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Nikolaos Mesarites (ca. 1163 — post 1204)

Relics of the Passion in the Church of the Pharos

in the Account of the usurpation of John Komnenos “the Fat”

Ed. A. Heisenberg, “Die Palastrevolution des Johannes Komnenos,” Programm des k. alten
Gymnasiums zu Wiirzburg fiir das Studienjahr 1906/1907 (1907): 29-32; textual revisions by
E. Kurtz, BZ 18 (1908): 176-77.

MS. Milan, Biblioteca Ambrosiana, F 96 sup. (XIII s.), ff. 21v-23.!

Other translations: M. Angold, Nicholas Mesarites. His Life and Works (in translation),
Translated Texts for Byzantinists 4 (Liverpool, 2017), p. 52-56; H. A. Klein, “The Crown of
His Kingdom: Imperial Ideology, Palace Ritual, and the Relics of Christ’s Passion,” in: The
Emperor’s House: Palaces from Augustus to the Age of Absolutism, eds. M. Featherstone, J.-
M Spieser, G. Tanman, and U. Wulf-Rheidt, Urban Spaces 4 (Berlin, 2015), p. 201
(description of the Crown of thorns only) (English); F. Grabler, “Die Palastrevolution des

Joannes Komnenos,” in: Die Kreuzfahrer erobern Konstantinopel, Byzantinische

Geschichtsschreiber 9. (Graz, 1958). p. 285-90 (German).

Contributor: Michael Featherstone

Significance
Mesarites’ description of the relics in the palace church of the Pharos illustrates the
symbolism of the palace church — and thus the imperial state — as the New Jerusalem, the sum

of the Old and New Testaments.?

! Not consulted. )
2 On the church of the Pharos, first attested in 768, see Guilland 1969: 1, 315-18 and Janin, EglisesCP, 232-36.
Many of the relics kept there are mentioned in the fifth and sixth century in the church of Mount Zion in



The Author

A high church official, Mesarites was skeuophylax, or sacristan, of the palace church of the
Pharos until the conquest of the city in 1204. In 1207 he left for Nicaea and became
metropolitan of Ephesus. In 1214 he led an ecclesiastical embassy to Constantinople for talks
with the Latin Church. Besides the Account of the usurpation of John Komnenos, he wrote a

description of the church of the Holy Apostles before the sack of 1204.3

Text and Context

Ostensibly written in response to demands by all and sundry for details of events in the Great
Palace during the failed coup d’état on 31 July 1200 by John Komnenos, a relation of the
former ruling dynasty, against the reigning emperor Alexios III Angelos (r.1195-2003),
Mesarites’ Account is surely not to be seen simply as an occasional piece, but also a political
pamphlet. Composed in high, albeit eccentrically vivid personal style, this text with its
pronounced imperial piety and xenophobic tendency would appear to convey a message to the
¢lite of the city of the dangers of shifting alliances in the years before the Fourth Crusade.
John Komnenos’ attempted coup had resulted in the intrusion of the rabble together with
Latin mercenaries into the Great Palace and their near profanation of the palace church of the
Pharos, the sanctum sanctorum of the Empire with its famed relics of the Passion of Christ.
Mesarites’ injunction here to the marauding crowd, “Leave this church undefiled!,” his pious
catalogue of the relics and his subsequent account of John’s gruesome end after fleeing from
the palace hall of the Mouchroutas with its ceiling decorations in foreign style can be read as

a warning against innovation, political, or otherwise.*

Jerusalem, see most recently Klein 2015 passim. Biblical symbolism pervaded palace ceremonial, for example,
the rod of Moses (kept in another palace chapel, St Theodore’s in the Chrysotriklinos) together with the great
(processional) cross of Constantine (kept in the old palace church of St Stephen) regularly accompanied the
emperor in procession to St. Sophia, cf. The Book of Ceremonies, ed. Reiske, 10.18-16.25.

® On Mesarites see Kazhdan and Franklin 1984: 238-42; for his description of the Holy Apostles see Epstein
1982: 79-92.

4 Translation of the passage on the Mouchroutas in: Mango, Art, 228-29; Walker 2010: 94-95; Angold 2017:
70-71. Walker 2010: 89 recognizes Mesarites’ implication of the incomparability of Islamic with Byzantine art —
cultural incompatibility, might one say?— in his description of John’s death after fleeing the palace hall of the
Mouchroutas with its painted decorations (on the coffered ceiling?) in foreign style by “kinsmen” of John’s
Persian, viz. Turkish, grandfather, which might be read as a warning against innovation, political or otherwise
(Heisenberg 1907: 45.10=18) ; she does not however discuss the possibility that the Mouchroutas was not a new
construction of the Komnenoi, but a re-building of the seventh-century Lausiakos which now disappears in the
sources, cf. Guilland 1969: I, 15460 and 351-52, and, conversely, Johns 2016: 9-10. Interestingly, an earlier re-
building of the Lausiakos under Theophilos, apparently to repair the roof, also included coffering, taken from the




Text

12. Eiyov pév odv 1 mpdOupa 1od ved TvevoTidvtag fudg d¢ kpamvd me@dokdtac modi. kai
atevioag opd avopag EIPNPELS,...TO TOD Vaod ToAVOTOV (eTtOALOvVTOS diBvupov, TPoKLITOVTOG
owr tod Olknv ékelvov dKTLOTOD, TAPUKOTTOVTNG Ol TV Bvpidwv, kat’ siomoumnV
eloopdVTOG, TOC wpaiag TOAG Ekelvag TAG Apyvpds, dvoyAical Tavtag TPOg AAANAOVS T1OM
ouvtiBepévoug Povinv, AGE HOUOUEVOLS KOTABOAET V... QAN €meoyédnoav tnvikadrto
POVEVTOG LoV Ti} cvvepyia Tfig BeoUNTOPOGC... «@» Yap «DUEC» EAeyov «AUGEPEL, ... TOV Ogiov
vaov £doate AoVAoV... 0édotka yap pun T® OLav ékelve td TapamAncilo VIooTainTe 1| TG THG
KMV ayopéve Thg Beountopog amaipovong mpdg T ovpdvia. KIPmTOg viadba Kol véa
InAop, KiPoTog ko’ Etepdv Tva TPOTOV QEPOLGA Kol dEKAAOYOV. Kol TpoTeBOunaL, Aog
ayprélate, €ic KOAALEAOV GPTL LETOKEVIPIGOL GE KOl GOV AOAf|GOL €vOTOV OV TNV Topd.
AOyoug €v ékkAnoiq, GAL’ €¢ TO OWAGGCIOV GOl TOLTOVG TOPOUETPTicAL, Tva GOov TO
ailoypokepdEs Kol KAKOGYOAOV peTapeiym Kol TpOg TO €00EPECTEPOV UETAMAGC® Koi
peTaydy®m mpog TO €OvovoTepov. pavOave toivuv Tag KANoElS THG évtednoavpiopéving
gvtavbol dekadoyov, Kol TR Kotoémv €pyouévr oot yeved duyod v &€& Sudv yelémv
EpepuUnveLOREVIV BEOTEPOY SUNYNOLV.

13. TIpdtog €ig mpookvvnow O akdvBivog mpotiBeton otépavoc, &tt yAodlmv kol
E€avOdV kol pévov aknpatog, Ott petéoye ThG dgBapoiog €k THG TPOoYoLGE®S THS
deoTOTIKNG Xp1oToD KEPOAT|G €ig Eheyyov TV £t pevoviav dnictov Tovdainv kol @ oTovp®d
U1 TPOSKLVOUVI®MV XPloTod, 0V KATd THV 10&av Tpayhc, o0 KOTA TNV ANV TANKTIKOG TE Kol
Amnpog, AL’ gdavOn g Opadijval kai €l cVYYOPNTOV APBTival OHAAOG TE Kol TPOOTVEGTATOG.
g€avOnuata ToVTov OVY OTola. TA €V TOIG PPUYUOIG TAV AUTEADVOV AVOPLOUEVO KOl TPOG
€00TA TO TEPHO TOD YITMOVOS KOl TV DAV EMGVVAYOVTO MG 01 AMTOIVTODVTES TO POPLa, O Ko
Avmodowy €otv Ote TAIG AULYoig TV Tod Emicvpopévov mELaV Kol TOlG AmMYPLOUEVOLS
Tp1BoroLC ékeivolg aipdocovcty, oBuevouy oddapod: GAL’ olo To tod APdvov &vin Tt &g
LIKPOTOTOV 180G EPVOL dvapuipeva kot avadnAncty Adyov, Katd puALapimv GUIV.

Tipog Hrog, 10D mavtog uéypt kai &¢ 16de Kapod Avenidektog S TV AvembOlmTOV
Kol Kokiog amidong auédektov olpko Xpiotod, fjvrep &v 1@ kap®d 1od mdhovg oLV Tpioiv

dAlotg Siemepdvnoey. HAog obTog T® pEv Tfig Bedtnrog EEnvOpaxmOn mopi, Td 8¢ KupLoKe

old palace of Basiliscus, cf. The Continuation of Theophanes’ Chronicle 1V 44, ed. Bekker, 147.10-11 (=ed.
Featherstone—Signes, 210.5-8). Further on Mesarites’ text: Angold 2015.



aipatt HAog oDTog EoTOHMTOL TV ToD Todauvaiov &ykdtov évidc fAog odTog £icédy Kol
ApyeKAaKov, Kol TOV pn Bviokovta KaTd VoY O¢ GLAOV TPOTOV ETEPOV £00VATMOOE.

Dpayédiiov odNpodV Kol aTd, KAOLOG ETOVYEVIOS, VTTOVOLYOUEVOS eV OTE KPOTETTOL
¥ePGi, copmTVoCOUEVOG &’ OTE ONKNG €VTOg AVETAPOG CLUVTETPNTOL OG KPIKOV KApyag TOvV
TPpAYNAOV <T0D> LYOVYEVOS Gatavd Kol Katamatnuo 0Epevog ook Avopdct povov dAld kol
KOPALGLY ATAAQTG.

‘Evtdeiot owvdoveg Xpiotod: adtor & eiolv dmd Afvov, BAng eddvov katd TO
TPOYXEPOV, ETL TVEOLGOL POpa, VIEPTEPODCAL POBOPAS, OTL TOV AMEPIANTTOV VEKPOV YLUVOV
EGLVPVNUEVOV HETA TO TAOOG GUVEGTEIOY.

"Enevdutng: Aévtiov todT0, OG 1) TV TOAADYV @NGi AEKTIKY], TO TEPAGTIOV dypt Koi £G
160¢ Kapod cLVTNPOVUEVOV, VOOPIV TE Kol KABVYPOV TG TAV ATOGTOAK®V EKEIVOV MpoimV
ToO®V TV gvAYYEMGAUEVOV PNV EKpayBeiong VYpOTNTOC.

Adyym M TV KLPLaKTY TAELPAY EKKEVINGAGO, £100G AUPIKAOTOV PEPOVGa Gmadng, €ic
otavpikdv de oynuoticdeica onueiov. &l TIc oVv 6ELdepKécTaTog Kol OELVOTEGTATOC, KoL
Voopov ANV €ndyetar, Befappévny ék tod TG cmTnpiov TAELPAS AiHOTOC TE Kol VOATOG
VIEPPLAS ATOPAVCAVTOG.

To mopeupodv €keivo ipdtiov, 0 ol doefeig ékeivor o¢ Paciiéa TdV Tovdaiwv
gumailovteg TOV ThG S0ENG EvEdLGAY KOPLoV, TOPPLPED BovaT® O1d THG TOVTOL TTEPIBOATS TOV
a0dvatov vmoPdArovTec.

‘O év 1 0e&1d xepi 1@ coTiipt Xpotd 000gig KAAANOG, O TNV TOD APYEKAKOL GOTOV
KEPAANV KaTeAENS TOD VTOIVVTOG TOV OV Kal £1g LOpENV SQems E0VTOV oynpaticavtog, 8t
v Ebav kai St avtiic tov Adap dmathcog tod napadeicov §EEPaiey. O 8¢ kdlapog ovy 0iog
0 mop’ MUV AeNTOG KOl KEKLAIVIPOUEVOS Kol e0OpaLGTOC, YOVATO VTOPAIVOV TUKVE, GAAL
Ty 0G, OAA’ EOUNKNG, GAL’ dKOUTOG, AAA’ AyOVATOG, TaYVS OTTOT0G AvOPOS TIVOS PPlapoOyElpog
Bpayiov éoti- to00T® Yyap Svil ol kata [laAdaiotiviiy dpepdvior dvopeg avt’ gilativov
YPDOVTOL OPATOV TPOG TAG £V TOAEUOLG LETA TV EXOPDV GLUTAOKAG.

“Tyvn TV Kuplok®V Eketvov moddV—Tavtl 6’ EmkékAnviol kol GovOaAdEG—
depHaTOV EKKEKOUUEVO KOl TOIg dpaiolg Ekeivolg Beiolg mociy DL NpHocUéEVa, TO 08 TOV
iyv@dv €kelvo pnKog Koi mAGTog ovk &g omBouny eOUNKN AvOpOS TWVOG ELTAAALVOV
ATOTEWVOUEVOVY, BAL € TO ovupetpov dmovedov, dTL Kol cuppetpiov Nydnnce Kol aueTpiov
guionoe. 610 yodv T@V TOOVTOV Ayimv iyvdv dédmkev MUV 0 comp &ndveo desov Kol
oKopTimV TATelV KA TO TOD S BOLOL Gmav EVOUVaLOV.

Tig dekalOyoV TANTNG TEAEIMTIKOG Ap1OUOG AlBog EkkeKOUUEVOG TOD PvipaTog, AlBog

TOVG £ldmAKOVG KoTedEg Popode kol cuvrpiyac kol Aemtovag eic xodv. Aibog ovtoc AL



100 Tax®P, thig &k vexp®dV 0D Xp1oTod paptoplov dvactdoems: AMBoc 0DTog dKpoymVIoiog
10D dkpoywviaiov Xpiotod, Td Thg Beoyvmaoiag dleatnKdTa cuvayag £6vn Kai i piav Evocag
mv appayf wiotwv kol adppnkrov: AlbBog eig pvijpo ypnuaticog tod BeavOpmmov-
netpoPorodpev d¢ o0 TovToL TOV vonTov ['oAdd kai Bovatoduey Tov Bdvatov 61” avtod.

14. "Exei, ® Ao, v dekdAoyov, mapacticm 8¢ cot kévtadda kai TOV vopodotnv
aOTOV G &V TPMOTOTVN® TETVIOUEVOV TA YEPOUAKTP® Koi Tf] €00pONT® €YKEKOAUUUEVOV
KEPAUWD OOG €V AYEPOTOMT® TEXVN TV YPAPIKT]. Koi Ti 01 e T AOY® LoKpNYOPETV T TOAAG,;
vaodg o0Tog, TOTog 0vToC Tivatov dAlo, BnOieéu, Topdavng, Teposdivpa, Nalapét, Bndavia,
ToAtkaia, Tieprac, vimmp, deinvog, Oapdplov dpog, [Tikdtov pattdprov kol tomog Kpaviov

uebepunvevopuevog EBpaioti 'oAyoba.

Translation

12. Thus the forecourt of the church received me, panting on my arrival with hasty foot.!
Looking about I saw armed men... who were cutting up the openwork of the church’s double
portal, peering through its lattice, peeping through the openings, gazing upon the entrance,
those beauteous silver doors; they had already agreed on the plan of removing them, longing
to cast them down underfoot... But they were restrained when I appeared through the
cooperation of the Mother of God... “O ye godless,” said I..., “leave ye the church undefiled...
For I fear lest ye should suffer the same as Uzzah of old, or as he who touched the bier of the
Mother of God when she was departing to heaven.? In this place is an ark and a new Shiloh;?
an ark bearing a Decalogue in another wise. I am minded, thou people of the wild olive tree,
to graft thee onto a beautiful olive tree* and to speak to thee not of the Decalogue through
words in church, but to measure out to thee the double of these latter, that I may reform thy
sordid greed and frivolity, and remodel thee unto greater piety, and lead thee to greater
discernment. Learn then the names of the Decalogue laid up in treasure here, and relate to the

generation to follow thee this most holy account declared by my lips.

13. First, the crown of thorns is set out for veneration, still green and efflorescent, ever pure,
for it shares in incorruptibility by touching the head of the Lord Christ, in reproach of the
Jews who remain without the faith and do not venerate Christ’s cross. It is not harsh to the
sight, nor prickly and painful to the touch, but is like a flower to grasp and, if it be allowed to
touch it, smooth and most pleasant. Its shoots are not like those which grow on the hedges of

vineyards, attracting to themselves the edge and border of a cloak —as robbers their booty—



and which sometimes inflict scratches in the instep of one who brushes against them, causing
bloody wounds with their wild spikes — not by any means whatsoever! Rather, they are like
the flowers of the frankincense-tree, which grow as the smallest shoots, sprouting after the
manner of tiny leaves.’

The venerable nail, to this very day resistant to any rust on account of the unpolluted
flesh of Christ, free of all evil, which with three other nails it pierced at the time of the
Passion. This nail was forged with the fire of the Godhead; with the blood of the Lord was
this nail hardened; this nail entered the entrails of the murderer and Archenemy and put to
death the one who does not die by his nature in other, immaterial wise.¢

The instrument of scourging, also of iron, a collar to be put round the neck, which
opens when taken up in the hands, but folds together when kept untouched in its case: a ring
bending the neck’ of haughty Satan, laying him down to be trampled not only by men but also
by delicate maidens.

The burial shrouds of Christ. These are of linen, a cheap material, easy at hand. They
smell still of myrrh and have escaped decay, for they were wound about the
uncircumscribable bare corpse anointed after the Passion.

The garment, that prodigious cloth, as the common speech calls it, which is preserved
even to the present day wet and soaked in the moisture wiped from the beautiful apostolic feet
of those who preached the gospel of peace.®

The lance that pierced the Lord’s side, bearing the form of a double-edged sword,
fashioned in the sign of a cross. Whoever is sharp of sight and observation will see that it is
all suffused in blood, dipped in the blood and water that sprang from the side of the Savior.’

That purple cloak, which the impious mockingly put upon the Lord of glory as king of
the Jews, submitting the immortal one to purple death!® through the putting on of this cloak.

The reed put in the right hand of Christ the Savior which shattered the head of the
Archenemy Satan, who, refashioning himself, had assumed the form of a serpent when he
deceived Eve and, through her, Adam, and cast them out of paradise. This reed is not fine and
rounded and fragile, with many knots, as in our lands, but rather, thick and broad, without
knots, thick as a strong man’s arm; for the frenzied men of Palestine use this instead of pine
spears in struggles with the enemy in war.

The soles of the Lord’s feet — these are also called sandals — cut from leather and fitted
in shapely wise to those beautiful divine feet. The length and width of these soles reaches not

even the span of a large man’s hand, but inclines to the moderate, for He loved moderation



and hated excess. Through these holy soles, then, has the Savior granted us to tread on
serpents and scorpions and all the might of the devil.!!

The final item of this Decalogue is a stone cut out of the tomb: stone that shattered and
broke and reduced to dust the altars of the idols. This is another stone of Jacob,!? a witness to
Christ’s resurrection from the dead. This stone is the cornerstone of the cornerstone Christ!?
who gathered together the nations separated from the knowledge of God and united them in
one faith unbreakable and indivisible: stone become memorial of the God—Man; through it we

stone the Goliath of the spirit, through it we put death to death.

14. Thus hast thou, oh people, the Decalogue, but I shall also present here the
Lawgiver himself, depicted as in prototype on the towel and on the fragile tile, as though by
art and drawing not made by human hand.!'* What need is there to prolong my speech? This
church is another Sinai, Bethlehem, Jordan, Jerusalem, Nazareth, Bethany, Galilee, Tiberias,
font, supper, Mount Tabor, practorium of Pilate and place of the skull, called in Hebrew

Golgotha...”

Commentary

1. Entering the palace at the building called the Skyla, Mesarites made his way through the
hall of the Ioustinianos where he saw John the Fat sitting on the throne amidst great tumult
and asked him, in vain, to send soldiers to guard the church of the Pharos; whereupon
Mesarites hastened to the church.’

2. Uzzah touched the Ark of the Covenant and was stricken down by God; the hands of a
Jewish priest who touched the bier of the Theotokos were severed by an angel.®

3. Cf. Jos. 18:1.

4. Cf. Rom. 11:17.

5. The crown of thorns, mentioned amongst the relics in the church of Mount Zion in
Jerusalem in the fifth century, was apparently in the palace in Constantinople by 985. Perhaps
suspended for display on a chain in the church of the Pharos, as were the Mandylion and

Keramion (below n. 14), the crown was bought by Louis IX from his cousin Baldwin II, Latin

5 Heisenberg 1907: 27.23-28.37. The exact location of these buildings on the lower terraces of the palace beside
the Sea of Marmara is unknown. For a sketch plan, see Berger 2013: 7.
b¢cf. 2Reg. 6:6-7; Symeon Metaphrastes, , col. 559C.



emperor of Constantinople, and arrived in France in 1239. It was kept in the Sainte-Chappelle
until the Revolution, and is now in the treasury of Notre-Dame de Paris.”

6. Nails from the cross, as well as the crown of thorns, the lance, the purple cloak, the reed
and the sandals are also mentioned by Anthony of Novgorod in 1200.3

7. Cf. Is 58:5.

8. Cf. Rom. 10:15.

9. Klein maintains that the lance was brought to Constantinople in 629 (the same year as the
relic of the True Cross, also kept later in the church of the Pharos).’

10. Cf. e.g. Hom., 1. 5.83.

11. Cf. Le. 10:19.

12. Cf. Gen. 28:11.

13. Cf. Eph. 2:20.

14. The Mandylion and the Keramion, brought to Constantinople in 944 and 968 respectively,
are described by Robert de Clari in 1204 as suspended on silver chains in the middle of the
church of the Pharos.!°
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