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When Saladin conquered Jerusalem,

“he ordered the doors of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
to be closed, and forbade the Christians to visit it or gather 
there. People discussed the matter with him: some advised 
him to demolish the buildings, destroy the relics, and make 
the place inaccessible by removing their images, uprooting 
their falsehoods, extinguishing their lamps, destroying their 
Gospels, and exposing their fallacies.

They said: “If you destroy its buildings, raze it to the ground, 
open the tomb and destroy it, extinguish its fires, remove 
and obliterate its traces, have the ground ploughed over, and 
annihilate it completely, you will eliminate the reason for pil-
grimage and bring to an end the desire of the damned to come 
here. But if the structure remains, pilgrimage will remain.”

Most, however, said: “The pagans will not be prevented from 
making pilgrimage by barring and closing the doors, because 
they venerate the place of the cross and of the burial, not the 
buildings they see with their own eyes. The Christian nations 
would continue to make pilgrimage there even if its earth 
were scattered into the heavens.”

‘Imād al-Dīn al-Iṣfahānī, 
al-Fatḥ al-qussī fī l-fatḥ al-qudsī
(d. 1201)

To all those who care for the Holy Sepulchre
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AN OVERVIEW OF BYZANTINE LITERARY SOURCES

ON THE HOLY SEPULCHRE OF JERUSALEM

Luigi D’Amelia*

GENERAL REMARKS

This essay aims to provide a review – without 
claiming to be exhaustive in any way – of key 
Byzantine literary sources on the Holy Sepul-
chre in Jerusalem. These sources can, to varying 
extents, supplement archaeological data and 
help interpret the Holy Sepulchre’s develop-
ment through the Middle Ages. It would be 
prudent, however, to preface this review with 
a preliminary word of caution. In the majority 
of instances, references to the Holy Sepulchre 
in Byzantine literature are of limited utility or 
relevance for present purposes. This is largely 
due to the inherent nature of these sources, 
which are susceptible to the distorting filter of 
authorial bias and the conventions of literary 
writing. Indeed, rather than being descriptive, 
these Byzantine literary sources most often in-
voke the Holy Sepulchre for its metaphorical 
or allegorical significance, in the context of 
similes or antitheses.1 In particular, Byzantine 
sources focus on a parallelism or, more precisely, 
a comparatio (σύγκρισις) between the Holy City 
and Constantinople-New Jerusalem.2 Further-
more, the Holy Sepulchre is referred to from 
a spiritual or eschatological-apocalyptic per-
spective,3 or for its political-ideological value, 
particularly in connection with imperial power 
and its sacred legitimacy, especially from Con-
stantine I (306-337) until the Arab conquest of 
Palestine (638 AD).4 In this regard, an example 
of the mention of the church of the Anastasis
in the context of imperial propaganda can be 
found in the first verses of the 22nd oikos of Ro-
manos the Melodist’s kontakion On Earthquakes 
and Conflagration.5 Most probably recited for the 
first time in 537, it was composed to morally 

absolve Justinian from the bloody suppression 
of the Nika Revolt (532) and to celebrate his 
reconstruction of Hagia Sophia in Constantino-
ple, which had been completely destroyed by 
fires during the uprising. In order to emphasise 
Justinian’s timely intervention in the rebuild-
ing effort, Romanos recalls that 250 years had 
passed since Constantine and Helena built the 
church of the Anastasis on Golgotha and the 
Cenacle on Mount Sion following the destruc-
tion of Solomon’s Temple by Titus in 70 AD.
In many instances, it is far from certain that 
Byzantine authors had direct, firsthand knowl-
edge of the site. Moreover, within literary writ-
ing, the Holy Sepulchre promptly evolved into 
a locus memoriae, especially from the 7th century 
onward, when the Byzantines lost direct impe-
rial control over the city of Jerusalem. Hence-
forth, the significance of the Sepulchre would 
be transformed from merely a physical structure 
to an abstract entity embedded in collective 
imagery.6 For example, let us consider a letter 
addressed by Theodore of Stoudios (759-826) 
to the patriarch of Jerusalem Thomas.7 Here, 
despite having never visited Jerusalem, Theo-
dore recalls the holy sites through his ‘memo-
ry’, which may, in turn, have been nourished 
by reading pilgrim guidebooks to the Holy 
Land.8 Theodore mentally follows an itinerary 
that seeks to reproduce, in his spirit, an actual 
pilgrimage with its ‘stations’ – he uses verbs 
such as προσπτύσσομαι (I embrace), μέτειμι (I 
go further), ὁρῶ (I see), προσκυνῶ (I venerate).
In other cases, Byzantine writers perpetuate 
beliefs, devotional traditions, and legends re-
lated to the Holy Sepulchre, which trace their 
origins back to the Church Fathers. Setting 
aside the wide-spread tradition of the discov-
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ery of the True Cross by Constantine’s mother 
Helena,9 we may recall, for example, the legend 
concerning the burial of Adam’s skull at Golgo-
tha. From its first written source10 this legend 
extends through ecclesiastical historiography 
to Byzantine authors including, among others, 
George the Monk (9th c.)11 and Theophylact 
of Ohrid (11th-12th c.).12 Nevertheless, the im-
portance of Byzantine authors should not be 
overlooked a priori, since they can occasionally 
provide additional information that – at least 
given the current state of our knowledge – is not 
found in earlier sources. The credibility of such 
information, of course, is another matter entire-
ly. This is the case, for example, of the account 
first reported by the chronicler Theophanes, 
who stated that, in 427-428, Theodosius II sent 
a “golden cross studded with precious stones” 
to the archbishop of Jerusalem to be erected 
on Golgotha.13

Bearing these considerations in mind, the 
sparse architectural and artistic details that 
can be gleaned from Byzantine texts should 
be approached with caution, especially given 
the prominent role of rhetorical devices in 
these writings. Moreover, the frequent use of 
citations, allusions, paraphrases, and other 
re-writing techniques in Byzantine literature 
creates a continuous interplay of textual echoes, 
thereby perpetuating established (a-historical) 
iconographical paradigms. 

Naturally, this essay will exclude the numer-
ous sources that mention the Holy Sepulchre 
as the mere backdrop for historical events,14 a 
passage, or a temporary residence for various 
figures.15 The same goes for the texts focused 
on specific episodes or aspects of religious and 
liturgical life16 –, unless they provide details 
relevant to archaeological research. In the latter 
case, as will be discussed later, a few Byzantine 
texts have already attracted the attention of ar-
chitectural historians and have been effectively 
utilised in the archaeological debate.

Our study of sources includes texts from the 
6th to the 15th centuries. Furthermore, the pres-
ent survey only takes into account Greek works 
that have survived in their original language, 
thus excluding those writings that have survived 

only in translation. It should be noted, however, 
that the testimonies of various non-Greek-
speaking cultures of the Christian East and 
of the so-called Byzantine “Commonwealth” 
– such as Arabic, Syriac, Armenian, Georgian, 
Slavic – also deserve scholarly attention. This is 
the case, for example, of the travel accounts of 
Russian pilgrims, beginning with the detailed 
and accurate account of Abbot Daniel’s long 
stay in the Holy Land (probably from 1105 
to 1107), during which he visited the Holy 
Sepulchre several times.17

The abbot Daniel together with Greek 
sources, travelogues, pilgrimage narratives and 
“guidebooks” (προσκυνητάρια) list the sacred 
places in Palestine and hence provide us with 
the majority of concrete and (seemingly) relia-
ble details about the Holy Sepulchre complex. 
This literary production and related topics in 
Byzantium have been primarily explored by 
Andreas Külzer.18 Relevant texts, as we shall see 
later, can occasionally be found within other 
literary genres including sections that constitute 
genuine ekphraseis, i.e., rhetorical descriptions 
of visual artworks. This source material, attested 
by Byzantine-era pilgrimages to the Holy Land 
only from the 7th century onwards,19 has often 
been transmitted through single manuscripts, 
or is available only in outdated editions that 
require thorough revision, underutilised to date 
by archaeologists and architectural historians. 
On the other hand, it is also true that not all 
works that can be classified as travelogues or 
pilgrimage guidebooks are equally useful. For 
example, after 1355, Andreas Libadenos wrote 
a travelogue about his pilgrimage to Jerusalem 
while serving as undersecretary on an embassy 
to the Mamluk sultan in Egypt (sometime be-
fore 1328).20 In his travelogue, Libadenos also 
recounts his visit to the Holy Sepulchre, where 
he claims to have spent an entire night and day, 
visiting the Place of the Skull and the site of 
the Resurrection. His narrative, although rich 
in pathos and autobiographical tones, lacks 
architectural or topographical details.

Alongside travelogues and proskynetaria, 
certain poetic compositions, as well as a text 
of enormous significance for the history of the 
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Jerusalem liturgy – the Typikon of the church of 
the Anastasis in Jerusalem – also prove useful 
in this context and will be later discussed in 
more detail. As highlighted by Alice-Mary Tal-
bot, Byzantine hagiography has been largely 
underestimated as a source for understanding 
pilgrimages undertaken by the Greeks to the 
Holy Land during the medieval period, with 
the consequence that information within hag-
iographies has often been dismissed – rather 
hastily and superficially – as untrustworthy.21

Instead, the extensive corpus of Byzantine 
hagiographic literature, as well as other types 
of literary works, require careful examination, 
since they may convey details of interest, even 
if scattered throughout the texts. For example, 
in his commentary on 116th troparion (4th Ode) 
of the Great Kanon by Andrew of Crete, Akakios 
Sabbaites (early 13th c.) explains the soterio-
logical meaning of the crucifixion and recalls 
the reason why Jerusalem is called the ‘centre 
of the earth’.22 According to Akakios, this is 
demonstrated, among other things, by the fact 
that the local inhabitants and those serving at 
the church of the Anastasis show pilgrims who 
come to venerate the Holy Sepulchre a specific 
place, a “small aperture” (μικρὰν τρυμαλιάν), 
telling them that it is the “navel of the earth,” 
that is, the centre.23

THE 6TH AND 7TH CENTURIES

In the 6th century, Palestine was still under 
the direct control of the Eastern Roman Empire 
and it experienced a time of great economic 
prosperity and cultural vibrancy. In 536, Justini-
an I held this province in high regard, elevating 
the governor of Palaestina prima (whose capital 
was the coastal city of Caesarea) to the rank of 
proconsul (ἀνθύπατος) through Novel CIII.24

In Jerusalem, Justinian also commissioned 
the construction of a church dedicated to the 
Virgin (Νέα Ἐκκλησία) and extended the main 
colonnaded street south to its west façade.25

That the Holy City had long since become a 
major destination for Christian pilgrimage is 
also evidenced by Novel XL. This law granted 
an exception for the church of the Anastasis from 

the rule prohibiting the alienation of ecclesias-
tical property, since 

it is public knowledge to all mankind that 
the most Holy Resurrection welcomes and 
feeds those who flock to it from all over 
the world, whose numbers are too infinite 
to state, and that it has expenses which are 
both enormous, and yet sufficient, contrary 
to all expectations, for those who throng 
the city; every day, it actually receives the 
miracle of our great God and Saviour Jesus 
Christ, who fed an infinite multitude on 
only a few loaves. It thus needs an increase 
in its revenues, and pious means whereby 
it may be capable of assisting so large a 
number of people.26

Jerusalem was at the centre of intense 
relations among the local dioceses, hosting 
several synods and attracting bishops and 
pilgrims, particularly during the annual cele-
bration of the Encaenia, the anniversary of the 
inauguration of the Constantinian Martyrium
Basilica (13th September), the day preceding 
the Feast of the Elevation of the Holy Cross.27

Although the church of the Anastasis – at least 
until the Arab conquest in the early 7th century 
– remained the main point of reference for 
Christians in the Holy Land and was indeed 
visited by large numbers of pilgrims,28 no Byz-
antine literary source from the 6th century has 
survived which provides a detailed description 
of the monument. This does not mean, howev-
er, that no interesting references can be found, 
such as to figures who held various offices within 
the church itself. For instance, in his Spiritual 
Meadow (CPG 7376; BHG 1440z-1442t), John 
Moschos (6th-7th cent.) mentions Anastasios, 
presbyter and treasurer/keeper of the relics 
(κειμηλιάρχης) of the Anastasis;29 on the other 
hand, in his Life of St Kyriakos of Souka (CPG 
7538; BHG 463), Cyril of Scythopolis recalls 
the blessed Mary, who had been psaltria of the 
church (ἐγενόμην δὲ ψάλτρια τῆς ἁγίας Χριστοῦ 
Ἀναστάσεως) before she became an anchoress in 
the desert.30 As is known, at the beginning of the 
7th century, during the last Byzantine-Persian 
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war (603-630), the church of the Anastasis wit-
nessed the first of the most dramatic events in its 
history. In May 614, Jerusalem was captured by 
the Persians of Khosrow II and, according to 
written sources, the Holy Sepulchre itself was set 
afire and devastated,31 and the relic of the True 
Cross, which had been enshrined in the church 
since its construction in the time of St Helena, 
was carried off to Ctesiphon. Shortly thereafter, 
the holy site was restored, presumably without 
any crucial changes in its architecture, under 
the direction of Modestos, the abbot of the 
monastery of St Theodosios, who served as 
the acting patriarch of the Holy City following 
the Persian deportation of patriarch Zacharias 
(609-630/31).32 In 630, in a solemn procession, 
emperor Herakleios returned the relic of the 
True Cross to Jerusalem and entrusted it to 
Modestos.33 On that same occasion, it is likely 
that Herakleios appointed the latter as patri-
arch of Jerusalem, succeeding Zacharias who 
had died in exile. These events are well-doc-
umented and described in various Byzantine 
sources with celebratory and panegyric tones.34

Contemporary with these events was So-
phronios, patriarch of Jerusalem (634-638/39), 
who negotiated the surrender of the city of 
Jerusalem to caliph ‘Umar I in 638.35 He wrote 
twenty-three Anacreontic Odes in classical me-
tre on various topics. The 20th Ode, entitled Εἰς 
τὸν πόθον ὃν εἶχεν εἰς τὴν ἁγίαν πόλιν καὶ εἰς τοὺς 
σεβασμίους τόπους (On the longing he had for the 
Holy City and its venerable sites)36 was composed 
during a period of absence from the Holy City, 
between the Persian and the Muslim conquests. 
Sophronios’ nostalgic memory recalls and 
describes various elements of the Holy Sepul-
chre complex, such as the Aedicula (vv. 19-22), 
the courtyard/Atrium (vv. 23-26), the Rock of 
Golgotha (vv. 29-32), the Reliquarium (vv. 43-
50), and the Basilica (vv. 51-54). In these verses, 
Sophronios provides specific details that have 
already been examined by scholars.37

Tradition also attributes to Sophronios a 
Life of St Mary of Egypt (CPG 7675; BHG 1042-
1042d),38 an anchoress whose lifetime is vari-
ously dated between the 4th and 6th centuries. 
According to this account, Mary was a licentious 

woman overcome by uncontrolled sexual de-
sires. She moved from Alexandria to Jerusalem, 
joining a group of pilgrims heading to the Holy 
City for the Feast of the Exaltation of the Cross. 
There, she was led to repentance and conver-
sion through a miraculous episode, which took 
place in the Atrium of the basilica (τὰ τοῦ οἴκου 
προαύλια). Mary struggled with great difficulty 
through the dense crowd running to the church 
(εἰς τὴν ἐκκλησίαν) to reach the door leading 
from the Atrium directly into the sanctuary 
where the wood of the Cross was displayed (τῆς 
θύρας, δι’ ἧς λοιπὸν εἰς αὐτὸν τὸν ναόν τις ἐγένετο, 
ἐν ᾧ τὸ ζωοποιὸν ξύλον ἐδείκνυτο). However, 
despite her repeated attempts to enter, she 
was barred by a supernatural force and found 
herself standing alone in the courtyard (εἰς τὰ 
προαύλια). Upon realizing that the cause of this 
impediment was her sinful conduct, she burst 
into tears. Turning her gaze towards an icon of 
the Virgin (εἰκόνα τῆς παναγίας Θεοτόκου), which 
would have been located in a corner of the same 
Atrium, she offered a supplicatory prayer after 
which she was able to enter the church and ven-
erate the Cross. According to Joseph Patrich, 
“though a literary construct, the architectural 
reality pertaining to the complex of the Holy 
Sepulchre should not be questioned”.39 Further-
more, as pointed out by Anastasia Keshman, 
“the specific location of the events as described 
in St Mary of Egypt’s Vita can be located very 
precisely within the Constantinian complex of 
the Holy Sepulchre”.40

THE 8TH AND 9TH CENTURIES

When Jerusalem fell under Arab Islamic 
rule (638-1099), the Anastasis remained a 
Christian church and was safeguarded by the 
early Muslim rulers. Between the 8th and 9th

centuries, the main threats were, in fact, nat-
ural disasters such as earthquakes and fires.41

From the late 8th century we have our first 
guidebook or proskynetarion by a Greek pilgrim, 
Epiphanios Hagiopolites, about whom we know 
very little.42 The work, published with the title 
Διήγησις Ἐπιφανίου Μοναχοῦ τοῦ Ἁγιοπολίτου τοῦ 
πνευματικοῦ ἡμῶν πατρὸς εἰς τύπον περιηγητοῦ 
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περὶ τῆς Συρίας καὶ τῆς ἁγίας πόλεως καὶ τῶν 
ἐν αὐτῇ ἁγίων τόπων (Narrative of Epiphani-
os the Monk Hagiopolites, our spiritual father, 
in the manner of a guide concerning Syria, the Holy 
City, and the holy sites therein), survives in at least 
three recensions, dating from 638 onward.43 At 
the very beginning of his account, Epiphanios 
provides mostly topographical information 
regarding the Holy Sepulchre, which is said to 
be at the centre of Jerusalem (μέσον δὲ τῆς ἁγίας 
πόλεως, ἔστιν ὁ ἅγιος τάφος), near Golgotha (ὁ 
τόπος τοῦ κρανίου, at a height of 36 steps): the 
Church with Adam’s Tomb (ἐκκλησία, τοῦ Ἀδὰμ 
ὁ τάφος); the “Garden of Joseph” (ὁ κῆπος τοῦ 
Ἰωσήφ) located between Golgotha and Adam’s 
Tomb; the prison (ἡ φυλακή) where Christ and 
Barabbas were confined, north of the Garden; 
the Gate of St. Constantine (ἡ πύλη τοῦ ἁγίου 
Κωνσταντίνου), where the three crosses were 
found; and above the Gate, the sanctuary 
(τὸ ἱερόν) where the chalice from which Jesus 
drank vinegar and gall was kept, along with the 
marble basin for the washing of the feet at the 
Last Supper, the Lance, the Sponge, the Reed, 
the Crown of Thorns, and the clean wind-
ing-sheet (ἡ σινδόνη ἡ καθαρά).44

On the other hand, one of the most im-
portant Byzantine literary testimonies outside 
the genre of proskynetaria or travel accounts 
is an extensive passage from Quaestio no. 
316 (About the Tomb of our Lord Jesus Christ) in 
Laourdas-Westerink edition of the Amphilochia
by Photios, patriarch of Constantinople (858-
867; 877-886).45 The Amphilochia is a collection 
of exegetical writings by Photios in the form of 
letters addressed to Amphilochios metropolitan 
of Kyzikos. This Quaestio was written between 
ca. 886-895 and, due to its rather impersonal 
tone, it was included by Andreas Külzer among 
the Pilgerführer. The Quaestio is of great value 
because it conveys the most detailed description 
of the Holy Sepulchre complex which has come 
down to us from the Byzantine world before the 
Sepulchre’s destruction in 1009 by the Fatimid 
caliph al-Ḥākim (996-1021). In it, the Tomb 
is seemingly described as it was enshrined in 
the original, Constantinian Aedicula. Photios 
provides a detailed description of the open 

dome above the Holy Tomb and emphasises 
the exclusive access to the Anastasis through 
the Constantinian basilica (καὶ οὐκ ἂν ἄλλως τις 
εἰσέλθοι πρὸς τὸν τῆς Ἀναστάσεως τάφον, εἰ μὴ 
πρότερον τοῦ θυσιαστηρίου [i.e., the altar] διέλθοι 
τὰς πυλίδας).46 According to Andreas Külzer, 
it would be plausible to hypothesise that the 
side entrances to the Atrium within the church 
were, at least temporarily, blocked.47 Photios 
also describes in detail the burial chamber and 
says that the carved-out cavity which received 
the body of Jesus was rectangular in shape 
(παραλληλεπιπέδῳ σχήματι τυπουμένη).48

However, Photios did not compose this 
work based on a personal visit to the Holy 
Sepulchre, but rather on what he had learned 
“from those who have devoted their lives to 
the careful contemplation of that holy place” 
(Ἃ μὲν οὖν ἐν τῷ τέως παρὰ τῶν ἀκριβῶς τὸν 
μακάριον ἐκεῖνον τόπον μελέτην βίου ποιησαμένων 
ἀνεμάθομεν, ταῦτά ἐστιν).49 Külzer translates the 
final periphrasis as “von denen, die die Mühe 
auf sich genommen haben, ihr Leben an diesem 
gesegneten Ort zu verbringen”;50 Jelena Bog-
danović instead interprets it as a reference to 
those “who have taken the trouble to reside in 
that blessed place”.51 It remains unclear wheth-
er these data were derived from oral traditions 
recalled from memory or from direct access to 
written texts. Photios’ description fits within a 
broader theological discourse centered on the 
role of witnessing the Incarnation of Christ, 
while it appears to be strongly influenced by 
the practice of the ars memoriae and of ancient 
rhetorical techniques, such as those derived 
from Menander’s treatise on the ekphrastic 
praise of a city.52

THE 10TH AND 11TH CENTURIES

The aforementioned destruction of the Holy 
Sepulchre by al-Ḥākim is a well-documented 
event that profoundly altered the architectural 
configuration of the entire complex.53 As pos-
ited by Marius Canard, al-Ḥākim’s order to 
demolish the church was a reaction to the mir-
acle of the Holy Fire, which occurred annually 
on Easter’s eve at the Holy Sepulchre and was 
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always suspected by Muslims to be a deception. 
This miracle – first attested with certainty 
from a Latin source of the second half of the 
9th century, the French monk Bernard ‘the Wise’ 
– is recorded in many later Byzantine sources, 
such as Niketas Klerikos’ Letter to the emperor 
Konstantinos VII Porphyrogennetos regarding 
the miracle of the Holy Fire (θεία ἐπιφάνεια) 
that occurred on Holy Saturday in 947.54 In a 
letter attributed to Arethas of Caesarea – likely 
composed between 920-932 and addressed 
to an emir residing in Damascus – the author 
describes the annual miracle of the lit candle 
that illuminates Christ’s Sepulchre, while Mu-
hammad’s tomb remains perpetually shrouded 
in darkness.55

A contemporary Byzantine source, John 
Skylitzes’ Synopsis of Histories, recounts the 
caliph’s irrational rage against Christians and 
the destruction of the Church,56 and that al-
Ḥākim’s son permitted its reconstruction. He 
also notes that emperor Romanos III Argyros 
(1028-1034) zealously sent resources for the 
project, which was ultimately completed by 
Michael IV the Paphlagonian (1034-1041) after 
Romanos’ death. Despite Skylitzes’s account, 
the Church of the Anastasis was apparently 
rededicated by 1048, after being rebuilt under 
the patronage of Constantine IX Monomachos 
(1042-1055).57 Archaeologists and architectural 
historians have been able to identify the major 
changes made to the complex prior to the ar-
rival of the Crusaders.58

Among these innovations, particularly 
noteworthy is the creation of a series of chapels 
annexed to the courtyard related to events con-
cerning Christ’s Passion and figures from the 
Old Testament, which leads us to our next Byz-
antine written source: the so-called Typikon of 
the Anastasis. According to Robert Ousterhout, 
the Byzantine reconstruction and addition of 
chapels in the former courtyard transformed 
the Basilica of the Holy Sepulchre into a “Chris-
tian microcosm, the distilled essence of the 
Jerusalem experience by Christ, with sites and 
relics from throughout the city incorporated 
into the complex”.59 These chapels also took 
on a primary role in the liturgy of the church, 

as suggested by the prescriptions of the Typikon
of the Anastasis for Good Friday service.60 This 
Typikon is a hymnal of cathedral liturgy in Je-
rusalem at the Church of the Anastasis for the 
celebrations of Holy Week and Easter featuring 
hymns proper to the city of Jerusalem. It is 
handed down by the Jerusalem, Library of the 
Greek Orthodox Patriarchate, MS Hagios Stav-
ros Gr. 43 + St Petersburg, Russian National 
Library, MS Gr. 359 (AD 1122), and represents 
one of the most significant witnesses to the 
development of the Byzantine rite.61 This 
source is valuable for its wealth of topographical 
and toponymic references – which in turn may 
refer to liturgical practices predating the 12th

century and al-Ḥākim’s destruction62 – within 
the Holy Sepulchre complex, indicating the 
precise locations for each liturgical office.63

Among these, for example, we could note 
the following: the place called ἡ Νικητήριος ἡ 
Ἀγγελική – possibly, a parekklesion64 –, situated 
behind Golgotha, from which “the venerable 
cross” (τὸν τίμιον σταυρόν) is said to be taken and 
carried on the shoulders by the archdeacon dur-
ing a procession;65 the ‘Imperial’ Gate (Βασιλικὴ 
Πύλη τῆς Ἁγίας Ἀναστάσεως) and the Gate of 
the Myrrhbearers (Πύλη τῶν Μυροφόρων), i.e, 
the Church gate leading to Golgotha;66 the 
‘Navel’ (Ὀμφαλός) “in the middle of the sacred 
Garden”,67 i.e., the Garden of Joseph which had 
incorporated the rock of Golgotha.68

FROM THE 12TH UNTIL THE 15TH CENTURY

The conquest of Jerusalem by the knights of 
the First Crusade (1099) and the establishment 
of the Latin Kingdom in the city marked a new 
and decisive chapter in the history of the Holy 
Sepulchre, coinciding with the reign of the 
Komnenian empero rs on the throne of Byzan-
tium. During the Crusader period (until 1244), 
the entire complex underwent major changes 
through various building campaigns, especially 
in the mid-12th century. Although Byzantium 
no longer exerted any political control over 
the city, Greek pilgrims continued to visit the 
holy sites in Palestine. This is evidenced by the 
few travel accounts and pilgrimage guidebooks 
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that have survived, particularly from the 12th

century onward. Indeed, we will conclude our 
brief survey with a group of important sources 
collected and classified by Andreas Külzer as ei-
ther Reisebeschreibungen or Pilgerführer based on 
their formal features. Külzer notes that, while 
the church of the Holy Sepulchre seldom holds 
a prominent position in Greek “travel descrip-
tions,” a detailed description of its features was 
a primary concern of the “pilgrim guidebooks” 
or proskynetaria. Typically, following a few intro-
ductory remarks, it was the first building to be 
presented in detail – with its beauty and magni-
tude constantly praised – receiving significantly 
more attention and space when compared to 
other structures.69

Before examining these testimonies, how-
ever, it is worth briefly mentioning a genu-
ine literary work that, in some respects, is 
closely related: the Itinerary (Ὁδοιπορικόν) of 
Constantine Manasses (ca. 1130-1187). This 
is a narrative in dodecasyllable verses of his 
journey to Jerusalem in 1160, as a member of 
the imperial embassy headed by the sebastos
John Kontostephanos, Manuel I Komnenos’s 
nephew.70 He describes the Holy Land in an 
ekphrasis that extends for more than one hun-
dred lines. The first stop in Palestine was Je-
rusalem, where he undertook a pilgrimage to 
the Holy Sepulchre. Unfortunately, the verses 
dedicated to the Holy Tomb and the rocks 
of Golgotha are rather vague, diluted by the 
customary scriptural references, along with an 
allusion to the tradition of the discovery of the 
wood of the Cross which had been concealed 
by the Jews.71

The first and most extensively studied work 
from the proper proskynetaria is the Ἔκφρασις ἐν 
συνόψει τῶν ἀπ’ Ἀντιοχείας μέχρις Ἱεροσολύμων 
κάστρων καὶ χωρῶν [sic] Συρίας, Φοινίκης καὶ τῶν 
κατὰ Παλαιστίνην ἁγίων τόπων (Descriptive synopsis 
of the settlements and lands from Antioch to Jerusalem 
in Syria, Phoenicia, and the holy sites in Palestine) by 
John Phokas (or Doukas).72 According to Charis 
Messis,73 the author should be identified with 
the megas hetaireiarches John Doukas, known to 
have participated in the military campaigns 
of Manuel I as well as diplomatic missions, 

including one to Palestine between the 1170’s 
and 1180’s. The work is a lengthy prose text 
that closely adheres to the rhetorical models 
of the geographical and religious itineraries 
of the time:

Proceeding along the street about a bow-
shot you will find the famous Church of 
the Lord’s Sepulchre, whose appearance 
is as so many others have reported it. The 
cave which served as the Sepulchre for the 
Lord’s body is in two parts. In one part of 
it lies the stone which was rolled against 
it, which is protected by a white marble 
casing, and in the other part on the north 
the stone74 is hewn so that it stands about 
a cubit above the floor surface. On that 
the Giver of Life was laid dead and naked. 
One sees that the shelf was plated with 
pure gold by my Lord and King Manuel 
Porphyrogenitus and Comnenos.

And near this is the place Golgotha, con-
taining the Place of the Skull and the hewn 
base of the Cross, and the split cleft in the 
rock at the time when Christ was undergo-
ing his Crucifixion. Beneath the cleft is a 
hollow in the rock, which contained Adam’s 
skull and the drops of the Lord’s blood 
which fell onto it. The church above Gol-
gotha is in four bays and vaulted. And near 
this church is a large underground church 
in which was discovered the venerable and 
life-giving Cross of the Lord Christ.75

The following is a concise census, restricted 
to essential information, of other significant 
travelogues catalogued and analysed by Külzer. 
The so-called “(Greek) Anonymus I” is hand-
ed down by Naples, National Library, MS III, 
13,27, 16th c., ff. 174r-180r,76 and transmits the 
incomplete account of a journey undertaken in 
1253/54, which began in Antioch and ended 
in Egypt;77 sections 15-20 describe the Holy 
Sepulchre complex. 

Datable to the 14th century is, instead, the 
ekphrasis in political (fifteen-syllable) verse com-
posed by Perdikkas, protonotarios of Ephesos. 
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Verses 33-70 contain a detailed description 
of the Holy Sepulchre complex, particularly 
the Church of the Anastasis.78 An anonymous 
pilgrimage guidebook is also preserved, al-
though devoid of a heading, in the Jerusalem, 
Patriarchal Library, MS Hagiou Saba 137, ff. 
75v-79v (late 14th c.).79 This text, notably filled 
with spelling errors, describes an itinerary from 
Jerusalem to Bethlehem, at which point the 
text abruptly ends. Various internal elements 
place the composition of the guidebook after 
1384. A detailed description of the Holy Sep-
ulchre complex is contained in sections 2-11. 
Slightly earlier is the pilgrim guidebook known 
as Anonymus Allatii or “(Greek) Anonymus II”, 
which can be dated to approximately 1250-
1350.80 It is preserved in Vatican City, Vatican 
Library, MS Pal. gr. 364, ff. 207r-217r (15th c.), 
under the title Ὑπόδειξις περὶ τῶν Ἱεροσολύμων
(Guide to Jerusalem).81 The complex of the Holy 
Sepulchre is described in the first chapter of 
the Guide. A further anonymous guidebook 
was published in 1902, based on a 15th century 
manuscript that once belonging to the private 
collection of Pavlos Lambros (1820-1887) but 
has since been lost.82 The title of the text – whose 
composition likely dates to the same period as 
the manuscript – is Ἑρμηνεία τῶν ἔξω τῆς Κρήτης 
τόπων (Notes on the places outside Crete).83 The
itinerary starts in Crete and passes through Egypt 
and Sinai before reaching Palestine, Jerusalem, 
and Bethlehem; it focuses on the description of 
the Holy Sepulchre in sections 10-14. Another 
anonymous description of the holy places for 
the benefit of pilgrims – probably written in the 
second half of the 15th century – is preserved 
in the Vienna, Austrian National Library, MS 
Theol. gr. 244 (early 16th c.), ff. 22r-25r. This 
itinerary begins in Jerusalem and, after passing 
through various locations in Palestine, reaches 

Sinai. The title in the manuscript reads Διήγησις 
πάνυ ὠφέλιμος καὶ ὡραία περὶ τοῦ Ἁγίου Τάφου. 
Εἰς τὸν τόπον τῆς ἁγίας πόλεως Ἱερουσαλὴμ καὶ 
ὅλα τὰ περίγυρα τῆς Γῆς τῆς Ἐπαγγελίας (A very 
useful and beautiful account of the Holy Sepulchre: 
on the site of the Holy City of Jerusalem and all 
the surrounding areas of the Promised Land).84

The Holy Sepulchre complex is detailed in sec-
tions 2-16. Particularly noteworthy compared 
to other guidebooks due to the itinerary it fol-
lows is the anonymous work Διήγησις περὶ τῶν 
Ἱεροσολύμων καὶ τοῦ ἁγίου ὄρους Σινᾶ (Account of 
Jerusalem and the Holy Mount Sinai), preserved in 
Mt. Athos, Dionysiou Monastery, MS 301 (16th

c.), whose composition can be dated between 
1475-1481.85 The Holy Sepulchre is the focus 
of sections 8-29. Finally, in the 15th century, 
Daniel, who served as the metropolitan of 
Ephesos during the 1480’s, composed a travel 
account, describing a journey likely undertaken 
in 1480/81. This work is preserved in the Ven-
ice, Marciana National Library, MS gr. II.105 
(16th c.), ff. 117r-132r, where it is titled Διήγησις 
Δανιὴλ μητροπολίτου Ἐφέσου καὶ περίοδος τῶν 
ἁγίων τόπων (Account of Daniel, metropolitan of 
Ephesos, and journey to the Holy Sites).86 In sec-
tion 8, Daniel begins a lengthy and accurate 
description of the Holy Sepulchre. 

Numerous other travelogues and pilgrim-
age guidebooks to the Holy Land and Jerusa-
lem date from the 16th century onwards, but 
they are beyond the scope of this brief essay. 
It is to be hoped that in the future this particu-
lar genre of writing – attested in a limited but 
significant number in the Byzantine world – will 
once again attract the attention of philologists 
and translators and, above all, be systematical-
ly studied by archaeologists and historians of 
architecture, in parallel with scholarly attention 
already paid to Latin sources.
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NOTES

* This paper has greatly benefited from the valuable 
comments and suggestions by Andrea Luzzi, with 
whom I had the opportunity to discuss both the struc-
ture of the text and specific points.
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