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Holy andUnholy Miracle Workers

ALEXANDER KAZHDAN

Onceuponatimetherelived on theislandof Cretea saintlyman,Cyril, bishop
of Gortyna. The persecutorsof Christiansarrestedhim, put him on a cart
drivenby oxen,andsenthimto beexecuted.All of a sudden,in themiddleof
theway, theoxenstopped,andtherewasnomeansto makethemcontinue;the
executionershadno choicebut to murderthesaintatthis spot,divinely chosen,
wherelaterthecenterof Cyril’s venerationwas established.1

So far, so good.In anothersaint’s vita we reada similar story: a man
orderedthefelling of anenormoustreethathewantedbroughtto hismansion;
a magnificenttrain of seventyteamsof oxenwasformedto dragthis gigantic
tree,but all of a sudden,in themiddleof theway, theoxenstopped,andthere
was no meansto makethemcontinue.But unlike themiraclewith Cyril of

Gortyna,it wasnotdivine forcethatstoppedtheoxen.It wastheevil, devilish,
insidious spirit that hamperedthemovementof thetrain, andtheintervention
of the saint, Eustratiosof Agaurosby name, overcamethe evil power and
destroyedthedevilishspell.2

In theseparticularcaseswe areassistedby thehagiographerswho make
it crystalclearthatthesetwo analogouseventswerea farcryfrom beingidenti-
cal: thedevil was ableto performmiraclesthat, on their surface,wereindistin-

I am extremelygrateful toHenryMaguirefor his friendly criticism andattempts
to makemy styleclearerandmyEnglishclosertothe normsof grammar.

1 BHG467;vita ed.P. Franchide’ Cavalien,S. Cirillo vescovodi Gortina emar-

tire, ST 175 (1953), 201—29.
2 BHG 645;ed.A. Papadopoulos-Kerameus,Analekta Ierosoluitikesstach-

uologia;,IV (repr. Brussels,1963), 38 1.10—24.
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74 AlexanderKazhdan

guishablefrom thoseworkedby or with thehelp of divine force.How could
an ordinaryByzantinehavedistinguishedgood andbeneficialmiraclesfrom
thepseudo-miracleslaunchedby thedevil andhiscompanionsin orderto cheat
andconfusethe faithful? Did he possess—dowe Byzantinistspossess—a
litmus testto separatethe sheepfrom thegoats,the holy miraclesfrom the

unholytricks?
A miracleis a changeor alterationof the “natural” orderof thematerial

world dueto the interventionof a powerfrom outside.3The agentof theholy
miraclecouldbeGodhimself, whosemajorfunctionwasto wamandto chas-

tisesinnersby sendingdisasters(earthquake,famine, locusts,enemies,andso
on); theVirgin andangelswho intercededbeforeGod on behalfof suffering
mankind;holy objects,especiallythe icons and the cross; and the host of

saintly men andwomenwho stoodin closeandpersonalrelationswith the
populationof theempireandfor whom miracleworking was the indicatorof
sanctity.Thevita of Mary theYoungeris especiallydemonstrativein this re-
spectsincethe hagiographerstatesthat many peoplerefusedto acknowledge
her sanctityjustbecauseMary, thougha piouswoman,hadnot justified her
holinessby performingmiracles.4

It would be a very important(anda very difficult) task to collect from
manifold Byzantinesourcescompleteinformation aboutmiraclesandto cate-

gorizethem.To thebestof my knowledge,this workhasnotyetbeenplanned.
What 1 am suggestingnow is a veryschematicand,by necessity,incomplete
andpreliminaryclassification.

Thefollowing typesof miraclewereparticularly popularwith Byzantine
saints.

1. Healings. Saintscuredthe sick by touch,by exorcism,by application
of materialobjects(partsof thesaint’sgannent,olive oil fromthelampbuming
abovethesaint’stomb, myron),by incubation,by thecorrectionof badbehav-
ior, andsometimesby illogical means,suchas a strokeof a sledgehammeron
theailing memberof thehumanbody.5

The major achievementin healingwas victory over death,which could

3 A. Dierkens,“Quelquesmots deconclusion in Apparitionsetmiracles(Brus-
sels,1991), 185.

4 BHG 1164; ed.Acta SSNovembrisIV: 692E.
5 BHG 173; ed. A. Papadopoulos-Kerameus,Varia GraecaSacra (1909; repr.

Leipzig, 1975), 37f.
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takethe form of resurrectinga deadperson,or the passivepreservationof a
saintly body after the funeral; thepeakin suchmiraculousactivity was the
deadJohnof Polybotos’ annualparticipation in the commemorationof his
feastday.6

2. Overcomingspaceand time. Somesaintsandsomeholy objectsob-
tainedanability to movewith extremespeed.Morefrequent,however,was the
capacityto penetrateacrosstime, to thepast(revealinghiddencircumstances,
suchastheft) andespeciallyto the future: thesaintwas usuallyableto foresee
occurrencesof a privatelife (includingthedayof his owndeath)andto proph-
esypolitical affairsandmisadventures.Thegift of vision(or sendingavision)
belongsto this categoryof miracle, thehighestof visions being thevisit to
paradiseandto hell.

3. Providing food. The most typical miracleof providing food was the
multiplication of food by creatingan inexhaustiblestoreof grainor olive oil;
anothermeansof overcominga shortageof provisionswasinciting agenerous
donationof food atthemomentwhenthecommunitywason thebrink of star-
vation.

4. Struggleagainstnaturaldisasters.SincetheByzantinesenvisagednu-
merousnaturaldisasters,this categoryof miraclewas especiallyvariegated.A
very substantialphenomenonwas salvationon the sea.It hada doubleaspect:
somesaintswereabletocalmstorms,thussavingshipsfromdestruction,while
some saintswere miraculously savedfrom tempestsor from the cruelty of
persecutorswho threwthem(or holy objects)into thesea;dolphinsappearas
saviorsof severalholy men.

Anothertypeof miracleis thecrossingof a river—it couldbea torrential
streamor a wide waterway.Many categoriesof “salvage”miracleswerecon-
nectedwith agricultural labors: theterminationof a droughtor the protection

of a threshingfloor from animminentrain; the exterminationof insects,espe-
cially locusts;the increaseof a harvestor of a fish catch; making barrensoil
ordriedplantsbearfruit. To this categorybelongalso thesavingof abuilding
from anearthquakeor fire.

5. Taming wild beasts.Saintshad a closeconnectionwith natureand
thereforewerecapableof beingon goodtermswith all kindsof animals:from
lions,hyenas,andbulls to smallrodentsthat weredangerousto cropsandgar-

6 SynaxariumCP, 279f.with a paralleltext, cols.277.48—280.51.
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dens.Saintsknewhow to communicatewith animals,how to castigatethem

formisdeeds,andhow to makethemservepeople.
6. Endurance.The ideaof sanctity is closely connectedwith denialof

mundaneinterestsandsensuality.Miraculously,the saintis ableto endurea
harshdiet, long vigils,hardchores;hisneedsareminimal,his garmentrough,
hisbedcoarse;helivesin a caveor stayson anelevatedplatform,on top of a
pillar—in rain andsnow,in freezingcold or scorchingheat.Thesaintis ready
to sufferfor the sakeof the Christianfaith; a specialsubgenreof hagiographi-
cal literature,martyria orpassiones,praisesthosesaintswho were victims of
persecutionsbut miraculouslyovercametheir ordeals.They withstoodtheir
tortures, survivedmolten leadandred-hotiron, andemergedfrom the sea;
eventheir cut-offmembersbecamereattachedto their maimedbodies.

It is not yet possibleto establisha hierarchyof miracles, eventhough
somekinds of miraclewere morehighiy esteemedthan others:thushealings

were performedby eachandeverysaint,whereasonly the majorsaintswere
ableto overcometime andspaceandto defeatthe cataclysmsof nature.The
hagiographerof Georgeof Amastrisdistinguishesvarious levels of miracle
working:

To chaseawaydemons,cure ailmentsandperformothermultifarious
wonders(of whichbothhistoricalandpoeticalworkstell constantly)is
not a surprisingachievementof saintswho preservethe spotlesslike-
ness[to theoriginal, i.e.,God] andhavegot, for their sympathytoward
theChristians[lit. “peopleof thesamerace”],theenergyto work mira-
cles—butto tamethe elementsandcommandtheforceof winds and
curb the billows of the seaputting on them a rigid bridle and insur-
mountablelimit—this is actuallya deedof divine nature, that “has
spreadout theheavenslike a tent” [Ps.103:2].7.5

The ability to work miracleswas not, however,limited to holy men and

women.The faithful hadconstantlyto expectthe attacksof demonicforces
able,by God’sdispensationandto thedetrimentof mankind,to breakthenatu-
ral orderof thingsandperformunholy miracles.An episoderelatedby Anna
Komnenedemonstrateshow deeplythis fear of evil miraclespenetratedthe
mindsof highlyeducatedByzantineintellectuals.EmperorAlexios landPatri-
archNicholasIII GrammatikosdecidedthatBasil, the leaderof theBogomils,
mustbeburut.A hugefire waslit in theHippodrome,anda greatmultitudeof

7 BHG 668; ed.V G. Vasil’evskij, Trudy 3 (Petrograd,1915), 55.12—56.3.
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peoplegatheredto observetheexecution;Basil, however,despisedthepunish-
ment andboastedthat angelswould cometo his rescue.The royalhistorian
says: “Now, therewasmuchtalk goingon,aseveryonerepeatedthemarvellous
prophecieshehadmade,andthepublic executionerswereafraidlestsomehow
the demonsthat protectedBasil might perform some extraordinarymiracle
(with the permissionof God)—thescoundrelmight be seenin somepublic

place,wheremanypeoplemet, coming unscathedfrom the midstof this tre-
mendousfire.” With somerelief, Annaaddsthat whentheexecutionersthrust
Basil into the flames,nothingextraordinaryhappened:“There was no odour
andnothingunusualin thesmokeexceptonethin smokyline in the centreof
theflame.“6

A mortal was ableto sellhis soulto the devil andto acquirewitchcraft
TheByzantinescreateda seriesof Faust-likelegendswhich reachtheir peak
in the story aboutHeliodoros,the anti-hero in the vita of Leo of Catania.9
Heliodoros,like hispredecessors,strucka contractwith thedevil andbecame
a magician:he arrangesthe victory of a chariotat the horseraces;he sends
an illusionaryvision to womencompelling them to takeoff their clothes;he
transformsstonesinto gold andcausesconfusionin themarket; he makesa
designof a shipin thesandandsailson this shipfrom Cataniato Constantino-
ple, and, evenmoreremarkably,he entersa bathhousein Cataniaand,over-
comingtimeandspace,reemergesin abathhousein thecapital.Despiteall the
superficialsimilarity betweenHeliodoros’ activity andsaintly miraclework-
ing, the differenceis substantial:the main featureof holy miraclesis their
beneficialcharacter,their usefulness.The saintrescues,feeds,andcomforts
people,createsgood, andteacheshow the Christianmustcomporthimself

orherself.
The differencebetweentheholy andunholymiraclebecomesevidentin

8 Anne Comnene,Alexiade,ed. B. Leib, III (Paris, 1945), 227f; Eng. trans.

B. R. A. Sewter(Harmondsworth,1969), 502—4.
9 BHG 981.Two versionsarepublished:V. Latysev,Neizdannyegreceskieagio-

graficeskieteksty(St. Petersburg,1914). 12—28, andA. AcconiaLongo,“La vita di s.
LeonevescovodiCataniaegli incantesimidel magoEliodoro,”RSBN26 (1989),3—98.
The most recentstudy (with bibliography) is M.-E Auzepy, “L’analyse litteraire et
l’historien: L’exempledesvies desaintsiconoclastes,”ByzSl53 (1992),62—67,andthe
responseby A. AcconiaLongo, ‘A propositodi un articolo recentesull’agiographia
iconoclasta RSBN29 (1992—93),10—17.Seealsoher“La vita di s.Leonedi Catania
Sicilia eItalia suburbicaria(SoveriaManelli, 1991),215—26.
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the storiesaboutcontestsbetweenthe saintandthemagician.Thecontests—
a frequentelementof hagiographicalliterature—areusuallylimited totheoret-
ical discussionthepurposeof whichis to provetheadvantageof theChristian
creedoverpagan,Jewishor Muslim systemsof belief; it canbeterminatedby
the executionof Christianmartyrs whosedeath,followed by miracles, is a
moralandreligiousvictory, or it canbeaccomplishedby a miraculouslocking
up of the mouthof the saint’s opponent—thesaintjust makeshim mute and
unableto continuehisslanderof theChristianfaith.Thelegendof PopeSilves-
ter, knownin Greekversions,makesthepartiescompetein thepowerof magic.
TheJewishmagicianZambresperformedastupefyingact: hemurmuredsome
wordsinto the ear of a bull that fell dead,sothat thecompanionsof Zambres
becametriumphant—buttoo soon.Silvesterannouncesthat Zambresslaugh-
teredthebull with thehelp of Satanicforce,buthe,Silvester,assistedby God,
who livesandgiveslife, will resurrecttheanimal.And sohe did.10

Beneficialmagiccompetedwith evil witchcraft on a specificterrain, that

of sexualdrive. Theodoret,in theHistoria religiosa (chap.8, 13.8—19).relates
a story abouta harlotwho attracteda marriedman usingbewitchingcharms.
The saintly man Aphraatesintervened;he prayed,says Theodoret,and his
prayer “obscured (or “impaired”) the energy of the sorcery.” Besidesthe
prayer,Aphraatesemployedatypically magicalmeans:hegavethewife of the

bewitchedlibertineavial with olive oil andadvisedherto anointtheunfaithful
manwith the [holy] oil.

The hagiographerof Irene of Chrysobalantondescribesa similar epi-
sode.11A girl enteredIrene’s conventleavingbehindher betrothed;the man
(certainlyincitedby thedevil) headedto a magicianwho managedto bewitch
theyoungnun: attackedby a frantic lustfor herformer fiance, shelostcontrol
and,leapingandmoaning,keptcalling him by name,which naturallycaused
a scandalin thenunnery.Ireneandthenunsprayed,butwith no avail,until the
Mother of God, St. Basil, andSt. Anastasiacameto help. The saintsthrew

“from the air” a parceldescribedquite “naturalistically”—it is said to have
weighed aboutthreepoundsandcontained,amongother magicdevices,the

10 The contestof SilvesterandZambresis included, amongothers,in a vita of

Constantinethe Great: H. C. Opitz, “Die Vita Constantinidescodex Angelicus22
Byzantion9 (1934),549—51.

11 BHG 952; ed.J. 0.Rosenqvist,TheLife ofSt. IreneAbbessofChrysobalanton
(Uppsala,1986),52—65,text andEng.translation.
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leadfigurinesof thetwo lovers.As in Theodoret’sstory, thevictim of the sex
drive was anointedwith oil, but it was not enough:thenunsbumedthe evil

figurineson glowingcharcoal,magically liberating the suffererfrom theun-
holy passion.

Unholy magiccausesdeath,confusion,sexualmisbehavior;holymiracles
arecreative,healing,andreviving. But was it alwaysso?

There is a little-known “vita andmartyrdom”of two of St. Paul’s dis-
ciples,JasonandSosipatros,thecentralepisodeof which representsa contest
betweena paganmagicianandtheChristianmartyrs.12Unlike thelegendabout
PopeSilvester,in JasonandSosipatros’vita it isthepagansorcererwhoworks
a humaneandcreativemiracle,plowingandsowinga field that within anhour
produceda crop; from this grainthe sorcererimmediatelybakedsomebread.
By contrast,theChristianmiraclewas cruelanddestructive:the saintsburned

a palacewith its inhabitantsandmurderedthemagician.Certainly,in thiscase
thedestructionanddeathcouldbejustifiedsincethe victims wereheathen;to
them,probably, thewords of Ezekiel(33:11), so frequentlyrepeatedby the
Byzantines,did not refer: “I haveno desirefor thedeathof thewicked.I would
ratherthata wickedman shouldmendhisways andlive.” Be that asit may,the
paganmagicianwas hereaproviderof food,andthedisciplesof St.Paularson-

ists andkillers.
Chronologicallyconsidered,saintly miraclescan be divided into three

categories:rmraclesbefore achieving sanctity, ones during the period of

earthlysanctity,andposthumousmiracles.Thefirst categoryencompassespre-
dictionsof futureholiness,includingtheappearanceof supernaturalphenom-
enaandpronouncementsby respectablepersonsof thepreviousgeneration;an
unusualbutpiouscomportmentonthepartof “the saintlybaby”(e.g.,refusing
to takethe mother’sbreaston fast days);andan unusualaptitudefor leaming
or a completeincapacityto masterelementsof knowledgethat is to beover-
comeby divine intervention.A specific form of the“pre-sanctity” miracleis
the“automatic”or “mechanical”conversion:apaganmimeengagedin asatiri-
calpresentationof Christianritual oranobservantJewcopyingChristianpious
gesturesexperienceson the spota miraculoustransformationandbecomesa
martyr in thenameof Christor anenergeticproselytizer.

The miraclesperformedduring theperiodof “adult sanctity” differ with

12 BHG 776; publishedin Doukakes, MegasSynaxariastes,April (Athens,

1892), 438—56.
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regardto thewill of theagent.In somecasestheholy manorwomancontinues
to be a “saintly baby” to the extentthat he or she is unawareof his or her
extraordinarypowerandextraordinarydestiny:alicentiousflutist, an ordinary
prostitute,or a modestcraftsmancanwork healingsor accomplishwondrous

deedswithoutconstruingthe natureof their performances;on the otherhand,
somesaints,especiallythe so-calledthaumaturges,act in full consciousness
of their force,proud of their gift andreadyto servethosewho arein needof

assistance.Theallegedcontradictionbetweenthesetwo wings of thetotality
of holy persons(the“hidden” andthe “declared”sanctity)is smoothedby the
existenceof anintermediarygroup:thesaintswho tried to escapetheir grow-
ing fameandwho evenpretendedto besimpletons(the fools for Christ’s sake)
whosebehaviortrespassedthenormsof civilized society.

Theposthumousmiraclesareoftenhealingsperformedatthetombof the
saintor in his or herchurch.But themostpowerful saints(George,Nicholas,
Demetrios,Andrew,Theodore)weremuchmorethanhandyhealers—theyde-
fendedcities, rescuedcaptives,found strandedcattle, punishedinjustice, in
short,fulfilled importantsocialfunctionsbeyondtheir properpurlieus.

Themiraclein Byzantiumhadno well-definedboundaries,first of all be-

causethefrontierbetweenthenaturalandthesupernaturalwasobscuredin the
mindsof thepopulationof theempire.Had anearthquakenaturalcausessuch
as themovementof undergroundwaters,or was it a productof a purposeless
tossingof anenormousdragondeepunderthe surfaceof theearth,or was it a
signof divinewrath?TheByzantinessuggestedall theseanswers.Somescien-

tific minds deniedthe miraculous natureof miraclesand, particularly, ex-
plainedwondrousmedicalcuresby naturaleffectscorrespondingto theteach-
ingof Galen.13Second,themiracleswould takeplacein areal,evenin adown-
to-earthsetting,aswhena saintwouldbe overmnby a cartandremainunhurt,
or they would acquirean epiccharacter,of which thekilling of a hugedragon
is a modestexample.Thevita of Makariosof Romebegins with a soberde-
scription of the travelof threemonksacrossSyria; it continuesin an India
populatedwith fairy-talemenandbeasts,andterminatesat theborderof Para-

13 G. Dagron,“L’ombre d’un doute: L’hagiographieen question,VIe—XIe sie-
cles,” DOP 46 (1992),59—68. Onvarioustheoriesof earthquake,seeA. Kazhdan,“So-
cial’nye i politiceskie vzgljady Fotija,” Ezegodnikmuzejaistorii religii i ateizma,2
(1958), 136; and A. Kazhdanand S. Frankiin,Studieson ByzantineLiteratureof the
EleventhandTwelfth Centuries(Cambridge-Paris,1984),77.
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dise.14Thelandscapetransitsfrom therealworld to thevernaculargeographic
fantasyto thesublimeregionof thereligiousuniverse—withintheframework
of a singletext.

Finally,therewasno palpableboundarybetweenevil magicandthebene-
ficial miracle,andthehumangaze,eventhatof a cleverobserver,wanderedin
despairfrom oneoutlandishfactto another,wonderinghow to interpretwhat
couldbe seenaroundit.

NiketasChoniateswas oneof themosteducatedandmostcritical of Byz-

antinehistorians.13He dealtprimarily with the commonandnaturaloccur-
rencesof humanlife: wars,political intrigues, love affairs, envy,andhatred.
He noticedthat someeventsdefieda naturalexplanation,but were foul and
ridiculously nonsensicalandcouldnot be perceivedas miracles.The first of
thesorcerersNiketasdescribesis SkierosSeth,anastrologerwho was eventu-
ally blindedby orderof ManuelI. Accordingto Choniates(p. 148),Sethman-
agedto incite an insanelust in a virgin by sendinghera “Persianapple” (a
peach)sothatsheallowedhim to deflowerher.Anothersorcererwas Michael
Sikidites who knew how to darkenthe sight of spectatorsby a magic spell,
that is, heusedmasshypnosis,but in Choniates’wordsheconjuredupdemons
to assaulthis victims.16Oncehe madea boatmanin a smallvesselcarrying a
cargoof bowls anddishesjump up from his benchandsmashthe pottery to
smithereens.Lateron thepoormarrelatedthathehadsuddenlyseena serpent
stretchedover thebowls andeagerto devourhim. After thepottery hadbeen
smashed,theserpentdisappeared.Anothertime,Sikidites,while bathingin a
bathhouse,madehis companionsseesomeblackmen whojumpedout of the
hot watertap andchasedthemout of theroom, kicking themon thebuttocks
(p. 148f).

EventhoughChoniates’storiesaretakennot fromhagiographicalsources

but from Constantinopolitanrumors,they containtheparaphernaliatypical of
theambianceof hagiographicaldemons:lust andrape,thebathhouse,theser-

14 BHG 1004—5;ed. A. Vasiliev,Anecdotagraeco-byzantina(Moscow, 1893),

135—65.
15 NiketasChoniates,Historia, ed. J. L. van Dieten (Berlin-New York, 1975);

Eng.trans.H. Magoulias,0 City of Byzantium(Detroit, 1984).
16 On SethseeW Seibt,Die Skleroi(Vienna,1976), 109f. It ispossiblethat Siki-

ditesis the samepersonasMichaelGlykas,historianandexegete:H. U. Beck, Kirche
undtheologischeLiteratur im byzantinischenReich (Munich, 1959),654.
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pent.The emptytalk of Choniates’contemporariesacquiredtheshapeof tales
aboutthestandarddemonicactions,in which theserpentsanddragonswere
incamationsof evil forces,the aim of magicwas to subduethewill of apious
womanand to leadher, “like a mare,” to thedesert,and the bathhouse—the
backboneof ancientpopularculture—washauntedby demons.

Choniatesdoesnotknow whetherhe shouldbelievethe storiesaboutevil
magicians.Hehadprobablymet theman calledBasilakioswho led a strange
life andwas extremelypopulardue to his predictions.The peoplestreamed
towardhim, andsomewomenattendedandinterpretedhis silence,vagueutter-
ances,and wild gestures.Choniatesseemsto be critical towardBasilakios’
fortune-telling. “His predictions,” said Choniates,“were neveraccurate;his
wordingwas erroneous,contradictory,andenigmatic.”His laughablebehavior
(hescrutinizedthebreastsof womenandexaminedtheir anldes)couldattract
only rusticsandboors.But did Choniatesreally considerBasilakiosto be al-
wayserroneous?He doesnotconfessit, butweshallseethat hisown narration
contradictshisgeneralstatement.

EmperorIsaacII invitedBasilakiosto tell him thefuture. Whentheman
appearedbeforethe basileus,he showedno respectfor the palaceand its in-
habitants.He ran aroundthe room making frenzied gesturesandsuddenly

strucktheemperor’simagesetup on thewall, gougedtheeyeson theportrait,
and afterthat snatchedthe emperor’sheadgear(p. 448f). This actionseems
enigmatic andsilly, but if we rememberthat soonaftermeeting Basilakios
IsaacII was blindedandlost his crown(Choniateswroteabouttheeventand
describedit in his Chronikediegesis),thebehaviorof thefortune-tellerceases
to benonsensical—itwas apredictionof theemperor’sdestiny.

Ambivalencewasa typicalfeatureof theByzantine(probably,wider—of
the medieval)world view. The attitudeof the Byzantinestowardthe miracle
was ambivalentin a double sense:on theonehand,therewas no foolproof
method to useto distinguishbetweena holy andan unholy miracle;on the

otherhand,eventhe intellectuals,who looked on magicandfortune-telling
with disgust,could not liberatethemselvesfrom an obscurefeeling that these
despisedmagicianswere ableto transmogrifyreality andtoreadthe future.

DumbartonOaks


