River collect its water in bottles 
as eulogia, blessings, as the river still holds the blessing of the Messiah. The same cus-
tom is common at other water-related pilgrimage sites such as the Ganges in Varanassi 
and the Zamzam well in Mecca, mentioned above, and the pools of Lourdes.11 One 
can also buy holy water in bottles that carry the blessing of the holy place in tourist 
shops or even order them online in various designs and shapes.

In Hiller’s Homages, the water is treated as a holy substance, and even as a relic: 
each vial is labeled according to its place of origin and the time of its collection, similar 
to the method of labeling Christian relics. For instance, the sixteenth-century bishop 
of Milan, Carlo Borromeo, instructed that relics be labeled by the names of the saints, 
the date of their deposition, and the places from which they had been translated.12 
Similar to many medieval reliquaries, Hiller’s reliquary-like cabinets hold different 
“relics,” translated from different places at different times.13

Hiller’s Homages is a modern artistic interpretation of the tradition of collecting and 
bottling holy water. Judging by the act itself, one might have considered Hiller a mod-
ern pilgrim, as she journeyed to pilgrimage sites and collected their holy water. Moreo-
ver, judging by her method of collecting, labeling, and storing the holy substance in 
cabinets, Homages appears to be religious art, but it could fit as easily in a modern 
art museum. However, the cabinets contain waters that are holy to different religions: 
holy waters from Christian, Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist pilgrimage sites are placed 
side-by-side, attesting to the universality of the custom of collecting water and to the 
fact that it is not unique to any one religion. While pilgrims go to sites sacred only to 
their own faith, Hiller did not distinguish among different denominations, neither in 
her pseudo-pilgrimage nor in the presentation of the pseudo-relics. Rather than focus-
ing, as a pilgrim would, on the location, Hiller translocated the holy water.

Another important point to consider is that of movement. As Coleman and Elsner 
point out, movement is a key factor in pilgrimage. A pilgrim does not just go to a 
sacred site; he is steered by official guides or official texts to a succession of places 
where a specific sequence of rites should be performed. The movement through space 
is controlled in order to create a narrative, or even a topographical text, from the site 
and to “extract” the most out of the religious experience and the holy sites.14 Hiller 
definitely moved from one place to another as she traveled around the world, but her 
movements were arbitrary and not determined by any rigid textual or human guid-
ance; often she collected the water in certain countries that she visited for holiday or 
work, when neither the visits to the holy places nor the collection of the holy water 
was the primary motivation for the trip. Moreover, the route was not predetermined 
and there was no inherent sense of progression or narrative, other than the overall 
theme of the collection of holy water.15

In his book Dramas, Fields and Metaphors, Victor Turner argued that pilgrimage 
is a liminal phenomenon.16 Many times it is not promoted by official religious institu-
tions because the pilgrim lives in a liminal social stratum during his pilgrimage. Leav-
ing one’s normative social environment when embarking upon a pilgrimage means 
leaving behind many of the social norms and creating a new, more flexible, pilgrim 
society. Throughout her career, Hiller has shown great interest in liminal phenomena, 
bordering on ecstasy,17 and thus I contend that this liminal quality is what attracted 
Hiller toward the performance of her own unique version of pilgrimage – to “flirt” 
with the idea of a religious cult.

         



238  Kobi Ben-Meir

Hence, in the act of making the cabinets, Hiller was not a pilgrim, but simply acted 
as one, following in the footsteps of past and present pilgrims to distant sacred places. 
Her work affirms that the custom of collecting and bottling water is not confined to 
a specific period, place, or religion. Although she deals with the spiritual, the miracu-
lous, and the ecstatic connected with the healing holy water of pilgrimage sites, Hiller 
does not relate to the power of the water, nor does she judge if that power is actual or 
fictional; she narrows the representation of the water to the physical acts of collect-
ing and bottling.18 While transforming the eulogia into an artifact, she transformed 
the religious-sacral aura of the water into an artistic aura, that is, the unique genial 
product of the artistic conceptual work. Thus, Hiller is neither projecting supernatural 
powers upon the water nor totally reducing it into basic archeological and cultural 
evidence. The bottles are what they are; it is the observer’s role to categorize and judge 
their nature.

Physical and chronological transformation

What attracted Hiller to water in the first place was its most basic quality – being in 
constant flow – which does not allow it to be fixed. Although chemically stable in 
room (or cabinet) temperature, the visual appearance of water’s shape is determined 
by the shape of its container. Like water, Hiller’s works are not static objects, but are 
in a constant flux. She worked on the Homages to Joseph Beuys from 1969 to 2013. 
This prolonged creation of the work actually turns it into an action, and as it spanned 
more than 40 years, it can be regarded as a mirror to the artist’s career and even to 
her life. Likewise, the action is not limited to the space of the studio, but rather, by its 
nature, broadened to the whole globe.

The water is stored in containers and cabinets that have their own histories, preced-
ing that of the Homages. The cabinets are reused storage facilities produced during the 
Edwardian period. The vials, small glass bottles for medicine, were found by the artist 
during private excavations in nineteenth- and twentieth-century garbage dump sites. 
During the Victorian and Edwardian periods in Britain, garbage was buried under-
ground, usually along river banks, and those dump sites are where the artist found 
the containers. Hiller also bought some old containers on eBay and in antique shops. 
Hence, the cabinets and the containers have a history, and they bring their own bag-
gage, sets of memories, times, and places to the piece; the inclusion of the old Edward-
ian bottles within the pieces made by Hiller loads them with a new, unexpected, set 
of associations. By translocating the bottles and transforming their function, the artist 
gave them new lives: they were excavated from underground, brought to light and to 
sight, and placed in a new, unconventional setting. Hence, the symbolism of water 
bringing life, rejuvenating the body and soul, is paralleled by the exhumation of the 
containers; moreover, whereas the time, place, and function of the containers and the 
cabinets are transformed, they transform the artistic works themselves.

Similar to the study of a universal rite of collecting holy water, Hiller’s cabinets are 
not limited to specific chronology or geography. The Homages cannot be labeled as a 
product of only 2010–2013 London – the time and place of assembling the material 
components of the cabinets; they also connect to 1969–2009, the forty years during 
which the artist collected the holy water from various locations; and to late-nineteenth 
and early twentieth-century Britain – the time and place of the manufacture and the 
burial of the containers. The water itself echoes remote locations and remote times, 

         



Susan Hiller’s Homages to Joseph Beuys  239

extending the times and places of reference, thus achieving universality. It resonates 
with religious legends from distant pasts and landscapes such as the baptism of Christ 
in the Jordan River, the appearance of the Virgin in the grotto of Massabielle, the 
descent of the Ganga to Earth, and the creation of the Zamzam well by the angel 
Jibril’s kick on the Earth. As Hiller’s cabinets reference periods and locations beyond 
the “here and now” of the perceived objects, the concepts of process and transforma-
tion are also applicable to the outcome and not only to the creative process: the mean-
ing of the Homages is in constant dialectic states of evolution and dissolution.

Process and transformation are persistent motifs in Hiller’s work. By rejecting 
objectivity, that is, rejecting a single truth or a single possible appearance of an object, 
Hiller inquires into the nature of materials, re-makes finished works, and examines 
potential transformations. Her early works from the 1970s are transformations of her 
own earlier paintings. In a series of works titled Painting Blocks (Figure 14.4), Hiller 
cut up her older oil paintings and banded the cuts into ten blocks. Characteristically, 
this work/process took place over a long period: she started it in 1970 and completed 
it in 1984.

The elements of Painting Blocks seem remarkably minimalistic, and, from a for-
mal point of view, they can be compared to other minimalistic works, such as those 
of Donald Judd. Judd’s cubical constructions deal only with form, reduced to the 
minimum, and represent pure conceptual art that deals only with the art itself. It is in 
regard to this precise point that the difference between Hiller’s work and conceptual 
minimalism becomes apparent: conceptual minimalism is all about “here and now,” 
the actual appearance of a form in a certain space, whereas Hiller’s works are also 

Figure 14.4 � Susan Hiller, Painting Blocks,  1970–1984, five oil-on-canvas paintings, cut and 
bound with thread into blocks, dimensions variable. Collection of the artist. Photo 
Credit: ©Susan Hiller.
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about “then and there,” and bear the memory of former appearances. In contrast to 
the American High Modernism of the 1960s, which aspired to purge art of any con-
text, that is, to rid art of non-artistic or non-formalistic associations, Hiller’s minimal-
ism is highvly contextual.19 Furthermore, the elements of Painting Blocks hold unseen 
secrets within them, as the artist banded them in such a way that the paintings them-
selves remain hidden, and only the back of the canvas can be seen. While employing 
High-Modernist vocabulary such as the repetition of cubical forms (the block, the 
cabinet), the inclusion of objets trouvés transforms the object into a carrier of memory 
and context. These objects are receiving new lives through her art, and thus both the 
objects and the work of art acquire new contexts.

The fluidity of materials and medium was an important factor in Hiller’s time-based 
installation Work in Progress in Matt’s Gallery, London, in 1980. During the first 
week of the exhibition, she unwove a canvas of one of her older paintings and formed 
a three-dimensional sculptural piece with the threads of the former two-dimensional 
canvas. A week later, she remodeled the groups of threads – some were freely arranged 
and others were cut into rectangles. The following week, the threads were piled on 
shelves.20 Solid forms became flux as liquid, and like water they were in constant cir-
culation, changing their appearance according to their container.

Most artists who have destroyed their works were motivated by the desire to edit 
their artistic legacy, that is, not to include unqualified works as part of their oeuvre; 
in contrast, Hiller’s destruction of her own works was also constructive, as it was an 
inherent concept of the construction of new pieces of art.21 Another example of the 
process of material transformation is Hand Grenades (1972), for which Hiller burned 
some of her earlier paintings from 1969, collected the ashes, and stored them in glass 
chemical containers, labeled according to the group of burned works. The paintings 
were not reduced to ashes, but rather transformed into ashes, bearing the material 
essence of the canvases and the pigment they once held. The ash itself is treated as 
a relic and stored in a kind of reliquary. The inclusion of fire in the creation of the 
work gives the piece a performative, even shamanistic character. Furthermore, the 
artist continues to burn one of her older paintings every year, making this action into 
a ritual.22

The Beuysian heritage of spiritual transformation

In their title and their materiality, Hiller’s cabinets directly reference the art of the Ger-
man Joseph Beuys. They are paying homage to Beuys on several levels: on the formal 
level through the inclusion of cabinets, water, and felt; on the issue of transformation; 
on the issue of religious practice; and on the issue of the social role of art and the artist. 
Hiller met Joseph Beuys in 1974 in the Institute of Contemporary Arts in London – the 
only encounter between the young artist and Europe’s artistic hero of the time – but 
nonetheless Beuys’s art had a great influence on Hiller, especially in regard to the func-
tion of art.

The persona of Beuys as an artist was as influential on post-World War II art as was 
his art. The foundation of Beuys’s art and personal image was the myth of his own 
rebirth. Beuys claimed that during the war, when serving as an aircraft radio opera-
tor in the German Luftwaffe, his plane crashed in the Crimean desert. The Tatars of 
Crimea saved his life by wrapping his almost frozen body in fat and felt. This healing 
by the Tatars was Beuys’s initiation into shamanistic practice, in which felt was the 
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primary healing instrument. According to his biography, Beuys became a re-born man, 
a newly transformed individual, whose past was irrelevant to his post-crash life. As 
the myth goes, the Tatars actually told Beuys “Du nix njerncky, du Tatar” (“You are 
not a German, you are a Tatar”).23 This story corresponds to the mythical initiation 
of a shaman: Mircea Eliade contended that a near-death experience of a shaman is 
a call to his new role in the community. The cycle of suffering, death, and rebirth is 
a principal motif in the shaman initiation stories in various cultures. Once the sha-
man has triumphed over death and confronted the spirits, he is capable of healing 
his community and serving as its mediator with the spiritual realm. 24 Christian and 
animistic motifs were combined in Beuys’s projected and perceived messianic persona: 
like Christ, Beuys was resurrected from the dead and suffered in order to heal his com-
munity which he served as a shepherd. 25

Like all myths, that of Beuys is a product of edited memories and fantasies, adapted 
to the persona that the artist wished to convey. When Gilles Deleuze analyzed the role 
of myths in the Platonic philosophical discussions, he argued that a myth is an axiom 
that defines the boundaries of the narrative.26 The myth has its axiomatic status because 
everything stems from it and everything comes back to it: it is the source of all claims, 
which are logically proven by the way they accord with the myth. Thus, whether the 
myth of Beuys is true or not is irrelevant; what is relevant is how it motivated Beuys’s 
actions. The myth provides the correlation between art and life: Beuys’s life experience 
constructed his art formalistically and thematically, and one may claim that his whole 
artistic career is a visual expression and expansion of his self-fabricated autobiogra-
phy. Just as important, the myth explains the transformation from a wounded German 
soldier to a healing shaman. Beuys aimed not only at expanding the borders of art 
and paralleling it to life itself, but specifically at healing wounded post-World War II 
Germany. Indeed, the resurrected Beuys was perceived as a cultural messiah and the 
champion of postwar renaissance. 27

Baptismal water often appears in the art of the priest-shaman Beuys. As early in 
his career as 1960, Beuys presented the ready-made Bathtub, a response to Marcel 
Duchamp’s 1917 Fountain. Whereas Duchamp’s Fountain is a urinal elevated to the 
status of an artifact and a mockery of art, Beuys’s Bathtub is an artistic ready-made 
object elevated to a medium of purification. In Bathtub one cannot only cleanse one’s 
body, but also one’s spirit. In total awareness of the symbolic time, the performance 
of the Celtic (Kinloch Rannoch) Scottish Symphony during the Easter Holy Week of 
1970 started with Beuys washing the feet of seven people, an allusion to Christ’s wash-
ing of the feet, and concluded with Henning Christiansen pouring water on Beuys 
from a funnel, an allusion to the baptism of Christ. The baptized artistic messiah also 
wished to cleanse the bodies and souls of his believers.

Another, less well-known example, is Beuys’s 1968 Evervess II, a handmade wooden 
cabinet containing two bottles of Evervess brand tonic water (Figure 14.5). One of the 
bottles was left untouched as a ready-made object, whereas the two labels on the other 
are concealed by pieces of felt, marking it as a medium of healing and transformation. 
There are instructions on the back of the cabinet to drink the contents of the second 
bottle, that is, to absorb the magical powers of the sacramental water.28

Beuys’ use of cabinets and display vitrines is ubiquitous. It is possible to separate his 
art into two main types: the performative and the sculptural. Objects used by the artist 
during his performances were later rearranged and stored in vitrines; but these vitrines 
should be regarded not only as sculptural display cases, but also as reliquaries. As 
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with many shamans and spiritual healers, the medium of the Beuysian transformation 
is based on materials whose transformation – or shall we refer to it as transubstantia-
tion – initiates the spiritual transformation of the observer. These materials are relics, 
objects touched by the shaman, who impressed his spiritual powers upon them dur-
ing his performative/shamanistic rituals. Their previous involvement in the master’s 
actions transformed them into containers of spiritual energy, so they do not symbolize 
past actions, but rather harbor the power of past transubstantiations.

At first glance, Beuys’ and Hiller’s water cabinets seem quite similar: they both 
include display cases, felt, and water endowed with some kind of sanctity, and both 
are outcomes of physical actions associated with spirituality: the pseudo-religious 
rites of Beuys, and the pseudo-pilgrimage of Hiller. Hiller’s felt-lined Homages might 
seem like works by Beuys himself, but the two cabinets actually make the differ-
ence between the two artists quite clear. Both Beuys and Hiller deal intensively with 
transformation, but the German master’s transformation is one of the spirit, and is 
metaphysical and shamanistic by nature, whereas Hiller focuses on the transformation 
of materials through the most basic concepts of the physics of space and time (a can-
vas is transformed to ashes, a two-dimensional painting becomes a three-dimensional 
sculpture), making the study of history, religion, and cult quasi-scientific. By applying 
Beuysian materials and presentation methods, Hiller is questioning the role of Beuys’ 
artistic persona in the acceptance of performative rituals as high art, and at the same 

Figure 14.5 � Joseph Beuys, Evervess II, 1968, two bottles of tonic water, felt application, 
wooden box, 27 × 16.5 × 9.5 cm. Israel Museum, Jerusalem. Photo Credit: © Israel 
Museum, Jerusalem/ Licensed by VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.
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time questioning the role Beuys’ shamanistic persona played in the acceptance of his 
art as objects of eulogia.

A second look reveals that Hiller’s cabinets are more like medicine cabinets, rather 
than like the reliquaries of Beuys. Some of them, as I noted, are actually reused first-
aid cabinets that used to hold boxes of pills and in their prior lives the vials containing 
the holy water were mostly used for medicine. Hiller draws an analogy between mod-
ern medicine and holy water, between the scientific and the religious ways of healing 
the body and the spirit. It is noteworthy that this analogy between medical cabinets 
and reliquaries goes back to the Middle Ages. As demonstrated by Anja Kalinowski, 
both a reliquary from the Chur Cathedral and one from the Sancta Sanctorum Chapel 
in the Vatican are repurposed medicine boxes; even some of the subdivisions in the 
box, in which different kinds of medicines had been stored, were left to store various 
relics.29 Beuys drew a similar analogy in several works; for instance, his 1974–1975 
Show Your Wound included medical instruments, such as dissection tables, test tubes, 
clinical thermometers, and preserving jars with gauze, alongside four metal containers 
of fat. In Show Your Wound, the medical environment of a clinic and the process of 
healing physical wounds were metaphors for the exposition of spiritual wounds and 
the process of healing them by the magical Beuysian material fat.

Do Hiller’s cabinets aim at healing, and if they do, do they heal the body, the spirit, 
or both? They actually do not aim at healing either, as she uses different and allegedly 
contradictory methods of representation and partially sabotages their proper repre-
sentation and context. Her cabinets reflect upon healing powers attributed to holy 
water, upon Beuysian materials, and upon modern medicine, but still function only 
as a work of art, to be displayed and viewed in an art gallery. They deny any inherent 
power beyond that of the visible object itself. Hiller does not judge whether medicine 
or holy water actually works, and while reflecting upon these traditions of healing 
and visually evoking them, she accords great power to the interpretative gaze of the 
observer.

Transforming anthropology

Hiller’s method of water collection and bottling can easily be regarded as collecting 
“research material,” especially in connection with the meticulous labeling of the con-
tainers, according to time and place. Hence, the same method of labeling that I associ-
ated earlier with the religious realm of relics could be as easily interpreted as secular 
and scientific. Furthermore, if I have interpreted Hiller’s vitrines as either medicine 
cabinets or reliquaries, I now suggest that they also resemble showcases in anthro-
pological museums. As a matter of fact, modern art and anthropology are strongly 
linked. After the end of the Napoleonic wars, many artists, including Eugène Delac-
roix, Paul Gauguin, and Emil Nolde, journeyed out of Europe in order to enrich Euro-
pean art by learning about non-European cultures. Beuys made several trips to rural 
areas in England, Scotland, and Ireland, which he perceived as non-Western locations. 
Though rejecting these artists’ colonial appropriative approach, Hiller continues this 
heritage of the artist as an anthropologist. Henry Moore wrote that the modern art-
ist is similar to the anthropologist, hailing the renewed friendship between the two 
fields.30 While directly referring to Henry Moore’s concept of sculpture as “truth to 
material,” Hiller insists that her preoccupation with cultural materials is provoked 
equally by anthropology and modern art history. 31
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Hiller studied for a PhD in anthropology in the United States, but during the mid-
1960s, after several field trips to Mexico, Belize, and Guatemala, she felt uncomfort-
able with anthropology’s aspiration for objectivity and decided to dedicate herself 
to the subjective field of art. Yet, she continued to use the methods of anthropology, 
such as collecting, comparing, analyzing, and presenting in vitrines, in her artistic 
work.32 One may contend that she is still an anthropologist, but one who changed her 
position from the passive, remote observer to the participant, as she says: “Artists’ 
work does not allow discontinuities between experience and reality, and it eliminates 
any gap between the investigator and the object or situation investigated.”33 Hiller’s 
1976–1977 Fragments is a good example of an allegedly objective methodological 
research manifested in subjective art (Figure 14.6).

In this work she assembled broken pieces of pottery made by Pueblo Native Ameri-
can women and, using a traditional archeological method, sorted those fragments 
and studied the origins of their decorations. According to her “scientific” results, the 
design and decoration of the pottery reflect tradition and personal innovation, and she 
concluded that those anonymous women artists function much as she, the well-known 
artist, does.34

Hiller’s art puts the works of the repressed artists – socially, nationally, gender-wise, 
and economically – at the front and sheds light on neglected cultural fragments. In 
both Fragments and the Homages to Joseph Beuys, the investigation of material frag-
ments of the past is actually research into the neglected dark holes of material and 
social history. Beuys’s holy water and the holy water collected by ancient and modern 

Figure 14.6 � Susan Hiller, Fragments (detail), 1976–1977, mixed media, dimensions variable. 
Collection of the artist. Photo Credit: ©Susan Hiller/Boyd Webb.
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pilgrims are both eulogia, but whereas the first is considered high art to be installed 
and revered in a museum, the second is an outcome of what is regarded as popular 
belief, often existing at the boundaries of official religion. Although the eulogia of 
Beuys is labeled as being the product of the artist-shaman, the more common and 
widespread containers of water from cult pilgrimage sites, collected by anonymous 
pilgrims, remain unlabeled. Likewise, whereas Beuys is very much admired as a crea-
tor and thus widely shown, most pilgrims remain in the shadows.

In order to collect the water, Hiller followed in the footsteps of anonymous pil-
grims, putting their marginal actions, sometimes categorized as superstitious, to the 
front, labeling their collected materials as art and actually curating a show of these 
beliefs and places. The concept of “rejuvenation” applies not only to the material of 
water and to the excavation of containers; the artist rejuvenated the act of collecting 
water as well, and her artistic interpretation of this traditional custom gives it a new, 
contemporary level of meaning.

Hiller functioned as both an anthropologist collecting samples of local materials 
from remote locations and as a pilgrim collecting eulogia from cult pilgrimage sites. 
Although the two acts were the same thing, the motivations were completely dif-
ferent: the first approach is scientific, removed, and allegedly objective, whereas the 
second was spiritual and subjective. The bridge between the two is the artistic form: 
remote and communicative, objective (as in being an object) and allowing subjective 
interpretation at one and the same time. These water containers become a “piece of 
art” through their decontextualization from a specific place. Displaying vials that con-
tain water from different places, sacred to different religions, Hiller de-contextualized 
the action of collecting the water from the specific place and the specific religious 
group, thus undermining both anthropological and religious methodologies. Rather 
than making distinctions between places and people – distinctions that are common in 
both anthropology and religion – Hiller’s artistic installation makes a statement about 
the universal perception of water as holy. Furthermore, undermining the traditional 
curatorial practice of presenting materials according to their origin and culture and 
reassembling fragments into a coherent object with a coherent objective meaning, 
Hiller kept their fragmentary appearance, allowing different subjective motivations, 
aspirations, and views to reside between their cracks.

Hiller has three different approaches to her cabinets. The first is the scientific 
approach of anthropology, which gives no real meaning to the water but rather to its 
significance for the community; the second is the popular fetishism of pilgrims (the 
object of the anthropological study), conferring sanctity on materials that originate 
from a sacred physical space; and the third is the genial spirituality of Beuys, whose 
materials, transformed by the artist-shaman, play a significant role in the healing of 
the community. Hiller’s cabinets form bridges among the three. They are respectful of 
the traditions of religion, science, and art history, without accepting or rejecting any 
of them. The transformation in the cabinets is not only of space and time, but also 
of methodology. Generally speaking, until the Renaissance, science, religion, and the 
creation of art were tightly connected: the scientific truth was the religious one, and 
art had to represent it. Hiller’s containers of water are located in the modern, wider 
space, somewhere between data collection, relic adoration, and art appreciation.

Hiller draws inspiration from these three traditions, but at the same time purposely 
sabotages their proper practice, making the Homages not less and – more importantly –  
not more than a work of art. The vials and the cabinets should not be venerated, 
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and neither should they be studied scientifically. They should only be observed, not 
for what they can offer (be it redemption or scientific proof), but for what they are – 
materials presented in space.

As an artist, Hiller deals with materials and their presentation, and the presented 
glass vials filled with water and the felt-lined wooden cabinets are anything but neu-
tral: they are what the artist refers to as “cultural materials” – objects with piles of 
subjective associations upon them. As such, the cabinets reflect upon preconceived 
notions and methodologies, with honor and doubt at the same time. They also allow 
an ongoing active reflection: as the cabinets are placed in the gallery space, the dif-
ferent visual and contextual appearances of the water and the vials give them differ-
ent meanings depending on the observer. Hiller, in a reaction against conceptual art, 
insists that the artist’s views on her or his work should not be taken as the last word, 
but rather as a starting point for a conversation with the observer. As can be seen in 
most of the references cited herein, Hiller usually discusses her work with a variety of 
audiences, rather than writing about it; hence, the meaning, if there is any, is the out-
come of a tension among the viewer, the artist, and the artifact. Hiller’s study of trans-
formation is therefore an inquiry into the elusive nature of the self and of the forces 
at work in the construction of subjectivity.35 The starting point is the actual material, 
which evokes different and sometimes contradictory sentiments and thoughts, thus 
provoking contemplation. The artist says:

Most of my work involves cultural representations and artifacts that are as pecu-
liar as the mermaid, although less folkloristic. There is something elusive, uncanny, 
fascinating beneath the surface of what at first seems easy to understand, or ordi-
nary, or banal. I like to work with materials that have been culturally repressed 
or misunderstood, what’s been relegated to the lunatic fringe or what’s so boring 
we can’t even look at it anymore. . . . I particularly like the way that the mundane 
becomes special as soon as you pay attention to it; I particularly like the way we 
hide the depth of things from ourselves; I particularly like the way the shape of 
things shift when you look hard at them.36

According to the Platonic binary system, ideas are eternal and static whereas mat-
ter is temporary and in constant change. While undermining one of the most rooted 
concepts of art as eternal, that is, enduring through the ages by being static, Hiller 
also undermines the concept of art as carrying a specific and total preconceived 
meaning. Indeed, the art of Susan Hiller exists beneath the surface. Like an archeo-
logical mound, Hiller’s Homages to Joseph Beuys has many layers in different times 
and different places, which are still active; as these cabinets deny total grasp or 
understanding, they still acquire new layers of meaning by each subjective interpre-
tative gaze.
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82 – 4, 88; image 71; materials from 236; 
relics 14, 45, 52, 87; restoration 81 – 2; see 
also Golgotha; Stone of Unction

holy sponge 12, 24, 45, 51, 84, 157
holy water 244 – 5; collection 237; 

translocation 237; see also water
homilies, Old English 31
Honorius 54
Hospitallers 143; relic collection 141, 144
Hripsime, saint 132
Hygeburg of Heidenheim 14; as Hygebure 25

Iconoclasm 172
Ilarion the Georgian, saint 101
Ilia II, patriarch of Georgia 101
Illarion, archimandrite 103
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Mattei, Gian Maria 88
Matteucci, Girolamo, archbishop 85
Maximilian I, emperor 116
Maximus 54
Mecca, Zamzam Well 235, 237, 239
medicine boxes 46 – 7
medium terrae 219 – 20, 225
Meginward, pilgrim 26
Melania 64
mensa apostolorum 51
mensurae (Measures) 9, 40
metonyms 19, 26, 32, 65, 67, 70 – 1, 163 – 4, 

169n24, 179, 200
Meydenburg, Frédéric de 111
Minor friars 129, 145
Mirabilia Romae 110
Mitrophane, hieromonk 103
Molaise, saint 118
Monothelite controversy 53
Mons Gaudii (Hill of Mercy) 94
Moore, Henry 243
Moschus, John 53
Moses 4 – 5, 17n72, 30, 49, 138, 211
Mount Carmel 10
Mount Gerizim 135
Mount Haërmon (Hermon) 182
Mount Horeb 138, 142
Mount Moriah 135
Mount Nebo 5
Mount Sinai 4, 30, 32, 135 – 6, 142, 218; 

stone from 136
Mount Tabor 50, 135
Mtatsmida (the Holy Mountain) 94
Mtskheta 97
Muffel, Nikolaus 112
Musi tree 129
Myron 138

al-Nasir Muhammad, sultan 221
Natsvlishvili, Mitrophane, hieromonk  

103
Nazareth 24, 50
Nicaea, Second Council of 53
Nicholas I, pope 53
Nicholas IV, pope 113
Nicodemus 216, 219 – 20, 223
Nicosia: burial ground in 114 – 15; compared 

with Rome 114, 116; Saint Sophia 
Cathedral 143

Nikephoros 52
Nikolaos 174, 177
Nolde, Emil 243
Nuremberg, Way of the Cross 143
Nuseibeh, Saïd 209

oak of Mamreh (or Abraham) 13
objets trouvés 240
Odoric of Pordenone 220

leaves 40
Legenda Aurea 201
Leman, Ulrich 114
Leofric Missal 27 – 8, 30
Leofric of Exeter, bishop xxviii, 20, 26 – 7, 

30, 31, 32
Leo, III pope 52; relic shrine of 36
Leo IX, pope 20, 27
Leo X, pope 115 – 16
Leopold of Vienna 110
lepers, cleansing of 12, 235
Liber Pontificalis 22, 27
Libri indulgentiarum see Indulgences
Life of Desiderius of Cahors 161
Life of Sainte Marthe, mother of Simeon 52
lignum Domini see True Cross
loca sancta (locus sanctus) xxv, 54, 72, 

162 – 3, 197, 200; as architectural models 
127; biblical 142; collection of xxvii, 
xxviii; mimetic replicas 146; network, 
extensions 132 – 5, 137 – 8; relics xxiv, xxx, 
39 – 40, 56, 112; as diplomatic gifts xxviii; 
on pilgrim ampullae 69 – 70

Lolan, saint 118, 119
Lord’s Prayer 110 – 11
Luccari, Giacomo di Pietro 79
Luke, saint, shrines 138
Lukiane, saint 94
Lydda, relics of Saint George 138

Machutadze, Onopre 102
Makarios 96
Mamadaviti (Father David) 94
Mamas, saint, finger 73n9
manna 12, 30, 40, 45
Manuel Comnenus I, emperor 222
marble, ancient 208 – 9
Marco Polo, Description of the World 113
Maria Theresa, empress 81
Marinus I, pope 52
Martha, mother of Simeon the Younger 51
Martha of Bethany, saint 144
Martin I 53 – 4
Martoni, Nicola de’ 142
martyrs, relics of 28, 30, 67; Roman 72, 117; 

Sabaite monks 56
Mary (Mother of Christ) 177, 220; cult 

135; flight to Egypt 12 – 13; in the grotto 
of Massabielle 239; icon 54; image 131; 
lamentation 216, 221 – 4; relics 24; tears 
222 – 3; Theotokos 179; Visitation 70

Mary Magdalene 71, 219
Masjid al-Haram (Mecca) 235
Massabielle, grotto of 239
Master of Saint Francis, “Lamentation”: 

fresco in church of Saint Francis 223 – 4, 
257 – 8

Matariya, garden in 132
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Poggibonsi 111, 216 – 17, 220; Piacenza 
Pilgrim 6 – 15; popularity 158; of Saint 
David 94, 96 – 9; spiritual 158 – 9; by Susan 
Hiller 235 – 8

pilgrims xxv; burial 110, 113; collection of 
fragments by xxvii; Frankish 54; narratives 
14; practices 3; relic collections 158; role 
of 4; as source of relics in churches and 
cathedrals 26; three divisions 113; vs. 
tourists 247n15

pillars, of Stylites 40
pillow stone 137
Pio da Carpi, Rodolfo, cardinal 81 – 2
Pippin 53
Pisa: Camposanto 114, 135; Church of San 

Piero a Grado 132, 134 – 5
Pius IV, pope 81
Plants 4
Plato 162
Platonism 241
Poggibonsi, Niccolò da 111, 216 – 17, 220; 

Libro d’Oltramare 111
popes: Alexander VI 116; Boniface VIII 113; 

Clement I 132; Gregory I (Gregory the 
Great) 51 – 2, 54, 68; Gregory XIII 85; 
John VIII 53, 56; John X 56; John XXII 
111; Julius II 109, 115 – 16, 119; Leo III 
36, 52; Leo IX 20, 27; Leo X 115 – 16; 
Marinus I 52; Nicholas I 53; Nicholas IV 
113; Paul I 53; Paul IV 81; Pius IV 81; 
Sixtus IV 110; Sixtus V 81; Theodore I 
53 – 5

Procopius 209 – 11
Protaton reliquary xxx; Crucifixion panel 

172 – 4; detail of lid 178; enlargement of 
174; photograph 175; reconstruction 176; 
stones 174

Pseudo-Antoninus 235 – 6
Ptolemy 166

Rabbula Gospels 164
Rachel, tomb 12
Radegund of Poitiers, queen xxviii, 66; relic 

collection of 66 – 8
Ragusa xxix; calamities 87; Catholic Church 

79; church/state relations 84 – 5; foreign 
archbishops 79, 89n4; institution of feast 
day to celebrate relics 83 – 6; letter from Fra 
Bonifacio de Stephanis 83; relic collections 
79, 82 – 3, 131

Razzi, Serafino 79
ready-mades 241
relic collections xxvii – xxviii; accessibility 

of 79; ampullae of Theodelinda xxviii; 
Bobbio collection 70, 72; of Charlemagne 
xxviii, 38; in Constantinople 3; of Florian 
von Waldenstein 116; of the Hospitaliers 
in Rhodes 138, 141; of the Hospitallers 

Ogier, François 179
oil 4, 40, 45; from Anastasis Church 10; 

from Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
11, 46, 51; from Golgotha 6, 11 – 12; 
miraculous 131; olive oil 10; Piacenza 
Pilgrim’s collection 7, 10 – 11; of radishes 
11; from rock 11; from Roman catacombs 
71; sanctified by the True Cross 10 – 11, 
69; used for anointing 11; used for 
blessings 10

Olera, Clemente d’ 81
Oratorium Crucis 55
Order of Saint Claire 81
Ottoman Empire 79

Palm Sunday 25, 110 – 11
papal relics 36, 38 – 9
Paphos 132
Paran, Christian women at 11
Paris, Sainte Chapelle 136
Passion relics 24, 135, 136 – 7, 144, 222; see 

also holy sponge
Paul, saint, landing on Crete 132; location of 

prison 132
Paula, saint 14
Paul I, pope 53
Paul IV, pope 81
Paulinus of Nola 64
Pazzi, Pazzino de’ 87
Pentecost 13
pepper tree 13
Peretti, Felice (Pope Sixtus V) 81
Perugia, San Francesco al Prato 223
Peter, saint 52; crucifixion 9; site of first altar 

in Italy 132
Peter I of Lusignan, king 137
Peter the Iberian 159
Petrus Diaconus 5, 10; Liber de locis 

sanctis 5
Philip II, king of Spain 81 – 2, 89
Photios 52
Piacenza Pilgrim 11, 12, 14, 15 xxvii, 9, 10, 

51, 69, 110; collection of 6; collection 
of botanical specimens 13 – 14; collection 
of earth 7 – 8; collection of oil 7, 10 – 11; 
collection of stones 8 – 10; collection of 
water 11 – 13

Picinni, Zebedeo Picinni, View of Ragusa 
(Dubrovnik) before the earthquake of 
1667 86

pilgrimage: art 38; bottles (see ampullae; 
flasks); itineraries xxvii, 52, 131 – 2, 137 – 8, 
145 – 6; objects, post-antique 40, 45 – 6; 
souvenirs xxiv, 71; tokens 7, 72

pilgrimages: by the Adornes family 190; 
decline in 56; effect of Muslim rule on 40; 
of Egeria xxvii, 4 – 6, 10, 65; to Jerusalem 
128 – 9; movement 237; of Niccolò of 
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Rock of Golgotha see Golgotha
rod of Aaron xxiv, 13, 15, 17n72, 24
Roman martyrs 72, 117; see also martyrs
Roman spolia 208
Rome: Akeldama soil 114 – 15, 120; alliance 

with Palestine 53; Basilica ad Hierusalem 
55; Basilica of San Paolo 209; Basilica 
of Santa Maria Maggiore 54; Basilica 
Salvatoris 39; Basilica Theodori 55; 
Campo Santo Teutonico xxix, 109 – 11, 
117; catacombs 71; Church of the 
Blessed Apostles Peter and Paul 83; as 
destination 119; diplomatic contact 
with Jerusalem 53 – 4; earth from 113, 
1185 – 20; equivalence of burial in 118 – 19; 
German-speaking residents 109; holy 
places 132; and the indulgence tradition 
112; Lateran Palace 36, 38 – 9, 55, 112, 
114, 136 – 7, 157; relations with Palestine 
40; Saint Peter’s Basilica 55, 144, 208; 
Saint Peter’s cemetery 119; San Gregorio 
de Urbe 117; Santa Croce in Gerusalemme 
xxiii, 114, 118; Santa Maria in Trastevere 
208; Santa Maria Maggiore 24, 160; Santo 
Stefano Rotondo 54; transporting 115 – 20; 
see also Sancta Sanctorum Chapel

roots 13

Sabaite monks 56
Sacramentarium Gelasianum Vetus 55
sacrarium 14
sacred sites: xxv; Aenon, near Shalem where 

John the Baptist baptized 5; in Armenia 
132; as dynamic spaces xxv; in Egypt 
132 – 3; on the pilgrims’ travel route 
131 – 2, 137 – 8, 145 – 6; praesentia 183; 
proliferation 158; replication 127, 194 – 5; 
in Rome 132; in Spain 132; vision 159; 
water from 235 – 8; where Jacob watered 
Rachel’s flock 5; where Jesus taught his 
disciples 15; where Moses took water 
from the rock 5; where Moses was given 
the Law 4 – 5; where the children of Israel 
camped 4; where the Golden Calf was 
made 4; where the Miracle of bread and 
fish took place 5; see also terra sancta

Sacri Monti 127, 137
saints: anargyroi 182; Armenian 132; Coptic 

40; cult sites associated with 135; cult 
39 – 40, 135, 138, 146; Eastern 40; Eastern 
Mediterranean 138 – 42; graves 117, 119; 
relics 73n9, 146, 157; Roman 39 – 40, 55, 
118; see also individual saints by name

Saladin, conquest of Jerusalem 128
Sancta Maria de Hydria 137
Sancta Sanctorum Chapel 19, 36, 37; relics 

xxx, 39, 41 – 4, 47, 48, 49, 50 – 1, 136, 

in Rhodes 144; inventories of 19; in 
the Lateran Palace 136; Lateran Palace 
(Rome) 46; as material communication 
36; at Monza 72; Monza group 71; nested 
groups 71; papal 38 – 9; at the papal palace 
xxviii; in the Pharos Chapel 136; Pharos 
Chapel (Constantinople) xxviii; of the 
Piacenza Pilgrim 6 – 14; of pilgrims 158; of 
Radegund of Poitiers 66 – 8; in the Sainte 
Chapelle 136; Sancta Sanctorum xxviii; 
significance of 166; of Theodelinda 38, 
68 – 72. see also Sancta Sanctorum relics

relic collectors, social stratification of  
50 – 1

relic lists xxvii – xxviii; conventional order 24; 
didactic role 30 – 1; from Exeter cathedral 
27 – 30

relics: accessibility 50 – 1; Arma Christi 192; 
Christological 135 – 7, 144 – 6, 223 – 4; 
contact 9, 129, 135; corporal xxiv; crib 
relics xxiv, 24, 30, 54, 128, 160 – 1; cult 
46; curative value 45 – 6; as diplomatic 
gifts 51 – 2; donation 26; exegesis 31 – 2; 
as foundation stones 31; as fragments of 
Paradise 161; geographical distribution 
46; healing properties 182; of Jerusalem 
19, 54 – 6; Marian 135 – 6, 223 – 4; martyr 
28, 30, 67; medicinal and curative value 
40; natural elements as 45; off non-biblical 
saints 39; post-antique pilgrimage objects 
40, 45 – 6; protective capabilities 40, 52; 
provenance 46, relating to life of Christ 
39; in the Republic of Ragusa 79; of saints 
19, 138; of the Sancta Sanctorum 41 – 4; 
and the senses 14; site 40, 46; used in the 
consecration of altars 20; veneration 46, 
51 – 2, 67, 81, 84; water as 237; see also 
Holy Land relics; papal relics; passion 
relics; True Cross

reliquaries xxvi, xxviii, xxx, 36, 46, 141, 
157, 159; at Bruges Jerusalem Chapel 
200 – 2; of Charlemagne 247n13; 
commissioning 183; depicting the life of 
Christ 46; of the fragment of the Holy 
Sepulchre 88; of the Holy Crib 161; 
late antique 40; mnemonic function of 
160; monumental xxviii; for relics of the 
Cross 67, 182; in the Sancta Sanctorum 
collection 55; wooden 38

Republic of Ragusa see Ragusa
Republic of Venice see Venice
Rhetorica ad Herennium 163
Rhodes: Church of Saint John of Kollakion 

144; evocations of Jerusalem 144 – 5; holy 
sites 143 – 4; pilgrimage shrine 131

Riccoldo of Monte Croce 220
Robert of Clari 222
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murmuring 9 – 10; Piacenza Pilgrim’s 
collection 8 – 10; at the Praetorium of 
Pilate 9; in the Protaton reliquary 174; as 
relics 146; of the Sepulchre xxiv; taken 
from the altar where Jesus placed the 
bread (Galilee) 5; thrown at the tomb of 
Goliath 10; thrown at tomb of Jezebel, 
10; transplantation of 144; of the Unction 
xxiv; see also columns

Stylites, pillars 40
Sulpicius Severus 8, 64
Surandela 13
Suriano, Francesco, Treatise on the Holy 

Land 129
swaddling clothes of Christ 81, 145
sycamore tree in Ramses (Egypt) 5
Symmachus, pope 64 – 5
Symon Semeonis 220
synecdoche, evocations by 135 – 7
Syrian Fathers xxix, 94

Tafur, Pero 114
Tarasi Aleksi-Meskhishvili, 

archimandrite 103
Tbilisi, State Museum of Georgian Art  

103
Temple Mount 8, 135, 209, 211; al-Aqsa 

Mosque 211; Dome of the Chain 211n1; 
Dome of the Rock xxix, 129, 131, 
207 – 11, 254 – 5; Haram al-Sharif 8, 135, 
209, 211

Templum Domini 129, 131; see also 
Temple Mount

terra sancta xxiv, xxix, 112, 114; see also 
earth; sacred sites

Téxier, Jacques Rémy Antoine 179
Thanet, soil from 113
Theoctistus 40
Theodelinda, queen of Lombardy 66; 

ampullae xxviii, 69 – 70, 72, 75n44; relic 
collection 38, 68 – 72

Theoderich 219
Theodota, saint 12
Theodore, saint 85
Theodore I, pope 53 – 5
thirty coins 131, 135, 144
Thomas, patriarch 56
Titus, saint 131
tokens: Agnus Dei 144; clay 7, 45, 52, 71 – 2, 

138, 144, 159, 251; see also pilgrimage 
tokens

Tomb of Christ 6 – 7, 10, 51, 52, 216; see also 
Holy Sepulchre Church

topography/ies: alternative 142; biblical 30; 
Christianized 72; of Jerusalem 65, 97; 
sacred 131, 167 – 8; transportable 109, 
113, 119

157 – 8; reliquary 157 – 9, 160 – 4, 167 – 8, 
251, 253

Sanseverino, Roberto da 81
Santiago de Compostela 132
Saracens 13
Sardo, Raniero 114
Sativola, saint 27
Saurer, Lorenz 118
Scoppio del Carro 87
Scotland, earth from Rome taken to 118
scourging column see flagellation column
Sea of Galilee 5, 39
Servolus the Confessor, saint 131
Shenoute of Atripoe, abbot 159
Sidwell, martyr 27
Siegfried of Mainz, archbishop 26
Siena, Mariano da 112
Sigibert, king 66 – 7
Simeon/Symeon the Stylite, saint 81, 94, 131, 

146; body 144
Simeon/Symeon the Younger, saint 16n28, 

51, 71
Sinai 12 – 13, 36, 39, 49 – 50, 135, 138, 142
Sixtus IV, pope 110
Sixtus V, pope 81
Sohag (Upper Egypt), Red Monastery 208
Sophia, empress 66 – 8
Sophronius 53 – 4
spelunca of Elizabeth 45
spolia xxix, 198, 208, 212n9, 212n13
sponge of the Crucifixion 12, 24, 45, 51, 

84, 157
Spring of Elisha 11 – 12
Stations of Rome 110
staurophylax 51
staurothekes 46, 52
Stephen, saint, king of Hungary: relic 81
Stephen, vicar of Jerusalem 53 – 4
Stephen Martyr, saint 9, 14 – 15
Stone of Grace xxix, 96 – 100, 102 – 3, 252
Stone of Unction xxix, 216, 220 – 1, 256; 

according to Bianchi 218; in Jerusalem 
216 – 21, 224 – 5; Poggibonsi’s drawing 
of 217

stones 4, 40, 45 – 6, 51, 114; in the cathedral 
of Saint James in Armenia 135; Church 
at the former house of St James 9; in the 
Church of Mount Zion 9, 10; collected 
in Bethlehem (Milk Grotto) 3; evoking 
the Resurrection 162 – 3; expressions of 
contempt 10; imbued with Virgin’s milk 
131; from Jerusalem xxix, 146; from 
the martyrdom of Stephen 9, 14; on 
Mount Carmel 10; from Mount Gerizim 
135; from Mount of Calvary xxiv; on 
the Mount of Olives 10; from Mount 
Sinai 135, 136; from Mount Tabor 135; 
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von Waldenstein, Barbara 109, 116
von Waldenstein, Florian 109, 116

Washing of the Feet 24, 131, 144, 241
water 4; baptismal 239, 241; blessing 

11 – 12; collection xxx, 40, 237; from the 
crucifixion sponge 12, 24, 45, 51, 84, 
157; from holy places 235 – 8; from the 
hot springs of Gadara 12; from the Jordan 
River xxiv, 6, 11 – 12; Piacenza Pilgrim’s 
collection 11 – 13; from the pool of Siloam 
12; protective capabilities 11; from a rock 
spring 12; sacred 233; “sacred washing” 
13; from the skull of Saint Theodora 12; 
from the Spring of Cana 12; from the 
Spring of Elisha 12 – 13; that Moses took 
from the rock 5; see also holy water

wax 40, 45; from the Holy Sepulchre 51
Way of the Cross 129 – 30; replications 

143 – 4; see also Via Dolorosa
Wey, William 131, 196
Wilbrand of Oldenburg 195
William the Conqueror 31
Willibald, saint xxvii, 14, 22, 25 – 6, 49, 54
wood 45; of the cross xxiv, 10; of the 

manger xxiv; from Mount of Calvary xxiv; 
splinters 160 – 1; see also True Cross

Zacchaeus, tree 51
Zoar, balsam vines 14
Zosima 177, 183; portrait 174

Transfiguration, image of 71
translatio Hierusalem 127
Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil 129
True Cross 3 – 4, 24, 144, 158, 236; 

authenticity of 64 – 5; discovery of 112; 
efforts to protect 65; enkolpiaon 46, 
174, 179, 183, 186n15; fragments xxviii, 
68, 81, 160 – 1; geographic influence 72; 
healing functions 183; in Jerusalem 46; 
material 10, 201; relics 54, 64, 73n9, 
174, 177, 179; reliquary pendant 162; as 
significant of Byzantine imperial power 
182 – 3; translations 65 – 6, 68; veneration 
10, 11, 55, 160 – 1

Turner, Victor, Dramas, Fields and 
Metaphors 237

Twain, Mark, Innocents Abroad 3

Udabno, saint 97; monastery frescoes 97 – 9
Unction see Stone of Unction
Ursula, saint 117 – 18

Venice 81, 138; Basilica of Saint Mark 83
Via Dolorosa 221; see also Way of the Cross
Viaggio da Venetia 216
Vienna, cemetery of Saint Stephen in 116
Villinger, Jacob 117
Virgin Mary see Mary (Mother of Christ)
Visitation, image 70
Vita Radegundis 52
Vivarium Monastery 166

         




