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THE HOLY APOSTLES PETER AND PAUL 

 

In the quiet light of the katholikon (main church) of the Karakallou Monastery on Mount 

Athos, a miraculous icon shines with its glow. It’s called “The Embrace” (Ὁ Ἀσπασμός), and 

what the prayerful contemplation sees in it is the symbolic act of togetherness. The two figures, 

depicted  from the waist up, seizing the entire space of the icon, are embraced: the apostle 

Peter’s hands are almost concluded on the apostle Paul’s back, and their cheeks meet, a symbol 

that together they uphold the idea of the Church, that they accept to share a common destiny. A 

symbol, which revives pages from the story of the two apostles of Christ. 

The true story of Peter and Paul, in a sense, is history of the name and is associated with the 

metamorphosis that each of them experiences. According to the biblical tradition, after a 

remarkable encounter with God, the name of the person changes – a sure indication of the 

changed identity of that person, bearing his own name. Both Simon and Saul cannot remain 

with his old identity, after their lifetime intersects with that of the Savior. The way of the name 

for each of them, though different, is long and difficult. The one – chosen to receive the keys 

of the kingdom of heaven and the ability to bind and loose human destinies and to be pillar of 

the future church of Christ, must also experience the pain of triple denial of the Lord. The 

etymology of his name (“You shall be called Cephas”, John 1:42)1 is not by chance bound 

directly to the meaning of the rock: in order to uphold the Church, a strong support is needed, 

on which faith may rest. And Peter is born – a name, given by God. The other – the “chosen 

vessel” for the glory of God’s name, has to know the transfiguration. In turning to God, 

rediscovering himself, Saul learns a new truth: in order to serve God, he should lower himself, 

to become low in front of His majesty, and also lacking pride among the equals ( “For I am the 

least of the apostles”, 1 Corinthians 15:9). In this etymology, Paul was born – a name chosen 

before God. The name imperceptibly displaces that of the daring and “still breathing threats and 

murder” (Acts 9:1) Saul, to permanently settle itself on the pages of the Epistles (“I, Paul...”, 

Ephesians 3:1) and to preach love. The change of name is a sign that both are ready to be 

apostles and to serve Christ without any reserve. Thus, the true history of Peter and Paul, full 

of new trials, is now possible. 

The place their story occupies in hagiographic literature is special – it is not only a story of 

the two prominent and all-glorious supreme apostles but also a story of rewritings. The one was 

a poor fisherman from the small Palestinian town of Bethsaida; he took as his wife the daughter 

of the brother of the future apostle Barnabas, with whom he had a son and a daughter. Though 
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illiterate, he kept all the commandments of God. While his brother (Andrew) chose the celibacy 

and became a disciple of John the Baptist, Simon took care of his family, his aged father and 

his sick mother-in-law. It is somehow the whole Simon’s story until his encounter with Jesus.  

The other one came from a remarkable family (of the tribe of Benjamin), whose parents, 

before moving to Tarsus, a city in the Roman province of Cilicia, bore the honorary title of 

“Roman citizens”. Extremely educated, a disciple of Gamaliel, who was a leading authority at 

that time, he became a Pharisee, a strict zealot of everything inherited by the “fathers”. He hated 

Christ and His followers, in whom he saw danger, he approved the murder of the holy martyr 

Stephen and kept the clothes of his murderers. Pursuing the church of Christ, he headed for 

Damascus to bring bound believers to the high priests in Jerusalem. On the way to Damascus, 

everything overturned, for he met Jesus. From this meeting onwards, the story of the name of 

Saul cracks irrevocably to give way to “Paul, the apostle and chain-bound /prisoner/ of Jesus 

Christ” (Acts 23:18; Ephesians 3:1, etc.). 

Three rewritings follow, which transform these two so different destinies in one common 

destiny. The first rewriting is concerning Peter: a witness of many miracles done by Lord to His 

Ascension, and later – the apostle who converted for the Church of Christ over three thousand 

people that believed just in one hour, who healed with his shadow and who, in Rome, wanted 

to be crucified on a cross with his head down, so that to bow it into the feet of Christ. 

The second is for Paul, chosen by Christ Himself to bring His name to the Gentiles, 

repeatedly abused, beaten (“often near death”, 2 Corinthians 11:23) and jailed for his jealous 

defense of Christ’s mission, who – like Peter – testified of Christ in Rome, and laid his cut off 

head at the feet of the Savior. The third and most important rewriting is about their togetherness: 

after Saul’s conversion, both of the apostles have a common story, too, that historians of the 

Church from the time of Eusebius till nowadays have been trying to arrange.2 Namely in this 

common story, the intersections are found: although their missions in bringing the peoples to 

Christian faith are different – the one is bringing the good news “to the Gentiles”, the other “to 

the circumcised” (Galatians 2:7), their paths meet symbolically in Antioch as well (Galatians 

2:11), and in Jerusalem (“I went up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas and remained with him fifteen 

days”, Galatians 1:18), and finally in Rome (Life of Paul).3 Since the purpose of this series of 

books is to review the way the texts come to life as images, the earthly life of the apostles Peter 

and Paul will be examined in a separate Appendix in the form of iconographic themes. Before 

that, I will remind of the great trace they left in the Christian world after their death. Thought 

as supreme apostles, each of them separately, but both together, give that impetus to 
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Christianity, which defines its vision through the ages. They started living surrounded by texts, 

services, prayers and images – signs of ritual veneration, the apex of which is the common feast. 

The veneration of the holy apostles Peter and Paul today has its universally accepted day – 

June 29 – one of the few feasts that unites the Christian East and West. The feast is due to the 

tradition of the date of their death, assuming they die on the same day. But this date was not 

undisputed back in time. While in Rome the commemoration of the two apostles took place on 

June 29, in the East, in the 4th century, many celebrated their memory in the period between 

December 26 and January 1 (together with St. Stephen and the apostles James and John). As 

many church historians recount, on June 29, 258, in the time of Pope Sixtus, the relics of the 

holy apostles Peter and Paul were transferred. Half century later, this date was then officially 

considered as the day of their martyrdom. At the same time, the Syrian martyrologion (and the 

ancient Armenian church as well) indicated December 28, as the date of their martyrdom, and 

some Eastern Churches, especially the Antiochian, divided celebration of the apostles in two 

separate days – Peter (with James and John) on December 27, and Paul on December 28. This 

lasted until the 6th century, and in Jerusalem, the celebration of the two apostles on June 29 

dated back only from the end of the 7th century. One of the most prominent evidence of the 

transfer and adoption of the date of June 29 in the East is from Constantinople, during the reign 

of emperor Heraclius (early 7th century), but it is assumed that the adoption of 29 June in 

Byzantium occurred earlier – would still be at the end of the 5th century. The two apostles have 

been considered protectors for centuries, but their patronage was particularly sought during the 

common feast. We still remember that during the First Crusade, the Crusaders chose the date 

of one of the important battles in Antioch to be the eve of the apostles’ feast, to beg for their 

protection and blessing, and when they repeatedly defeated the larger Muslim troops, they 

attributed this entirely to their protection. 

As we know from the Acts of the apostles, for the shadow of the apostle Peter it was claimed 

to heal sick (Acts 5:15). The same power had some of the clothes of the apostle Paul, such as 

“handkerchiefs or aprons” (Acts 19:12). It is hardly surprising then that after their death, the 

miraculous power of their relics stretched the imagination to the limit (some of them have their 

own separate feast – the Precious Chains of the Holy Apostle Peter, for instance, that believers 

had secretly taken to preserve them, and “as they look at them, they feel like having the Leader 

of the Apostles himself in front of them”).4 Their relics are especially appraised. We learn from 

the lives of the two apostles, that their bodies, which we honor today separately, were once laid 

together. After the crucifixion of St. Peter in Rome (at the then Imperial Arena), his disciple 

Clement “sued out the body, took it from the cross, washed it and buried it with honor”. And 
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after the head of Saint Paul was cut off (outside the city walls, on the way to Ostia), faithful 

disciples took his body and then “laid to the body of Saint Peter”. Their death as martyrs, 

according to an ancient Roman tradition, occurred about 64-67, but the date of their 

togetherness is considered June 29, 258 – the day the relics of the two apostles were transferred 

from the place of their initial funeral in the catacombs. After establishing Christianity as an 

official religion, the relics were returned to their previous places, where they are still today. At 

the time of emperor Constantine, a church was erected on the tomb of Peter on which, in the 

16th century, the imposing St. Peter’s Basilica was built. The relics of the apostle Peter are in 

the crypt beneath its altar. As the place where the body of Paul was buried, was located outside 

the city walls of Rome (Fuori le Mura), the basilica that was erected was called St. Paul Outside 

the Walls. Initially, only an altar was built on the tomb with the relics, then at the time of 

Constantine, a small basilica was erected, and from the 9th century, it was expanded in such a 

way that – until the new St. Peter’s Basilica in the Vatican City was built – St. Paul Outside the 

Walls was the most impressive church in Rome.  

Thus, from the beginning of the 4th century, the places of pilgrimage were known: each 

body has its own home, but together until this day are only the heads of the two apostles, who 

are kept in the Archbasilica of St. John Lateran (in the main nave (the inner part of the church), 

behind a safety grid, in silver reliquaries).5 To a point, the integrity of the relics was carefully 

preserved (the case is known in which Pope Gregory the Great refuses empress Constantina to 

send him “the head or other part of the relics” of Saint Paul, since the intrusion of the peace of 

the saints’ bodies is unacceptable and sacrilegious) but there is evidence that in the 10th century, 

Rome already donated parts of their relics to other churches. Furthermore, it is known that the 

relics of the two apostles were also preserved elsewhere, especially in Byzantium and Palestine 

– in the years after the Fourth Crusade – they were transferred to different parts of Europe.6 

Let us recall how modern research builds up the tradition. In 2006, the archaeologist Giorgio 

Filippi directed the excavation work in the crypt under the Basilica of St. Paul Outside the 

Walls, when he discovers a sarcophagus with the inscription “Paulo Apostolo Mart.”, meaning 

“apostle Paul, Martyr”. The tombstone of the sarcophagus has a hole that was used for direct 

access to the relics, so that the pilgrims can insert a piece of cloth and, after touching it to the 

relics, to carry it with them as a sacred relic. Three years later, on the feast of the two apostles 

in 2009, Pope Benedict XVI officially announced that the relics of St. Paul were discovered in 

Rome. Thus a tradition came to life. In his speech during the ceremony for celebration of the 

2,000th anniversary of the birth of St. Paul, the Pope said: “We have gathered here at the tomb 

of the apostle, whose sarcophagus is kept under the altar and has recently been the subject of 
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careful scientific research.” The sarcophagus has not been opened for centuries, but after the 

introduction of a probe, the scientists discover both the treasure of expensive cloth embroidered 

with gold, as well as bone fragments. Carbon-14 analyzes indicated that they belong to the 1st-

2nd century A.D., which, according to the Pope, “fills the soul with deep feelings” (at the same 

feast, the Vatican archaeologists announced the oldest preserved to date image of the apostle 

Paul, from 4th century, found in the catacombs of St. Thecla in Rome near the Basilica of St. 

Paul). Several years later, in 2013, at a solemn ceremony in the presence of Pope Francis, the 

Vatican exhibited for the first time the relics of the apostle Peter (discovered much earlier, in 

1940, under Pope Pius XII’s pontificate, in a necropolis under St. Peter’s Basilica). This act 

marked the end of the Year of Faith, proclaimed in October 2012 by Pope Benedict XVI. One 

more tradition came to life. 

The way the two apostles live in the pilgrim literature of the Holy Land is evincible.7 The 

most treasured relics of the two apostles are in Rome, but in the Holy Land is the brightest 

memory of the days in which Peter abidingly follows the Savior until the Ascension, the days 

after Paul’s conversion to the beginning of their apostolic mission. The earliest mention of the 

apostle Peter in pilgrimage travelogues came to us, is in the account of the anonymous pilgrim 

from Bordeaux (333 A.D.), who first related Peter to the place of Lord’s Transfiguration. Five 

decades later (382 A.D.), St. Jerome told of the pilgrimage of Paula, making associations with 

the Epistles of St. Paul. Overall, however, in the account, as well as in the next pilgrim notes of 

Sylvia (Egeria) from 385 A.D., the link between the described places and the apostles Peter and 

Paul is missing (Sylvia even describes Tarsus, not mentioning that it was the birthplace of Paul). 

As a whole, the earliest pilgrim’s notes (since the time Byzantium controlled much of the 

Mediterranean region), are not detailed in regard to the holy apostles and the places related to 

them. The only context in which the name of the apostle Peter is called is that of the 

Transfiguration of the Lord. In the 6th century A.D. (from Justinian later), things are different. 

There is a certain interest in the apostle Peter, related not only to his status as a disciple of Jesus, 

but also with his activity after the Ascension of the Savior. As for the birthplace of Peter – 

Bethsaida, Theodosius is the first to mention it in 530 A.D. (but he, just like Sylvia, did not 

associate Tarsus with Paul). The topography, contoured by him, included other places as well, 

associated with St. Peter: the place where Tabitha was raised; the place the centurion Cornelius 

was baptized, as well as the place from where Simon the Sorcerer (or Simon Magus) came, 

whom St. Peter is in constant confrontation with and whom he will finally defeat in Rome. A 

few decades later, a pilgrim who named himself Antoninus Martyr (circ. 550-570 A.D.), 

testifies that at that time (the middle of the 6th century A.D.), near to the house of Caiaphas, 
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there is a church dedicated to St. Peter. In the next period, from the year 600 A.D. onwards, the 

Arabs conquered Palestine along with many sacred places for Christians, and this made 

pilgrimage very difficult. Nevertheless, in 670 A.D., the account of Arculf who toured the Holy 

Land appeared, in which the story of the Transfiguration again evoked the image of the apostle 

Peter and that again made associations with the Epistles of St. Paul. About a century later (754 

A.D.), St. Willibald, a Bavarian bishop of Eichstätt, claimed that up to 725 A.D., on the place 

where the home of the apostles Peter and Andrew in Bethsaida was, a church was built. 

Furthermore, he pointed to a new place, related to St. Peter, where he tried to walk on the water, 

lost his faith and was saved by Jesus. St. Willibald was, actually, the first to associate the 

topography of the holy places with the name of St. Paul. In describing Damascus, he pointed 

the place where the conversion of Saul took place. At the beginning of the 11th century A.D., 

the Seljuk Turks invaded and conquered Asia Minor, Palestine and Syria, and in 1071 A.D. 

defeated the Byzantine army near Manzikert (this coincided with the difficult years for the 

church, after the Schism of 1054 A.D.). The situation changed only after the First Crusade, 

announced at the end of 1095 A.D., and especially after the capture of Jerusalem on July 15, 

1099. 

The travelogues from 12th century A.D. are those, which mostly intensify the known places, 

associated with the apostles Peter and Paul. New ones are added, related to St. Peter after the 

Ascension of Christ and with the miracles, He created. For example, on the eve of the Crusades, 

in the pilgrimage description of the topography of the holy city of Jerusalem in 1090 A.D., the 

only new place that was introduced was that where Peter bitterly wept after having denied Christ 

three times. Only a decade later, the picture was different. In Seulf’s account (1102-1103 A.D.), 

the references to St. Peter were replete with details. In the pilgrim’s notes about the Holy Lands 

of abbot Daniel (1106-1108 A.D.), there are places associated with miracles performed by Peter 

(the healing of the lame from birth), along with places relating Peter with the activity of Jesus 

– the place where Jesus chose Peter as His disciple; the place of the appearance of Christ on the 

Sea of Galilee, where He told Peter where to throw his fishing net, etc. On the place where Peter 

wept after his denial of Christ, a church was already built, dedicated to St. Peter. A few years 

later, Fettelus (1130 A.D.) added to the topography the place of prayer in Gethsemane. New 

details were added to the places, related to the confrontation of St. Peter with Simon Magus. 

With respect to St. Paul, the topography added to the place of his conversion near Damascus 

and the place where Saul sat while Stephen the Protomartyr was stoned. The pilgrimage notes 

of John of Würzburg (1160-1170 A.D., i.e. in the years after the fall of Edessa and the Second 

Crusade) are characterized by detailed descriptions. The description of Bethsaida, the birthplace 
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of Peter, and that of Jerusalem (St. Peter’s church is increasingly mentioned) are considerably 

more complete. The account of Damascus by John of Würzburg, added two new scenes with 

the apostle Paul to the one of his conversion: the baptism of Ananius and the subsequent escape 

through the city walls. A novation in pilgrimage notes of Theoderic (also known as Theoderich, 

1172 A.D.) was the indication of the prison, where the apostle Peter was imprisoned, before 

going out with the angel’s help. In his Historia Orientalis (also known as Historia 

Hierosolymitana) from 1180, Jacques de Vitry traced places, related to the activity of St. Peter 

in Antioch, and at last pointed to Tarsus in Cilicia as the birthplace of St. Paul. John Phocas 

(1185 A.D.) expanded the topography with place, not mentioned before – the one where Jesus 

asked the apostles whether they knew who He was, and Peter said that He was Christ. All of 

the situations described above, related to the apostles Peter and Paul, were repeated by many 

anonymous pilgrimage travelogues from the end of the 11th and 12th century. In 1187 A.D., 

Salah ad-Din defeated the Crusaders at Hattin and conquered Jerusalem. In 1229 A.D., the 

Crusaders managed to regain possession of the Holy City, but in 1244 A.D., they lost it forever. 

Because of all this, the wave of pilgrimage trips and travelogues diminished considerably. From 

this period, the notes of Dominican monk Burchart of Mount Cion (1280 A.D.) are best known. 

Along the already known references, there for the first time is mentioned that on the road to 

Antioch in Antaradus (nowadays in Lebanon), St. Peter built a church in honor of the Virgin 

Mary, in which Burchart  himself, during his visit, was attending a liturgy. 

In 14th century A.D., the travel notes of Ludolph von Suchem (1350 A.D.) stand out and 

especially the first guidebook to Palestine. The guidebook (also from ca. 1350 A.D.) is a 

comprehensive picture of the pilgrimage routes, which officially included all traditional 

references known that far. The newness that the guidebook introduced, regarding the apostles 

Peter and Paul, is that it related them to the time and place of the Dormition of the Theotokos 

(Mother of God) in Jerusalem. In the pilgrim’s notes of John Poloner since ca. 1421 A.D., 

Jerusalem had finally been turned into a real pilgrimage route with precise information on 

distances between all major sites (e.g. the place where Peter wept after his denial is 187 feet far 

from Caiaphas’s home). Poloner was still accurate outside Jerusalem as well, in the indication 

of the places, related to the two apostles. The pilgrimage notes in four volumes of Felix Fabri 

from 1480-1483 A.D., appeared at a time when Holy Lands were completely distanced from 

the Christian world (after the fall of Constantinople in 1453). The short and accurate references 

were supplanted by extensive descriptions and at places sound nostalgic, as if Fabri was trying 

to preserve, for generations of Christians, every moment of history and every corner of a 

Paradise Lost. 
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Of great interest for our story is the relation of the holy apostles Peter and Paul with Mount 

Athos. Much of present-day northern Greece, including the approaches to Mount Athos 

(Ierissos) absorbed the steps of the apostle Paul in his second and third missionary journeys, as 

well as the word of several of his specific Epistles.8 The situation with Peter, who did not reside 

in this region is different. The relatedness to him is rather symbolic. The first ascetic of Mount 

Athos, St. Peter the Athonite, sought a way to God first through the name and the life of St. 

Peter. He became monk in Rome and intended “to stay in the great city”, at the tomb of the 

apostle Peter, by the end of his life, but then, at the will of the Virgin Mary, he left Rome, settled 

in her earthly garden, Mount Athos, and practiced there for 53 years. Given the immense role 

of St. Peter the Athonite in the establishment and development of monastic life in Mount Athos, 

the choice of Rome (entirely in the name of the apostle Peter and his zeal), and then the choice 

of Mount Athos as the ultimate location of the monastic feat, he did not deny, but entirely 

transferred St. Peter’s zeal to a new territory that still holds the true Christian values. Logically, 

the most direct link of the two apostles with the Mount Athos is when their protection is sought 

in founding of a church or a monastery. According to the tradition, when the Latins, attracted 

by the glory of the sacred place, wished to have their own monastery on Mount Athos, they 

founded a monastery, the so-called monastery of the Amalfitans, and another one, dedicated to 

the holy apostles Peter and Paul, the so-called monastery of the Romans. 

At that time, the monastery of the Romans was identified with today’s Karakallou 

monastery on Mount Athos dedicated to the two holy apostles (the name of the monastery was 

often derived directly from Caracalla – the pen name of the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius 

Severus Antonius). The traditions are often at odds with the statements of researchers, at least 

with regard to the origin of the name of the monastery, without prejudice to the fate of “Roman” 

link and even less that of the holy Apostles Peter and Paul. For example, the often quoted French 

physicist and naturalist Pierre Bellon du Mans, after his journey to Mount Athos in 1553, said: 

“I do not remember having written anything more deserving of being described in detail than 

this mountain... Mount Athos enjoys the same glory of holiness as Rome in the Latins. The 

Athonite monasteries feature holy relics in their churches and are visited by many pilgrims. 

There are many monasteries on Mount Athos, which still receive their income from Russia, 

others from Wallachia, some from Trebizond, others from various places in Italy and Rome.” 

Although Bello gave an example only with the Vatopedi monastery, his text obviously implied 

other unnamed monasteries, which have had a connection with Rome (Italy), and among them 

were probably the monastery of the Amalfitans and the monastery of the Romans. 
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Two centuries later, in his second visit to Mount Athos in 1744, Vasily Barsky arrived in 

Karakallou on the eve of the Feast of the two apostles and attended the all-night vigil service. 

Apparently in captivity of the tradition, Barsky also supported the “Roman” version and wrote 

that the Karakallou monastery, dedicated to the leaders (koryphaioi) of the apostles Peter and 

Paul, has its name after “its founder (ktetor), Antonius Caracalla of Rome.” More about the 

link, we learn from Bishop Porphyry Uspensky and his “History of Mount Athos” (1877). 

According to him, the Karakallou monastery is actually the monastery of the Romans of which 

early documents of Mount Athos testifies, which was founded by the monk Benevento at the 

time when the monastery of the Amalfitans was found. 

Since then, the monastery has been dedicated to the chief of the apostles Peter and Paul, 

whose icon is one of the patterns of Mount Athos icon painting. A few years ago, a 

representative edition of the Karakallou monastery and a monograph was published, based on 

the study of Byzantine and Ottoman documents of the monastery from the period 1294-1835 

that sheds more light on the issue. Regardless of the various hypotheses, among which is one 

according to which the Karakallou monastery was founded in the 11th century by a monk 

named Nicholas Caracalla (at the time of the Byzantine emperor Romanos IV Diogenes, 1068-

1071, the seal of whom is kept in the Karakallou monastery), the traditional belief that the 

monastery owes its name to the Roman emperor Caracalla still has its supporters. Documents 

in the archives of Karakallou show that the preserved tower, next to the arsanas (port) of the 

monastery, is probably quite old, feeding allegations that it was preserved from Roman times. 

Anyway, regardless of the variance between traditions and research hypotheses, Karakallou is 

the only active monastery in Athos, whose early history is bound to Rome. What is more 

important: Karakallou is the only active monastery in Mount Athos, dedicated to the Apostles 

Peter and Paul. It is logical, any attempt to find their place on Mount Athos to focus its efforts 

on Karakallou: namely in its katholikon is the miraculous icon “The Embrace of the Apostles 

Peter and Paul”. 

 

 

* 

“Greet one another with the kiss of love” (1 Peter 5:14) 

“Greet one another with a holy kiss” (Romans 16:16, 1 Corinthians 16:20, 2 Corinthians 

13:12, 1 Thessalonians 5:26) 
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In the Orthodox Tradition, when the holy apostles Peter and Paul are depicted together, they 

are most often featured next to each other, upholding the Church. This iconographic type is 

expected: it symbolizes the supremacy of the two apostles and confirms the idea that through 

their feat, they became the foundation of the Church of Christ and its unity. 

Another iconographic subject seems to “place” this image in the wider context of the rest 

of the apostles. The famous iconographic type, “The Synaxis (common commemoration) of the 

Twelve Apostles” is taken into account. In his Lives of the Saints, in the text, devoted to that 

feast, June 30, St. Dimitry of Rostov  noted that this is a feast of the twelve apostles who he 

named by name. Amongst them is Matthias, not Paul, i.e. the apostles are as they were during 

the Pentecost. 

Although, the iconographic solutions change the situation, and in the foreground, the two 

persons who held the Church of Christ are Peter and Paul. This is also the case in the 

monumental icon of the patron saints in the monastery of Karakallou, work of Dionysius of 

Fourna (1722). We can say that the apostle Paul was “appropriated” in the instructions of the 

iconographers, and by the iconographers themselves, in contexts in which he did not belong to 

– such is the scene of the Ascension of Christ in the painter’s manual (hermeneia) of Dicho 

Zograph. We can say, however, the opposite as well – that painters aptly put Paul among the 

apostles when they depict them in common commemoration because he and Peter are 

considered as the chief apostles and it is logical that they held the Church of Christ in the 

foreground. In his painter’s manual, in the section “Twelve Apostles”, Dicho Zograph placed 

Paul at Matthias’ place and the latter is not mentioned at all. They are depicted on an impressive 

size icon-diptych among the twelve apostles in the katholikon (main church) of St. Andrew’s 

Skete on Mount Athos. However, as I already mentioned, there is another, more rarely occurring 

iconographic type in which the two apostles are shown embraced, known as “The Embrace” (Ὁ 

Ἀσπασμός). At the very beginning of this book, I defined it as a symbolic act of togetherness. 

Here is the place to remind that ἀσπασμός means both “embracement, kiss” and “greeting.” The 

brotherly embracement (greeting) between the apostles Peter and Paul laid the foundations on 

which the Church has stood still today. But since when that image is known and what its origin 

is? 

An image, known as Concordia apostolorum – the holy apostles Peter and Paul in an 

“embrace of peace” – was discovered first in the catacombs of Rome.10 It is on a gilded glass, 

most probably a bottom of a chalice. The place and the early origin (no later than the end of the 

3rd century A.D.), as well as the general depiction, is due to the fact that the last period of the 

life of the two chief apostles ended in Rome with martyrdom during the time of emperor Nero  
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and that their bodies are resting there. In the image, the apostles are rather facing each other, 

looking in the eyes, and their closeness is dominated by the image of Christ, Who seems to 

stand on their shoulders (Peter is on the right of Christ, Paul is on the left) and crowned with 

two separate crowns. And here, as in the later storyline, the embrace (greeting) is a sign of 

togetherness of the apostles, and this early artifact suggests the hidden later meanings: Jesus is 

the one who, in early Christianity years, blessed and crowned this unity; from God and for 

God’s sake it is. 

In his study of the portrait of the ancient Christian iconography, A. Grabar also pointed to 

a bronze Roman medallion, also from the 3rd century A.D., with reliefs on the heads of the two 

apostles, in “definitely portrait profiles”. According to him, they were influenced by the 

portraits on the official Roman medals.11 The medallion lacks the figure of Christ, but regardless 

of its new context, the greetings of the two apostles also bear the memory of this initially blessed 

togetherness. Is it not the destiny of any later image of the “Embrace”? An 11th-century 

manuscript kept in the Vatopedi’s library showing how Christ on the throne blesses Peter and 

Paul, standing in a deisis position on His right, only intensifies this suggestion. There is no 

single answer to the proliferation of the subject over the following centuries. The prevailing 

opinion is that up to the 14th century, it is not particularly characteristic of the Byzantine art 

(only a few images are preserved). A hypothesis exists that for its circulation in 15th century, 

the Council of Ferrara-Florence (another unsuccessful attempt for togetherness of the Latin and 

Greek churches after the schism). 

On Mount Athos, the iconographic subject “The Embrace of the Holy Apostles Peter and 

Paul” (Ὁ Ἀσπασμός τῶν ἀποστόλων Πέτρου καὶ Παύλου), we know from several different 

sources. Undoubtedly, one of the most influential is the miraculous icon with the same name of 

the Karakallou monastery. It was identified by Tsigaridas as the work of an anonymous painter 

from the Cretan School of the end of the 15th century.12 In his book, “History of Mount Athos,” 

Bishop Porphyry Uspensky commented on the icon as follows: “The icons on Mount Athos are 

impressively painted. One learns to forgive the neighbor for the bitterness when you see the 

icon on which the apostles Peter and Paul embrace each other after the mutual reconciliation. 

Great is the power of Christian painting” (italics mine, M.D.). The power of the Karakallou 

icon “The Embrace” from the 15th century is in the basis of the second icon with the same 

subject (both present the apostles from the waist up), painted in 1640 by the painter of the 

Cretan School, Konstantinos Paliokapas, and kept today in the icon collection of Karakallou. 

“The Embrace” is also known to other churches on Mount Athos. We find a mural painting 

of the scene, painted in 1446-47 by the iconographer Antonios, on the western wall in the chapel 
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of St. George, in the monastery of St. Paul on Mount Athos. Here the apostles are full-sized, 

whereas the image of the apostle Peter is entirely preserved, while the image of the apostle Paul 

from the waist down is partially destroyed. The embrace and the cheeks, facing each other, are 

clearly expressed, but unlike the image in Karakallou, the hands of the apostle Paul are almost 

concluded, while the hand of the apostle Peter is down and pointing like the “Odigitry” type. 

Again full-sized, the same scene is depicted on an icon in the chapel of St. Athanasius in the 

monastery of Great Lavra, a painter from the Cretan School in the middle of the 16th century 

(at the time when Theophanes painted the monastery’s katholikon).  The Vatopedi monastery 

keeps the earliest known Athonite version of the scene in a well-conserved fragment, dated 

circa 1160-1170 (with dimensions 50 × 65 cm), which, however, according to the editions of 

the monastery itself, is still of unclear origin. In this wonderful image, only the faces of the two 

apostles are preserved, so close to each other, that the right eye of the apostle Paul and the left 

eye of the apostle Peter, respectively their eyebrows, merge into an almost mirror image. It is 

possible that earlier pictures of “The Embrace” existed on Mount Athos. However, so far such 

have not been announced. 

Also at that time, in 1140, Ruggero II made one of the most impressive monuments of the 

Arab-Norman culture – the Palatine Chapel (Italian: Cappella Palatina) in Palermo, a chapel of 

Norman kings in Sicily. The exquisite mosaics, covering by the walls of the chapel were heavily 

influenced by the Byzantine culture. They still inspire today, even though they have been 

partially reconstructed several times. The chapel was dedicated to the two chief apostles Peter 

and Paul, and this is the reason to host various scenes of their lives. Among them is “The 

Embrace”. According to the inscription, above the scene and the various interpretations to 

which it is subjected, this version of “The Embrace” portrays a definite encounter between Peter 

and Paul – the meeting in Rome, where both end their lives as martyrs.14 In other words, unlike 

the Mount Athos’ variants of “The Embrace”, this image has a clearly indicated chronotope. 

Three decades later, the life scenes, this time including their martyrdom, decorate the walls of 

the Monreale Cathedral. These mosaics are also one of the masterpieces of Byzantine art, 

among which, again we find “The Embrace” in the already familiar Roman context (but in the 

mosaics in the church of Martorana in Palermo, completed several years after the Palatine 

Chapel, amongst the images of the apostles Peter and Paul, “The Embrace” is missing). 

Anyway, the spread of that iconographic type in the 12th century suggests at least two things. 

Western as well as Eastern grounds – let us call them conditionally – exist for the spread of the 

type.15 As for the first, the most important thing is that both Peter and Paul ended their lives in 

Rome. Both were called by Christ to testify for Him in that city for which St. John Chrysostom 
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said: “Not so glamorous the sky is, when the sun spills its rays, as glamorous the Rome is, 

illuminating all corners of the universe with its two luminaries – the apostles Peter and Paul! I 

marvel in Rome not at the numerous gold and marble columns, not at its other decorations, but 

at those pillars of the Church!” Beyond any doubt is that one entirely possible encounter 

between the two apostles in Rome could be the foundation for “The Embrace” and the scenes 

in Palatine Chapel and Monreale indicate just that. However, such encounters existed before in 

the East as well: in Jerusalem and in Antioch. In the years of the establishment of the Church, 

they also allow the depicting of such a type. 

Since, behind the image in Christian iconography, word always lies, we should expect a text 

that makes this iconographic subject possible: a text that tells a story or a text that is full of 

symbolism. In the New Testament, however, there is no text that literally recreates such an 

encounter. Therefore, the effort is first to find out what in the canonical texts allow such a 

possibility, and then look for it elsewhere. Firstly, in the Acts of the Apostles, a poignant farewell 

of the apostle Paul with the Ephesian elders is told, where he implied his vision, that they are 

not going to see him again: “And there was much weeping on the part of all; they embraced 

Paul and kissed him, being sorrowful most of all because of the word he had spoken, that they 

would not see his face again” (Acts 20:37-38, italics mine, M.D.). The story is later told in the 

Life of Paul, which completes it pointedly: “And he gave them the last embrace, and headed on 

his way” (italics mine, M.D). And behold, to the reader, only through the image of Paul, a 

hypostasis of the embracement is entirely possible – that of the separation, and beside it, that 

of the sorrow. The sorrow is even doubled: “I am going to Jerusalem… not knowing what will 

happen to me there, except that the Holy Spirit testifies to me in every city that imprisonment 

and afflictions await me” (Acts 20:23). This hypostasis of the kiss – of “sorrowful separation” 

– does not allow fear and fright: Paul is ready to die in Jerusalem for the name of Lord Jesus 

(Acts 21:13). And just because the thought of sacrifice was accepted with joy, in this hypostasis 

of the embracement a feeling of closing, of an end exists. 

The Life of Peter, in turn, includes in its corpus a quote from the Epistle of Paul the Apostle 

to the Galatians (Galatians 1:18), which also suggests that such a scenario is actually possible. 

The two apostles are together for fifteen days in Jerusalem, both texts of the Epistle and the Life 

claim it. This makes it quite possible another hypostasis of the embracement in Jerusalem – the 

joyous welcome. The description of both, Paul and the Ephesian elders, fits as a possible 

situation to Paul’s stay in Jerusalem, changing the context of the embracement: now it is filled 

with ritual meaning, much more a greeting. Ultimately, this context also allows an embracement 

of separation; it is again more greeting, than a sad feeling of an end. 
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The most solid basis for our search we find in the fact that the embracement, in the form of 

a “holy kiss”, as a rhetorical linguistic contrivance, is present in epistles of both apostles, 

included in the New Testament. This is what really nourishes the most realistic hypostasis, 

which symbolically unites meeting and parting: greeting (the holy greeting) among the apostles. 

With behest of a “holy kiss” as a greeting, some of the epistles of the apostle Paul end up 

(Romans 16:16, 1 Corinthians 16:20, 2 Corinthians 13:12, 1 Thessalonians 5:26). With the 

behest for “kiss of love”, the First Epistle of Peter (1 Peter 5:14) ends up. The kiss obviously 

has quite a vast array of possible meanings, but it always sounds like condensed intimacy, like 

shared togetherness. In the appeals of the two apostles, it radiates the meaning of the New 

Testament – love and therefore it is sacred: not just a kiss but a holy kiss; kiss with love. It is 

from some monastic typika (charters for monastic living) which reached us, that we understand 

that the “holy kiss” is a practice in the years of Early Christianity and later, in the Middle Ages. 

The “Monastic rules of Saint Pachomius the Great” (end of the 4th century A.D.) stated that 

after a mutual prayer, each stranger was given the established kiss in peace. We also find similar 

lines in the “Monastic rules of Saint Benedict” (beginning of the 6th century): “To every 

stranger a kiss of peace should be given. In the greeting itself, humility must be shown... this 

must be done with the thought that in his face they accept Christ.” 

Therefore, the “holy kiss” and “kiss of peace” – as texts and practices – are proving 

characteristic messages of Christianity from the earliest times. In the New Testament such 

description does not exist, as what actually happened between the two apostles, the kiss is, in 

fact, quite logical and expected. Every effort to talk about them both as one indivisible entity 

only enhances this opportunity. A “blessed pair”, John Chrysostom called them. “Indivisible”, 

they were called in a prayer dedicated to them. After the 7th century, an akolouthia (divine 

service) was written in honor of the two great “first-enthroned of the apostles, teachers of the 

universe”, as they are glorified in their common troparion (gradual). And, at the beginning of 

this divine service, the two apostles are praised as “divided in body, but united in spirit.” In 

many texts devoted to the two apostles, there is admission, signification, and symbolization of 

the togetherness, without it being built on some spoken literalness of the two embraced in 

tenderness apostles. The answer of the questions whether there is still somewhere such 

literalness, obviously it should be sought outside the field of canonical texts. 

Two texts of the apocryphal literature16 allow such a dialogue: the “Acts of the Holy 

Apostles Peter and Paul” (also associated by some researchers with the mosaics in Sicily) and 

“Part Two of the Acts.” The first of these, the “Acts of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul,” takes 

us to Rome just as the apostle Paul arrived there from Sicily. As I have already said, the 
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canonical texts do not describe, yet do not reject the possibility of such a meeting in the last 

years of the life of the two apostles in Rome. This apocryphal book tells of Paul’s arrival in 

Rome, the meeting with Peter, the common duel against Simon Magus and the victory over him 

in the face of Nero (i.e. it is depicted as a common in mosaics in Sicily), and for the last days of 

the apostles, including their death. A detailed description of the meeting between Peter and Paul 

is present in it, in a way that directly dialogizes with the iconographic type of “The Embrace”: 

“Peter, hearing of Paul’s arrival, joyfully jumped out and immediately went to meet him. And 

when they saw each other, they wept joyfully, long hugging each other, mixing their tears.”17 

We have here a mixed hypostasis of the joyous welcome, of long awaited holy kiss, which – in 

the context of Nero’s Rome and the predicted  self-sacrifice – cannot completely efface the 

thought of the upcoming sorrow (and for “last kiss” of the Life of Paul). The apostle Paul went 

to Rome by order of Christ – to testify (Acts 23:11), that is, he proudly bore within himself the 

willingness for sacrificial end. 

In the other apocryphal text (also known by its subtitle “Blessed Mary on the way of souls” 

and attributed Luke the Evangelist)18, one small passage of text also provides a reasonable basis 

for the iconographic type of “The Embrace”. Understandably, it is possible that a direct 

connection between this text and iconographer does not exist (the text was discovered by 

Kenneth Sylvan Guthrie, and first published in 1904, earlier versions of it have not been 

reported previously), but the common place is so strong that it is worth to be noted. When the 

apostles Luke and Paul went to the house of the apostle and evangelist John the Theologian in 

Jerusalem to be together in the last hours before the Dormition of the Theotokos, they saw the 

silhouette of a man, bent by deep sorrow. Paul tried to speak with good words and then they 

saw that this was the apostle Peter himself. Paul was embarrassed, he did not know how Peter 

will accept him after their last meeting in Antioch, when they “parted angrily” (here apocryphal 

relies heavily on words of the apostle Paul himself: “But when Cephas came to Antioch, I 

opposed him to his face,” Galatians 2:11). But here that Peter called him by name, and then he 

“embraced him and kissed him in tears”, while the eyes of Paul dampened. “Embraced him and 

kissed him in tears” openly dialogizes with the iconographic type of “The Embrace”. Internally 

the dialogue also takes place at other levels: although the “Acts of the Apostles” and the lives 

of two apostles are silent regarding the presence of Peter and Paul at the Dormition of the 

Theotokos, another text in hagiographic literature narrates about it – “The Dormition of our 

Most Holy Lady the Theotokos and Ever-Virgin Mary”. And it is to this text that the apocryphal 

adheres now a new and undescribed detail of the meeting between the two apostles in Jerusalem. 

The embracement in Jerusalem was also a greeting, but much more forgiveness, reconciliation 
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– probably what Bishop Porphyry Uspensky was able to feel in the miraculous icon of 

Karakallou. This is also a new hypostasis of the embracement. 

That is, we have two apocryphal works, which – regardless of the attitude to them – spliced 

new contexts to the encounter between the two apostles. The one conditionally can be called 

Eastern (Jerusalem at the time of the Dormition), the other Western (the eve of the death of 

Peter and Paul in Rome). They also outline two different hypostasis of the embracement. Before 

going into the details of it, I will say something important: some of the meanings of “The 

Embrace” are already brightened at the meeting between the apocryphal thinking with the New 

Testament texts. The two apostles, who both in their epistles called out to “greeting with holy 

kiss”, in their meetings cannot fail to comply with what they require from others. “What we say 

by letter when absent, we do when present” (2 Corinthians 10:11) – in these words of the holy 

apostle Paul, the key to the understanding of the iconographic type of “The Embrace” is hidden. 

What was described in the two apocryphal texts as a touching encounter between the two 

apostles may be nothing more than an imaginary supplement to their appeals in the epistles: 

how else can we imagine a meeting between them, except in the way they demand from others 

in their epistles! Here that with its auto referential power, the phrase: “Greet one another with 

a holy kiss” actually probably underlies in the apocryphal idea before the literalness of the 

occurrence. And that, according to the apocryphal texts, it once happened in Jerusalem, and 

then in Rome (but in symbolic for Christianity situations) probably indicates, that in the years 

of early Christianity the East and West, too, see in the unity of the two apostles the future of the 

Church of Christ. This is what makes “The Embrace” not only possible, but also necessary as 

a symbol. 

But as I said, both of these apocryphal works represent different hypostasis of the 

embracement. The difference is visible even outwardly, in the positioning of the two apostles, 

with all the resulting readings. When the apostles Peter and Paul are depicted with Christ, Peter 

is on the right side of Christ, and Paul on the left (as in the early image of the 3rd century at the 

Roman catacombs). But in the iconographic type of “The Embrace,” while all of the Mount 

Athos` images, known to maintain that position; the places in the mosaics in Sicily have been 

changed: Paul stands on the right and Peter, on the left.19 There is also a difference in the 

gesture. In the mosaics of Sicily, the gesture of the hands is much more realistically expressed: 

impulsive embracement, just like before the last separation, with a sense of death; while in 

Eastern images it is much more symbolic – not emotional, but symbolic. It will be harder to 

find more sorrowful eyes than those of apostle Peter in “The Embrace” in the Palatine Chapel. 

We have not seen him either in the early sixth century image at “Saint Catherine” in Sinai, or 
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in the hundreds of later models of Christian art: thoughtful, strict, even crude, radiating that 

particular mixture of simplicity, love, dedication and hardness – we can often see him as such 

image. If sadness is permissible here or there even for an instant, then it is in the moment of 

remorse after the three-fold denial. In the painting “The Denial of St. Peter” (Gerard Seghers, 

1624, The Louvre), tears flow from both eyes of the apostle. A few years later, in Giovanni 

Barbieri’s picture – “The Tears of St. Peter” (1647, The Louvre), we see the apostle, wiping his 

tears, in the presence of Virgin Mary. But we do not really see his eyes – both artists indirectly 

feature the sorrow in them. Now in “The Embrace,” in the absence of tears, the eyes of the 

apostle Peter harbor the signs of sorrow. In the Athonite images, the eyes of the two apostles 

are different, and in the Karakallou icon of the 16th century, painted by Konstantinos 

Paleokapas, they even shine in a smile. 

Besides external signs, however, there is something hidden, something much more 

important, which makes me think, that as we can talk about two origins of the Image of Edessa 

(the Holy Mandylion) – Eastern (King Abgar) and Western (Veronica’s cloth), we can also talk 

about two beginnings of “The Embrace.” And as Jesus has two different, as a symbolic nature, 

prints of the image on the cloth, not made by hands, it is probably “The Embrace” to have two 

different symbolic layers in the image. Jesus on Veronica’s cloth carries the traces of suffering: 

beaten, abused, and ridiculed; Jesus on Abgar’s towel is an emanation of the spirit: healing, 

saving. Stood on the “embrace in Rome”, Peter and Paul are different in the images in the 

Palatine Chapel and Monreale: the shadow of Nero’s Rome is on the images, the drawing 

inevitably relates to the coming sacrifice, to the end; brings a mixture of pride and sorrow. Even 

if they were born in the context of the joy of the encounter between the two apostles in Rome, 

these images of “The Embrace” also bear the traces of inevitable separation. In the 

consciousness of the spectator, they call forth the memory of Paul’s farewell kiss with the 

Ephesian elders. Conversely, the Eastern images, including those of Mount Athos, are open. 

The encounter – in Jerusalem, but also after-Antioch, where the greeting includes the inevitable 

forgiveness (reconciliation) – do not imply separation but faith and togetherness, and 

viciousness in the future. In Rome, Peter and Paul were clearly conscious of the end of their 

mission: they are sacrificed in the name of Christ, which will crown their feat. In Antioch and 

Jerusalem, they were entirely devoted to the cause: although they were ready for sacrifice at 

any moment, they knew that they had a long struggle in the name of the Church, and were not 

yet called to the end. And here stands the place of forgiveness as a supreme Christian value – 

togetherness is unimaginable without it. The heart must be sincerely open to it (after 

forgiveness, the eyes shine), as well as it is opened to love: “But be kind to one another, 
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tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God you in Christ forgave... and walk in love” 

(Ephesians 4:32, 5:1). These words of apostle Paul are hardly accidental, as these: “If I have no 

love, I am nothing. Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things” 

(1 Corinthians 13:7). Such words, in their existential sounding, knit the invisible bridge between 

holy kiss, forgiveness and love. Such kisses erase the memory of betrayal.20 

The Western message of “The Embrace” is an emanation of the last togetherness in the face 

of death, a joyful reception that carries the separation and feats in the name of Christ. Reality 

that moves to immortality. The Eastern message of “The Embrace” is an emanation of the all-

forgiving love that is possible at any moment – in the fortunes of the weekday, as well as in the 

joy of the feast. A symbolic path to immortality. But since both hypostases of the kiss are part 

of a common history (destiny), the strongest feeling is by reading of their togetherness: in joys 

and sorrows, receptions and partings, debates and forgiveness, on the way to sacrifice the two 

apostles were united and inseparable. The one hypostasis of the embracement refers to the other 

and vice versa; they, too, cannot live in the mind divided. In Karakallou’s prayerful silence, the 

grandeur of the graves in Rome and the exquisite mosaics of the Palatine Chapel surfaced; the 

magnificence of the Montreal monks inevitably invoke the wonderful image of the Vatopedi 

monastery and the powerful miraculous icon of the Karakallou monastery. Together they emit 

the message that the Church in the East and in the West is unthinkable beyond the deeds of the 

two apostles for the glory of Christ. In the all-forgiving embrace of the two apostles that unity 

is symbolized, beyond which the Church is impossible. Now we have senses not only about the 

symbolic name of the iconographic type – “The holy Embrace” – but about where and how to 

find them: in love and forgiveness. 
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NOTES TO THE TEXT 

 

1. All citations from the Bible are from Holy Bible. English Standard Version, Containing 

the Old and New Testament. 

2. For more details, see: Eusebius Pamphilius. Church History. - In: Schaff, P. (Ed.). Nicene 

and Post-Nicene Fathers. 1893, Series II, Vol. 1, pp. 1-1039 (Book 2, Ch. 25). Controversies 

still exist about the stay of the apostles Peter and Paul in Rome (such were pointed out by 

Eusebius from the 1st and 2nd centuries). In the “Golden Legend” of Jacobus de Voragine 

(overspread in transcripts after 1275 and one of the most printed books in Europe in the period 

from 1470 to 1530), the discrepancies reached their culmination. Jacobus, following St. Jerome, 

claimed that Peter was shining 25 years in Rome (from the fourth year of Claudius until the end 

of the reign of Nero, i.e. between the years 44-68), and consecrated Lynn as the first Bishop of 

the City (Rome). In the Lives of the two apostles, which use different sources (from Hegesippus 

and Dionysius of Corinth to Symeon the Metaphrast and Nikephoros Kallistos) and do not 

support this thesis, there is also some uncertainty about the period in Rome. According to the 

Life of Peter, after he had finally succeeded to overpower Simon Magus, Peter left Rome, was 

successively in Spain, Egypt, Jerusalem (for the Dormition of the Theotokos), again in Egypt, 

and finally in Britain, where an angel of Lord told him that he had to go back to Rome, because 

there a death on the cross in the name of Christ awaited him. From the Life of Paul we learn 

that, after being two years in Rome, of which we also know from the last verses of the Acts 

(Acts 28:30), Paul travelled all of Italy, visited Spain and Gaul, and returned to Rome again 

during the reign of Nero, waiting for the day in which he will be “poured out as a drink offering” 

to Christ (cf. 2 Timothy 4:6). In view of these hypotheses, church historians assume that Peter 

and Paul may together fought against Simon Magus during their first stay in Rome, and then 

preached together in Rome until the time of their death, also ambiguously reflected in the Lives 

(“Nero condemned both to death, Peter, as a stranger, to be crucified, and Paul, as a Roman 

citizen – to be beheaded, if not in the same year, in one and the same day”, italics mine, M.D.). 

3. In the text, I use short forms of the titles of the Lives. For their full inscription, see in the 

bibliography of St. Dimitry, Metropolitan of Rostov. 

4. In Rome, a feast of St. Peter’s chains existed since the 2nd century, and aroused after the 

chain was found, with which Peter was chained in a dungeon during the reign of Nero. At the 

beginning of the 5th century, St. Juvenal, Patriarch of Jerusalem, gave to empress Eudocia, the 

wife of Theodosius II, also the chains in which Peter was chained in the prison in Jerusalem. 

She kept the one chain for Constantinople, and the other sent to Rome to her daughter, the wife 
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of emperor Valentinian. Thus in Rome, in the church of St. Peter in Chains (San Pietro in 

Vincoli), together the Nero’s and Jerusalem’s chains were get together (according to the legend, 

when they were touched to one another, they joined together in a miraculous way). The Roman 

Church celebrates the feast on August, 1st, and the Orthodox on January 16th. 

5. Among the hundreds of testimonies over the centuries about the relics in Rome is that of 

the famous traveler Vasily Barsky. In the first volume of his mid-18th century travel notes, he 

paid special attention to the churches, dedicated to the two apostles, to the tombs with the relics 

(“always closed, opened once every 25 years”), to the heads of Peter and Paul, kept together in 

the Archbasilica of St. John Lateran and did not miss the tradition for the beheading of St. Paul, 

supported with the assurance that the water which gushed then, is running to this day and Barsky 

himself drunk from it. 

6. K. Yordanov provided different information on the relics of the two apostles in the years 

after the Fourth Crusade. In terms of the apostle Paul, noted are the head, parts of his flesh, his 

hair and his garments; and for the apostle Peter, parts of his hands, fragments of his beard, his 

teeth and scissors, his iron chains from Jerusalem, and a marble footprint on his foot. For more 

details, see: „Кръстоносните походи: реликви и чудеса“ (С., 2015, с. 151, 230, 354-360, 

398, 418, 428, 440, 443, 459, 465). In this context, it is indicative that while, for the relics of 

other apostles, the holy monasteries of Mount Athos willingly informs (most often about apostle 

Andrew, but also about apostles Bartholomew, John the Theologian, James the Alphaeus, 

Thomas, Philip, Matthew and Barnabas), the details about the relics of apostle Peter are scarce, 

and missing about apostle Paul. Only Iviron and St. Panteleimon’s monastery inform about the 

relics of the apostle Peter, and the Dionysiou monastery informs that it kept “a part of the honest 

chains of the holy apostle Peter from Rome.” See: Trumler, G. Athos: The Holy Mountain. 

Athens, 1994, Adam Editions, 195 pp. 

7. All the pilgrim travelogues cited from the 3rd to the 15th century are from the “Palestine 

Pilgrim’s Text Society” series and under that name can be found in the attached bibliography. 

Compare with the appended bibliography also in later travelogues of V. G. Barsky (1723 - 

1747) and Hristofor Žefarović (1746). 

8. Impressive is the corpus of research on Paul’s four missionary journeys. There is still 

controversy in it and it is a subject of a separate study. Here I would recall the thesis of V. 

Gyuzelev, according to whom it is possible that the apostle Paul would have resided not in 

Philippi, but in Philippopolis. See: Gyuzelev, V. Addition to the translation of the first Epistle 

of Apostle Paul to the Thessalonians in the Old Bulgarian Christinopolski Apostle from the first 
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half of the 12th century. - In: Съчинения в пет тома. Т.1. Апология на Средновековието. 

С., 2013, с. 302; 445-446. 

9. See: Pavlikianov, C. The Byzantine Documents of the Athonite Monastery of Karakallou 

and Selected Acts from the Ottoman Period (1294-1835). Sofia, 2015, pp. 23-51. See also: 

Belon (Pierre Belon du Mans). Наблюдения на множество редки и забележителни неща, 

видени в Гърция, Азия, Юдея, Египет, Арабия и други чужди страни [Observations of 

many rare and remarkable things seen in Greece, Asia, Judea, Egypt, Arabia and other foreign 

countries]. С., БАН, 1953, с. 111-115; Bishop Porphyry (Uspensky). История Афона [History 

of Mount Athos]. В 2-х томах. М., 2007, Издательство ДАР. Т.1, с. 410-413; Mendieta, E. A. 

Mount Athos. Akademie Verlag, Berlin, 1972, p. 74. 

10. See: Loverance, R. Cristian Art. The British Museum Press, 2007, pp. 64-66; Tradigo, 

A. Icons and Saints of the Eastern Orthodox Church. Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getti Museum, 

2006, pp. 267-270. 

11. See: Грабар, А. Портретът в старохристиянската иконография. [The Portrait in Old-

Christian Iconography] – В: Андрей Грабар. Избрани съчинения. С., 1983, Т. 2, с. 242-259. 

12. See: Εἰκόνες Ἱερᾶς Μονῆς Καρακάλλου. Ἅγιον Ὄρος, 2011, pp. 66-70; 463-468. 

13. Ibid., pp.169-171, 463-468. 

14. See: Vicenzi, Al. (Ed.). The Palatine Chapel in Palermo. 2011, pp. 62-63. 

15. Important historical events that intertwine Western roads with the Byzantine Empire 

and the Holy Land should also be taken into account here. The mosaics of the Palatine Chapel 

from 1140 are from the period after the successful First Crusade and the newly established 

Kingdom of Jerusalem (1099-1119). The mosaics in Monreale, as well as “The Embrace” in 

Vatopedi (1160-70) are from the years between the Second (1147) and the Third Crusade 

(1187), before the fall of Jerusalem (1187), but with many seized territories in the Holy Land. 

The icons in Karakallou, have the same subject, are in the context of the complex relations 

between the Ottoman Empire and Venice. From the time when the Republic of Venice occupied 

Crete, most famous works of the Cretan School on “The Embrace of the Holy Apostles Peter 

and Paul” are known. Among them are a series of icons by Angelos Akotantos, one of which is 

kept in the Ashmolean Museum of Art and Archeology, Oxford, and two others are kept in 

Greek churches. Also from this time, preserved are a few other images of “The Embrace”, in 

an oval (medallion) shape. 

16. In the years of early Christianity, the names of the two apostles were associated with a 

multitude of apocryphal writings. Some of them were widespread until the 4th century and put 

their impact later in the Middle Ages. Traces of others are fading. And they both have been 
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repeatedly commented. As more complete corpuses, many of the apocryphal works were 

collected and published in the 19th century, and others discovered and published only in the 

second half of the 20th century. Most of these texts presents the two apostles individually, 

others treat them together. To the first the “The Gospel of Peter”, “The Revelation of Peter”, 

“The Act of Peter”, “The Acts of Peter and the Twelve”, “The Letter of Peter to Philip”, “The 

Prayer of Paul” “The Revelation of Paul”, and “The Vision of Paul”, belong, and among the 

latter “The Acts of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul” stands out. “The Gospel of Peter” (see 

in: Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. IX, Philip Schaff, Ed., pp. 4-13) was discovered by a French 

archaeological expedition in Akhmim (Panopolis), and in 1892, by a French archaeological 

expedition, and was published in the Memoirs of the French Archaeological Mission at Cairo. 

He wrote more about Origen in 253 A.D., as well as about Eusebius in his Church History in 

the early fourth century A.D. and Theodoret in 455 A.D. There are several different texts, 

known under the title “The Revelation of Peter”. One of them is part of the found in Nag 

Hammadi manuscripts (The Revelation of Peter. Coptic Text. Codex VII of the Nag Hammadi 

Library), and besides it, more text in Greek, Ethiopian and Arabic exist, which represent 

different versions of Revelation (The Apocalypse of Peter - In: Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. IX, 

Philip Schaff, Ed., Pp. 298-307). Clement Alexandrian (200 A.D.) and Sozomen wrote the 

Greek version of the Revelation (mid-5th century A.D.). In the Nag Hammadi library, we can 

find two more apocryphal works, related to St. Peter – “The Acts of Peter and the Twelve 

Apostles” (Coptic Text, NHC VI, 1 ) and “The Letter of Peter to Philip” (The Letter of Peter to 

Philip, Coptic Text, NHC VIII, 2, Codex Tchacos 1). “The Act of Peter” is included in the 

Berlin Gnostic Codex 8502, and is the fourth most recent treatise on it (after “The Gospel of 

Mary”, “The Secret Book of John”, “The Wisdom of Jesus Christ”). Some of the scholars 

attribute “The Act of Peter” to the missing part of “The Acts of Peter”. Among the better-known 

apocryphal writings, associated with Paul, there are two apocryphal texts from Nag Hammadi 

library, “The Prayer of the Apostle Paul” (Coptic Text, L, 1) and “The Revelation of Paul” 

(Coptic Text, NHC V, 2). Next to them, we can also add “The Vision of Paul” (In: Ante-Nicene 

Fathers, Vol. IX, Philip Schaff, ed., pp. 308-318). Most attention should be given to a body of 

texts known as “Pseudo-Clementine Writings” (“Clementine”), which two parts – the ten books 

of “Recognitions” and the twenty books of “Homilies” – are written in Greek but come to us in 

the Latin translation of Rufinus of Aquileia at the end of the 4th century A.D. Attributed to 

Peter’s disciple Clement, they examined in detail the activity of St. Peter, in particular his 

confrontation with Simon the Sorcerer. For more details, see: Pseudo-Clementine Literature. - 

In: Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. VIII, Philip Schaff (Ed.), 129-1218. In the Old Bulgarian 
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apocryphal literature, the “Vision of the Holy Apostle Paul, ascended by the angel to the third 

heaven”, “The Life of the Blessed Apostle Peter” (translation from Greek, probably already in 

the 10th century) and “Acts of Peter and Andrew” (probably with Old Bulgarian origin between 

the 12th and 14th century), included in: Петканова, Д. (съст.) Апокрифи. Стара българска 

литература в седем тома. Том 1. Апокрифи. С., 1981, 431 с. Some apocryphal works, such 

as “Acts. Anonymous. Apocryphal works” [„Деяния. Аноним. Апокриф“] (about Peter and 

Paul in Rome during the reign of Nero) and “Martyrdom. Anonymous. Apocryphal works” 

[„Мъчение. Аноним. Апокриф“] (about the martyrdom of Peter and Paul in Rome) are 

described in: Иванова, Кл. Bibliotheca Hagiographica Balcano-Slavica. С., 2008, 720 с. (с. 

560-572). 

17. See: Acts of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul. - In: Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. VIII, 

Philip Schaff (Ed.), Pp. 1506-1522 (and in particular, p 1509). 

18. See: Guthrie, Kenneth. 1989. The Long-Lost Second Book of Acts. Caulfield, Vic. ICA 

Press. 

19. Such symbolism of the “right” and “left” conceals countless semantic directions. On the 

one hand, there are reasons to be found in the Old Testament, for example in the prayer of 

David, Psalm 141:4, in which David seeks protection from God looking to the right ( “Look to 

the right and see: there is none who takes notice of me; no refuge remains to me; no one cares 

for my soul”), as in the later developed Christian symbolism, derived from phrases like: “but to 

sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been 

prepared” (Mark 10:40). 

On the other hand, as long as they are symbolically designated as two pillars of the Church, 

they can be percepted through the metaphor of Solomon’s temple and its columns. The right 

pillar, Jachin (1 Kings 7:21, 2 Chronicles 3:17), which means “He will establish”, allows 

analogy with the words of Jesus “And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 

church” (Matthew 16:18). The left pillar, Boaz, which means, “in him (is) strength”, leads to 

analogy between the story of Ruth, the Moabite and Paul's mission among the Gentiles (see, 

e.g.: Pageau, St. Peter on the Right, St. Paul on the Left. - In: Orthodox Arts Journal, 22 Jan. 

2013). I would like to remind here already mentioned manuscript from the 11th century, 

preserved in the library of the Vatopedi monastery, which presents Christ in miniature, seating 

on a throne and blessing the apostles Peter and Paul, both of whom stand to His right (21,5 x 

17 5 cm, Code 4, f. 18v, Gospel). Admittedly, symbolic reasons for the “right” can be sought 

mainly in the way the Roman Catholic Church identifies itself throughout the centuries by Peter 

– a fact, prominent in all its official documents (See: Second Vatican Council. 1962-1965. 
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Documents. S., 2010, p. 636), and also in the correspondence with Bulgarian rulers in certain 

historical periods, such as that from 866 to 1337. (See: Гюзелев, В. Папството и българите 

през Средновековието. Пловдив, 2009, Фондация „Българско историческо наследство”, 

487 p. The most characteristic here are the letters of Tsar Kaloyan and the Archbishop of 

Tarnovo, Basil I, to Pope Innocent III of 1203, the Tsar Kaloyan’s golden bull for the 

submission of the Roman Church and oath of submission to the supremacy of the Roman throne 

by the Archbishop of Tarnovo from 1204, however, even a letter of Pope Benedict XII to the 

mother of Tsar Ivan Alexander from 15 July 1337 gives an idea of the way the Roman Pontifex 

Maximus identifies himself as a direct heir to the apostle Peter. On “right” and “left” in the icon-

painting image, see in more details: Успенский. Б. А. Семиотика иконы. – В: Семиотика 

искусства. М., 1995, с. 297-304. 

20. Cf.: Блажени Теофилакт. Тълкувание на Посланията на св. ап. Павел. С., 2015, Т. 

1, 613 с. The holy kiss in the Epistles of Paul is interpreted as follows: “the holy kiss pacifies 

and equates” (p. 171), “unites the brethren unfeignedly and not hypocritically” (p. 349), “not 

hypocritical and insidious, like the [kiss] of Judas, but in order to ignite love” (p. 472). 
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ICONOGRAPHIC SUBJECTS (APPENDIX) 

* 

The iconographic heritage of Mount Athos has preserved dozens of frescoes of the holy 

apostles Peter and Paul. The earliest of them are found in the kellion of Ravdouchos under the 

monastery of Pantokrator, near Karyes. Dated from the first half of the 12th century, they are 

still in good state, although are the only surviving frescoes in the kellion’s church. In the church 

of the Protaton, Karyes, painted by Manuel Panselinos, at the very end of the 13th century, 

two frescoes have been preserved up to the present, with the images of the apostles Peter and 

Paul, centered in the nave on both sides of the iconostasis. An impressive image of the apostle 

Peter of the 17th century is depicted in the exonarthex (outer narthex) of the church, near the 

entrance. 

The apostles Peter and Paul are depicted by Theophanes the Cretan in the refectory of 

the Great Lavra. They were later depicted in the chapel of St. Nicholas (in the katholikon), by 

Frangos Katelanos in 1559-60. Images of the apostles Peter and Paul may be found elsewhere 

in the Great Lavra – they are part of wall-paintings in old patriarchal tombs in the courtyard of 

the Lavra (from 1628 and then from 1696), in the chapel of the Holy Apostles (1626) and in the 

church of the kellion of St. George at Provata. 

There are wall-paintings of the apostles Peter and Paul in the Vatopedi monastery as 

well: in the katholikon (dated from the 11th century until the middle of the 12th century, some 

from 1311-12), the chapel of Panagia Paramythea (1677-78), the chapel of the Holy Apostles 

(1683), the phiale for the blessing of the waters in the monastery (17th century), as well as in a 

kellion under the monastery (from the middle of the 16th century). 

The katholikon of the Hilandar Monastery (in the nave, of 1321-22 and in the narthex, 

from 1430 to the middle of the 15th century), keeps valuable frescoes of the apostles Peter and 

Paul where there are two separate images of the apostles Peter and Paul. Images of the two 

apostles are also found in various chapels of the Hilandar Monastery: St. George (1684), Holy 

Archangels (mid-14th century), Nativity of St. John the Baptist (1683-84), Dormition of the 

Theotokos (1320) and Holy Trinity (1682-85), as well as next to the entrance of the refectory. 

The katholikon of the Dionysiou monastery (1546-47, Tzortzis from Crete) preserves 

the wall-paintings “Holy Apostles Peter and Andrew”, “Holy Apostles Paul and James” and 

“Holy Apostles Peter and Paul”. In the chapel with the mirraculous icon “The Theotokos of the 

Akathist Hymn”, in the northwest part of the katholikon, there are separate images of the 

apostles Peter and Paul, as well as in the refectory, painted in 1553, and in the chapels of St. 

John the Theologian (1607-08) and of St. Nicholas (17th century). 
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In the katholikon of the Koutloumousiou monastery, painted by the monk Makarios in 

1539-40, there are two separate images of the apostles Peter and Paul. 

Wall paintings of the apostles Peter and Paul from the 12th century are kept in a kellion 

under the Pantokrator monastery. There is a preserved image of the apostle Peter of the 18th 

century. 

In the katholikon of the Xeropotamou monastery, painted by Metrophanes in 1819, 

there are two separate and very well preserved images of the apostles Peter and Paul. 

In the Docheiariou monastery (katholikon, painted in 1567-68), there are also two 

separate images of the two apostles. Images of the two Apostles also exist in the corridor, 

connecting the refectory with the analogion (lectern) with the miraculous icon of Our Lady 

“Gorgoypikoos” or “She Who is Quick to Hear”; they are painted in 1562-63. 

The Karakallou monastery, dedicated to the two apostles, preserves their images in 

various places, from the entrance of the monastery to the katholikon. 

In the refectory of the Philotheou monastery, painted in 1561-74, at the center, depicted 

is “The Last Supper” and next to it – separately, the apostles Peter and Paul. 

The images of the two apostles stand on both sides at the entrance to the katholikon of 

the monastery of Simonopetra. 

On the northern wall in “St. John the Baptist” chapel in the monastery of Stavronikita 

(1545-46, Theophanes the Cretan) a fresco is preserved, depicting the apostles Andrew, Paul 

and Peter in full length. 

In the old church of Xenophontos (1544), full-length images of the Apostles Peter and 

Paul are preserved. They are also depicted on the southern wall of the Xenophontos’s refectory, 

painted in 1474-75. 

Precious icons with the images of the apostles Peter and Paul, other than the ones 

mentioned in Karakallou, are preserved in other Athonite monasteries. In Protaton, preserved 

are: “St. Apostle Peter”, third quarter of the 12th century, 89 x 40 cm; “St. Apostle Peter”, an 

altar icon of 1542, Cretan School, 91.2 x 115.8 cm; “St. Apostle Paul”, an altar icon of 1542, 

Cretan School, 92 x 116.3 cm; “The Synaxis of the Twelve Apostles”, 17th century, 28 x 33.3 

cm. 

Among the rich heritage of the monasteries, I will point out: Vatopedi (triptych with 

the apostles Peter and Paul, full-length, 13th–14th century); Hilandar (in the exhibition hall of 

the sacristy of Hilandar monastery, the icons “St. Apostle Peter” and “St. Apostle Paul” – both 

from the second half of the 14th century – are kept; “The Holy Apostles Peter and Paul”, first 

half of the 18th century); Pantokrator (two icons “The Apostles Peter and Paul” – the first, 
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from the end of 17th century, 68 x 37.5 cm, the second, from the end of 18th century, 78.5 x 58 

cm); Agios Pavlos (Saint Paul) (two icons with the apostle Peter and the apostle Paul from a 

tier of icons of old iconostasis with the Twelve Apostles, 15th century; again, two icons of them 

from other tier of icons of old iconostasis with the Twelve Apostles, 17th century; Holy Doors 

(or Royal Doors) of an iconostasis from 17th century, in which under the “Annunciation” scene, 

the holy apostles Peter (under the archangel Gabriel) and Paul (under the Virgin Mary) are 

depicted, both full-length (112.5 x 32 cm); Stavronikita (icons of the two apostles, work of 

Theophanes the Cretan and painted mainly in 1546: St. Apostle Peter, 62.5 x 51 cm, and St. 

Apostle Paul, 61.5 x 50 cm); Xenophontos (Holy Apostles Peter and Paul, second half of the 

16th century, 56 x 37.5 cm; St. Apostle Peter: tier of the Twelve Apostles of the iconostasis in 

the katholikon; 1544; 30 x 21 cm; St. Apostle Paul: tier of the Twelve Apostles of the 

iconostasis in the katholikon; 1544; 30 x 21 cm – works of the iconographer Antonios). 

Impressive altar icons with the two apostles also are found in the katholikon of the skete of 

Prophet Elijah. It is logical, however, that the images of the two apostles be depicted both for 

themselves and as part of many other iconographic themes based on stories of the New 

Testament or on their Lives. This is what the next pages will be dedicated to. 

* 

The iconographic scenes, which follow, are presented in chronological order, according 

to the New Testament and the Lives of the two apostles and can be conditionally divided into 

two groups: to the Ascension of Christ, and from the Ascension to the martyrdom of the two 

apostles. In the first group, logically, included are only stories, involving the apostle Peter and 

their number vary in the different stories of the Gospel1. In the second group, included are 

stories, in which the two apostles participate and it ends up with their death as martyrs. Some 

of them are very significant, easily identifiable and often met in the Fine arts. The others seem 

to remain in shade – both, as text and as an image. In an album, in which the image follows the 

word, it is logical to look again at the painters’ manuals or guides (hermeneias)2 – the places 

where the Fine arts programs find grounds. The painters’ manuals are mediators between the 

Gospel texts and the hagiographical literature, on the one hand, and the images that enchant us 

from icons and frescoes over the centuries, on the other hand. Therefore, after bringing a story 

out of certain text, I will point out also the instructions for representation of this story in 

churches. Finally, I point out specific scenes from different Athos monasteries, through which 

this story reaches us (in some of the cases – also scenes from churches dedicated to the holy 

apostles Peter and Paul outside Mount Athos). In this way, I will try to outline three fields: the 

first is the possible contexts in which we can meet the holy apostles Peter and Paul – as they 
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are given to us by New Testament texts and by the Lives. The second is that of the contexts, 

which the iconographic handbooks outline, based mostly on Mount Athos’ heritage up to the 

17th century and which – in part due, in part as a guideline scenes – is expected to be opened 

after the 18th century (including and during the epoch of the Bulgarian National Revival). And 

finally, the third field is that of the real scenes, still preserved in Orthodox churches in the form 

of frescoes and icons, which here will be reduced to mere observation, above all, on the holy 

monasteries of Mount Athos. 

Practically (with a few exceptions), the apostle Peter is a participant or witness to all 

situations, related to Jesus, after his acceptance as a disciple of Christ. This holds true for those 

moments when the Gospel texts explicitly state the presence of all the apostles. Among them 

are scenes which are filled with symbolism, from the Christological cycle, such as “The 

Triumphal Entry” (Palm Sunday), “The Resurrection of Lazarus”, “The Last Supper”, as well 

as “The Ascension of Christ” and “Pentecost”. In none of these, however, the New Testament 

narrative names Peter by name. the painters’ manuals also do not name him by name; with one 

exclusion – Dicho Zograph includes the apostle Peter in “The Triumphal Entry”. 

Technically speaking, since the Apostle Peter is often painted first after Jesus, when the 

iconographer proceeds to portray them, he cannot fail to comply, firstly, with the instructions 

on how to paint the apostle Peter, and then with those other scenes, in which he is explicitly 

present and has already been depicted. For these reasons, even in the mentioned scenes, the 

apostle Peter is present recognizably – as a silent presence3. In some cases, as the iconographer 

of the Carikli Church in Cappadocia did with “The Triumphal Entry” scene, the name of the 

Apostle Peter is written in the scene above his very image, immediately after Christ. In the 

following description, I will only follow the scenes in which the apostle Peter is explicitly 

mentioned in the New Testament and in his Life. I will first single out those, which are present 

at the same time as in Gospel texts and/or in the Life, which are not present in the painters’ 

manuals (I will proceed in the same manner afterwards with the Apostle Paul). In parallel, I 

will indicate in which monasteries of Mount Athos, the respective scenes could be found4. The 

scenes follow a chronological order, taking into account the order of representation in the 

“Painter’s Manual” of Dionysius of Fourna (when a scene is present in his manual, the original 

title in Greek is provided). 
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SCENES WITH THE APOSTLE PETER TO THE ASCENSION OF CHRIST 

 

 The testimony of John the Baptist for Christ to his disciples (Ὁ Χριστὸς 

μαρτυρούμενος εἰς τοὺς μαθητὰς ὑπὸ τοῦ Προδρόμου) 

We know the story from the Gospel According to John (1:29-37). It literally preceded 

the story in which Jesus chose Simon Peter as His disciple. It is not present in the Life. As a 

scene, it is included in the painters’ manual of Dionysius (with the description: “The Forerunner 

indicates Christ to John and Andrew, in the distance Andrew leads Peter to Christ, and Philip 

leads Nathanael”). The scene is mainly depicted in more extended Life cycles, dedicated to 

John the Baptist (as preserved in the Cathedral of John the Baptist in Valletta, Malta). 

 

 Christ calls His disciples by catching fish (Ὁ Χριστὸς προσκαλῶν τοὺς μαθητὰς 

διὰ τὴν ἄγραν τῶν ἰχθύων) 

The story is present in the accounts of all the four evangelists (Matthew 4:18-20; Mark 

1:16-18; Luke 5:3-11; John 1:35-42), each of which, along the overall – Jesus walks past the 

Sea of Galilee, sees Peter and Andrew throwing their nets in the water, and calls them to be His 

disciples – entwined in the plot symbolic suggestions of the future Church. Matthew, Mark and 

Luke entwine in their narrative allegory of Peter being “the fisher of men” and John – in his 

story for calling of Simon as a disciple of Christ – reports the way Jesus gave him the sobriquet 

of Peter. The story is also found in the Life, based in turn on the account of John, and then of 

Matthew and Luke; is also mentioned in the “Akathist Hymn to the Holy Leaders of the 

Apostles Peter and Paul” (Oikos 1). As a scene, it is included in two painters’ manuals – that of 

Dionysius of Fourna (under the title “Christ calls His disciples while fishing”) and gets the 

following description: “There are two boats in the middle of the sea, in the one – Christ, in front 

of Him – Peter, kneeling…”), and that of Varban G. Kolarov (under the title: “Christ calls His 

disciples by fishing” with the following description: “Sea and two boats, and in one of them is 

Christ, and in front of Him – Peter on his knees, and Andrew draws the net...”). On Mount 

Athos, a fresco of that scene is preserved in the Dionysiou monastery (refectory, 1602-03, work 

of monk Daniel). 

 

 Christ heals the mother-in-law of Simon Peter (Ὁ Χριστὸς ἰώμενος τὴν πενθερὰν 

Πέτρου) 

The story of Peter’s sick mother-in-law, who Jesus healed is similarly narrated by three 

evangelists – Matthew, Mark and Luke (Matthew 8:14-15, Mark 1:29-31, Luke 4:38-39). 
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According to Matthew and Mark, Jesus healed by touching her hand (the painters’ manuals will 

also give preference to this); according to Luke, the disease was cast out through a voice. In the 

Life, the story follows the narrative of Mark. As a scene, it is included in two painters’ manuals 

– of Dionysius of Fourna (entitled “Christ heals the mother-in-law of Simon Peter), with the 

following description: “Peter’s mother-in-law is lying on the bed in the house, Christ holds her 

hand, and behind Him are the apostles”), and that of Varban G. Kolarov (with the title “Christ 

is healing the mother-in-law of Peter” and the description: “Home and Peter’s old mother-in-

law lying on the bed, Christ is holding her hand, and the apostles are behind Him”). On Mount 

Athos, a fresco of that scene is preserved in the monasteries of Hilandar (katholikon, nave, 

1321-22), Dionysiou (katholikon, nave, 1546-47, Tzortzis from Crete) and Pantokrator 

(refectory, 1749, Seraphim, Kosmas, and Ioannikios from Ioannina). Earlier image of the scene 

is preserved in the cathedral in Monreale (mosaic, south, right-side nave, 1170). Later images 

of the scene are preserved also in Bulgaria: in the church of the Nativity of Christ in the village 

of Arbanasi, Bulgaria (chapel of St. John the Baptist, painted in 1632) and at the Rozhen 

monastery of the Nativity of the Mother of God (1732). 

 

 Christ rebukes the winds and the sea (Ὁ Χριστὸς ἐπιτιμῶν τοῖς ἀνέμοις καὶ τῇ 

θαλάσσῃ) 

Other memorable story is the rebuking the winds and the sea by Christ. It is narrated by 

three evangelists – Matthew, Mark and Luke (Matthew 8:23-27; Mark 4:35-41; Luke 8:22-25). 

In the scene of calming of the storm, the emphasis is on Jesus. It is included in two painters’ 

manuals – that of Dionysius of Fourna (entitled “Christ calms the winds and the sea” with the 

description: “Among the rough sea, a boat sails. Christ on the front is sleeping, and behind Him, 

Peter and John, in horror, extend their hands to Him... the awakened Christ stretches out His 

arms against the wind”), and of Varban G. Kolarov (under the title “Christ rebukes the winds 

and the sea” with the description: “Rough sea and in the midst, a boat floats and Christ... Peter 

and John over Him, with stretched arms and fear... and Christ in the midst of the boat, stretches 

out His hands towards the wind and rebukes the wind”). On Mount Athos, a fresco of that scene 

is preserved in Dionysiou (katholikon, nave, 1546-47, Tzortzis from Crete), Pantokrator 

(refectory, 1749, iconographers: Seraphim, Kosmas, and Ioannikios from Ioannina), Philotheou 

(phiale, 18th century) and Stavronikita (katholikon, nave, 1545-46, Theophanes of Crete; 

Teophanes depicted the scene earlier, in 1527, in the monastery of Saint Nicholas of Anapafsas, 

Meteora, narthex). Earlier image of the scene is preserved in the cathedral of Monreale (mosaic, 

south, right-side nave, 1170). In Bulgaria, the scene is preserved in the mural paintings of St. 
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Petka’s church in Radibosh (17th century) and the Cherepish monastery of the Dormition of 

the Theotokos (17th century). 

 

 Jesus Christ walking on the sea (Ὁ Χριστὸς περιπατῶν ἐπὶ τῆς θαλάσσης) 

The story is told from three evangelists – Matthew, Mark and John (Matthew 14:25-31; 

Mark 6:48-51; John 6:18-20) – but only Matthew stands out Peter by name among the disciples. 

Moreover, while in the other two evangelists, Jesus simply calms His disciples, Matthew makes 

Peter an acting character in the story: Peter, seeing his Lord walking on the water, wishes to do 

the same, but fails and sinks, seeking help from Jesus, from whom he is reproached for 

unbelief. It is included in the Life, and this story points out Matthew. It is included in two of the 

painters’ manuals, which clearly rely entirely on the text of Evangelist Matthew. These are the 

painters’ manuals of Dionysius of Fourna (with the title “Christ walks on the sea” and the 

description: “Sea with terrible and fierce waves, among them a boat with the frightened 

apostles, and at the back of the boat Peter in water, up to his knees, and lifting up his hands. 

Christ walks on the water and saves him”) and of Varban G. Kolarov (with the title “Christ 

walks on the sea”, and the description: “Sea and terrible and wild waves and a boat, and the 

apostles in it, terrified, and Peter in the boat, sinking to the knees in the sea, lifting up his hands 

for Christ, Christ walks on the sea and holds Peter for his hands”). On Mount Athos, a mural 

painting of the scene is preserved in Dionysiou (katholikon, nave, 1546-47, Tzortzis from 

Crete), Pantokrator (refectory, 1749, iconographers: Seraphim, Kosmas, and Ioannikios from 

Ioannina), and Philoteou (phiale, 18th century). 

 

 The resurrection of Jairus’ daughter (Ὁ Χριστὸς ἀνιστῶν τὴν θυγατέρα Ἰαείρου) 

The story of how Jesus raised the daughter of the ruler of the synagogue was told by the 

three synoptic evangelists – Matthew, Mark and Luke (Matthew 9:18-26; Mark 5:22-43, Luke 

8:49-56). Witnesses of what happened are only Peter, James and John – the ones who will then 

witness the Transfiguration. The story is not present in the Life. As a scene, it is included in two 

of the painters’ manuals – that of Dionysius of Fourna (with the title “Christ rises Jairus’ 

daughter”, and description: “...Christ holds her with His left hand, with His right hand He 

blesses her, and behind Him Peter, James and John stand”), and that of Varban G. Kolarov (with 

the title ”Christ heals Jairus’ daughter”, and the description: “A little girl is lying on a golden 

bad and Christ stands in front of her, blessing her with His right hand... and behind Christ are 

Peter, James and John”). On Mount Athos, mural painting on the scene is preserved in the 

Esphigmenou monastery (katholikon, nave, 18th century). Earlier image of the scene is 
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preserved in the cathedral of Monreale (mosaic, south, right-side nave, 1170). In Bulgaria, one 

can see the scene in the church of the Nativity of Christ in Arbanasi (1632-1681). 

 

 The Transfiguration of Christ (Ἡ Μεταμόρφωσις) 

One of the most important stories in the New Testament is narrated by the three synoptic 

evangelists – Matthew, Mark and Luke (Matthew 17:1-8; Mark 9:1-5; Luke 9:28-33). It is 

included in the Second Epistle of Peter (2 Peter 1:16-18). From it, we learn how Jesus, in the 

conversation with Elijah and Moses on Mount Tabor, was transfigured in front of the astonished 

gaze of three of His disciples – Peter, James, and John. Peter is most active among the disciples, 

and even proposes that Jesus make three tabernacles to stay there. The story is heavily imprinted 

in his mind as he recalls it as a witness in his Second Epistle („we ourselves heard this very 

voice borne from heaven, for we were with Him on the holy mountain”). The story is present in 

the Life, referring to the Epistle of Peter; it is also mentioned in “Akathist Hymn to the holy 

Leaders of the Apostles Peter and Paul” (Oikos 5). As a scene, it is present in two painters’ 

manuals – that of Dionysius of Fourna (with the title “The Transfiguration” and the description: 

“A mountain with three peaks, on the middle one, Christ in white clothes blesses, rays of light 

coming from Him, Moses on His right side, on the left – Elijah. Peter stays in the low, James 

and John look in amazement), and that of Varban G. Kolarov (under the title “The 

Transfiguration” and the description: “...and under Christ, Peter, and John, and James fallen on 

their faces and watch greatly afraid; ...Christ leads the apostles up on a high mountain by 

themselves, and on the other side, again Christ with the apostles coming down from the 

mountain with fear and looking aback...”). Much of the wall-painting programs of the Mount 

Athos monasteries depict, as part of the scene “The Transfiguration”, the two scenes in which 

the disciples and Jesus walk up and down from Tabor. Here I would outline the scenes in the 

Protaton church in Karyes (1290, Panselinos, the image of the apostle Peter is best preserved 

from the whole composition); in the Great Lavra (katholikon, 1534-35, Theophanes the Cretan, 

in the chapel of St. Nicholas in the katholikon, painted in 1559-60, from Frangos Katelanos, 

and in the chapel of St. Blaise, painted in 1528-29); in the Vatopedi monastery (katholikon, 

nave, 1311-12, the Macedonian School; the chapel of Panagia Paramythea, 1667-68; the chapel 

of the Holy Unmercenary Physicians, 14th – early 15th century, the chapel of St. John the 

Theologian in the kellion of Procopius); in the monastery of Iveron (katholikon, nave, 157, 

hieromonk Markos); in the Hilandar Monastery (katholikon, nave, 1321-22, as well as in the 

chapels of St. George, 1684, St. Demetrius, and St. Sava of Serbia, the skete of Holy Trinity, 

1682-1685, the kellion of the Transfiguration in Karyes, 17th century); in the Dionysiou 
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monastery (katholikon, nave, 1546-47, Tzortzis from Crete); in the Koutloumousiou monastery 

(katholikon, nave, painted by monk Makarios in 1539-40); in the Pantokrator monastery 

(katholikon, nave, 1363-1380); in the Xeropotamou monastery (katholikon, nave, 18th 

century); in the Zographou monastery (katholikon, nave, painted by Metrophanes in 1819, the 

old church of the Dormition of the Theotokos, 1768, the chapel of the Transfiguration, 18th 

century); in the Docheiariou monastery (katholikon, nave, 1567-68, Tzortzis from Crete); in the 

chapel of St. George in the monastery of Agios Pavlos (Saint Paul) (1446-47, Antonios); in the 

monastery of Stavronikita (katholikon, nave, 1545-46, Theophanes the Cretan – the scene is 

very close as a pattern to one of Theophanes’ icons in the museum collection of Pantokrator); 

in the monastery of Xenofontos (the chapel of St. Demetrius of the old church, mid-16th 

century); in the monastery of Gregoriou (katholikon, nave, 1779, iconographers Gabriel and 

Gregory from Kastoria). On Mount Athos, there are practically in all the monasteries icons of 

the Transfiguration. Here I will mention some of the more valuable portable icons, mostly 

preserved in the collections of the monasteries. In the Protaton church in Karyes, two icons of 

the Transfiguration – the one from the first half of the 15th century (50.5 x 41 cm), and the 

other, as part of a larger icon of the Twelve Great Feasts (1611; 75.7 x 37.8 cm) – are kept. The 

Pantokrator monastery preserves several icons of the Transfiguration. Two of them are 

attributed to Theophanes the Cretan and painted in the period 1535-1546 (the first, with 

dimensions 91 x 80.5 cm, the second, with dimensions 59 x 46 cm). Another icon of the 

Transfiguration from an old iconostasis of the katholikon is preserved (the last quarter of the 

16th century), and there is other dated in the 17th century (31 x 27 cm). Icons of the 

Transfiguration is preserved in the collections of the monasteries of Zographou (18th century, 

78.7 x 38,5 cm) and Agios Pavlos (18th century, 22.5 x 18 cm). The icon of the Transfiguration 

in the monastery of Stavronikita was painted by Theophanes the Cretan (16th century, 57 x 39 

cm). The monastery of Xenophontos preserves two icons of the Transfiguration – the one, from 

the late 12th to the beginning of the 13th century (104 x 71 cm) and the other, from the 17th 

century (32 x 27 cm). In the church of the Transfiguration to the konakion (residence of the 

representatives of the monasteries) of the Zographou monastery in Karyes, an icon of the 

Transfiguration (73.5 x 56 cm) on the iconostasis is preserved up to the present, work of 

Zachary Zograph – one of his last works, painted in early 1853. Among the early images of the 

scene, the mosaic at the Palatine Chapel, Palermo (southern transept, 1143) stands out. 
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 Christ with Peter pays the two-drachmas (Ὁ Χριστὸς μὲ τὸν Πέτρον τελῶν τὰ 

δίδραχμα) 

Narrated only by Evangelist Matthew (17:24-27), the story is about how in Capernaum, 

following the instructions of Jesus, Peter throws the fishing rod and opens the mouth of the first 

fish caught, finds a four-drachma coin (two two-drachmas) and he pays with it the temple tax 

for his Master and for himself. The story is not included in the Life. However, it is included in 

two painters’ manuals – that of Dionysius of Fourna (under the title “Christ with Peter pays the 

two-drachmas” and the description: “On a stone in the water, Peter sits, barefoot, with a reed 

pole in hands, on which fish is hanging. In the distance, Peter and Christ pay the two-drachma 

to a soldier”), and that of Varban G. Kolarov (under the title “Christ with Peter pay the two-

drachma” and the description: “Sea: Peter naked and barefoot, sits on a stone with a fishing rod 

and hangs a fish, Peter gives the coins to Christ and Christ gives them to the soldier”. On Mount 

Athos, mural painting of the scene is preserved in the monastery of Iveron (katholikon, nave, 

1577, hieromonk Markos). 

 

 Sacred Washing of Feet (Ὁ ἱερὸς Νιπτήρ) 

Only Evangelist John (13:1-12) told the story, in which Jesus, during the Last Supper, 

washed Peter’s feet, despite his initial resistance. Its symbolism unfolds layers of humility, 

suppression of pride, without which true brotherly love is unthinkable. While the other three 

evangelists seek the basic message during the Last Supper in Christ’s covenant of the Eucharist 

(bread and wine as the body and blood of Christ), evangelist John redirects to the washing of 

the feet and to the interpretation of the action itself (verses 12 and 14: “He said to them, “Do 

you understand what I have done to you?… If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your 

feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet.”). This event is not present in the Life, but is 

mentioned in “Akathist Hymn to the Holy Leaders of the Apostles Peter and Paul” (Oikos 9). 

As a scene, it is included in all the three painters’ manuals. In Dionysius of Fourna, it is entitled 

“The Sacred Washing of the Feet” with the following description: “A Temple. Apostle Peter is 

sitting on a bench, with one hand pointing to his feet and the other to his head. In front of him, 

Christ on His knees, with a chiton, without garments, girded in a towel, with one hand holding 

Peter's foot, with the other pointing to him. The apostles stand behind him. In the other part of 

the picture, Christ is in His garments, with a hand stretched out to the apostles, and in the other 

hand, He holds the inscription with the words: I say to you that one of you will betray Me. In 

front of Him are the Apostles who talk to each other.” In the painters’ manual of Varban G. 

Kolarov, it is entitled “The Holy Washing” with the description: “A house and Peter in a chair, 
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with one hand points to his feet and the other to his head. And Christ, in front of him on His 

kneel, laid aside His outer garment and girded in an towel, with one hand holds Peter’s foot and 

the other stretched to him and before them a basin with water...”. In the painters’ manual of 

Dicho Zograph, it is entitled “Washing of Peter’s feet” with the following description: “On the 

left, apostle Peter is sitting on the chair, and the other apostles are around him, bewildered and 

ashamed. Peter leans his head slightly, his right hand toward his chest. Christ is on his right 

side, wringing His sleeves, washing Peter’s feet in a big basin. Peter is very embarrassed and 

scared”. The scene under the title “The Sacred Washing” was presented in another part in the 

painters’ manual, in the cycle “The Passions of Our Lord Jesus Christ”, as follows: “A house 

and Peter is sitting in a chair with one hand showing his feet and the other is on his head. And 

Christ, in front of him on His kneel, laid aside His outer garment and girded in an towel, and 

with one hand holds Peter’s foot, and with the other He points to the apostles...”. Frescoes of 

the scene are preserved in the Protaton church (nave, 1290, Panselinos), the Great Lavra 

(katholikon, 1534-35, Theophanes the Cretan), Vatopedi (katholikon, narthex, 1311-12, 

Macedonian School), Iveron (katholikon, nave, 1577, hieromonk Markos), Hilandar 

(katholikon, nave, 1321-22), Dionysiou (katholikon, nave, 1546-47, Tzortzis from Crete), 

Koutloumousiou (katholikon, nave, 1539-40, monk Makarios), Pantokrator (katholikon, nave, 

1363-80), Xeropotamou (katholikon, nave, 18th century), Zographou (katholikon, nave, 1819, 

iconographer Metrophanes, also in the old church of the Dormition of the Theotokos, nave, 

1768), Docheiariou (katholikon, nave, 1567-68, Tzortzis from Crete), Stavronikita (katholikon, 

nave, 1545-46, Theophanes the Cretan), Xenophontos (old church, nave, 1544, Antonios), 

Gregoriou (katholikon, nave, 1779, Gabriel and Gregory of Kastoria). An icon with the scene 

“Washing the feet” is preserved in the collection of the Iveron monastery (from an old 

iconostasis of 1535-45, Cretan School). An icon with the same scene is also preserved in the 

collection of the Pantokrator monastery. 

 

 Prayer in Gethsemane (Ἡ προσευχὴ τοῦ Χριστοῦ) 

Three evangelists, Matthew, Mark, and Luke tell the story of Jesus, praying in 

Gethsemane before being captured by the guard (Matthew 26:37-46, Mark 14:34, Luke 22:39-

46). In this sublime moment, Jesus, again, took Peter and the two Zebedee’s sons – but only 

Matthew and Mark name Peter by name, when Jesus turns to the disciples (“And He came to 

the disciples and found them sleeping. And He said to Peter, “So, could you not watch with Me 

one hour?””, “And He came and found them sleeping, and He said to Peter, “Simon, are you 

asleep? Could you not watch one hour?””). The scene is not present in the Life, but it is included 
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in all three painters’ manuals. In the painters’ manual of Dionysius of Fourna, it is entitled 

“Christ Prays in the Garden of Gethsemane” with the description: “Amidst the garden, Christ 

on His knees, with His eyes and His hands raised towards the sky. Bloody sweat is falling down 

His face to the ground. Above Him, an angel in light, with arms stretched to Him. Behind Him 

Peter, James, and John, sleeping. The Savior goes to them, with one hand waking up Peter, and 

in the other, holding the inscription: “So, could you not watch with Me one hour?”. In the 

painters’ manual of Varban G. Kolarov, it is entitled “The Prayer of Christ” with the 

description: “A garden with trees, and Christ on His knees in the midst, with His eyes and hands 

lifted up to heaven... and behind Christ, Peter, James and John sleeping, and Christ with one 

hand wakes up Peter.” In the painters’ manual of Dicho Zograph, with the title “The Prayer of 

Jesus Christ” and the description: “Flat hills. Christ is on His knees, looking up. Above Him an 

angel comes, with a cross in his hands. Behind Christ, three apostles, Peter, John and James 

lying down, are sleeping”. The scene under the title “The Prayer of Christ” is presented also in 

another part in the painters’ manual, in the cycle “The Passions of our Lord Jesus Christ”, as 

follows: “Christ kneeling, with His hands on His chest, His eyes up and tears dropping on His 

face, like drops of blood, on the ground. A little further, behind Christ, Peter, James and John 

are asleep. And again, Christ over them – with one hand holds Peter for the garment, with the 

other, holds a scroll and says, “Simon, are you asleep? Could you not watch one hour?” On 

Mount Athos, mural paintings of the scene are preserved in Protaton (nave, 1290, Panselinos), 

the Great Lavra (katholikon, nave, 1534-35, Theophanes the Cretan), Vatopedi (katholikon, 

narthex, 1311-12, Macedonian School), Iveron (katholikon, nave, 1577, hieromonk Markos), 

Hilandar (katholikon, nave, 1321-22), Dionysiou (katholikon, nave, 1546-47, Tzortzis from 

Crete), Koutloumousiou (Tzortzis from Crete, nave, 1539-40, monk Makarios), Pantokrator 

(katholikon, nave, 1363-80), Xeropotamou (katholikon, 18th century) Docheiariou (katholikon, 

1567-68, Tzortzis from Crete), Stavronikita (katholikon, nave, 1545-46, Theophanes the 

Cretan), Xenophontos (old church, nave, 1544, Antonios), Gregoriou (katholikon, 1779, 

Gabriel and Gregory from Kastoria). An icon with the “Prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane” 

scene (detail from a 19th-century Menologium, 53.5 x 43.5 cm) is stored in the collection of the 

Pantokrator monastery, as well as in the collection of the Iveron monastery (old iconostasis icon 

from 1535-45, Cretan School). 

 

 The betrayal of Judas (Ἡ προδοσία τοῦ Ἰούδα) 

One of the saddest scenes in the Christological cycle includes in its composition an 

additional scene, in which Peter cuts Malchus’ ear. Although it was told by the four evangelists 
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(Matthew 26: 51-54, Mark 14: 46-48, Luke 22: 49-51, John 18: 10-11), it has some differences. 

For example, only John names Peter as the man who cuts the ear of the high priest’s servant, 

and even specifies that this was his right ear. Again only according to John, Jesus spoke to Peter 

after the incident. Luke is distinguished by the fact that Jesus heals the cut ear by touching His 

hand to it. The story is present in the Life by direct quotation from John. As a scene, it is included 

in all the three hermeneias. In the painters’ manual of Dionysius, it is entitled “The betrayal of 

Judas” with the description: “Amidst the garden, Judas embraces and kisses Christ. Behind him, 

Peter, with a knife, cuts the ear of a young soldier standing on his knees. Behind Christ, soldiers 

– some of them with knives, others with spears or torches; some keep Him, others abuse Him.” 

In the hermeneia of Varban G. Kolarov, is has the following title “The betrayal of Judas” and 

the description: "A garden and Judas in it, embraces Christ and kisses Him. Behind Judas is 

Peter. Under Peter, a henchman with an ear cut.” In the hermeneia of Dicho Zograph, it is 

entitled “The Betrayal of Christ by Judas” and the description: “Hills. Christ is standing up on 

the left. Judas hugs Him to kiss Him... Peter catches a young, beardless man, named Malchus, 

who wears a lantern, and cuts his right ear”. The scene is presented in another place of the 

hermeneia, in “The Passions of our Lord Jesus Christ” cycle, under the title “The betrayal of 

Judas” as follows: “Garden, and in it, Judas embraces Christ and kisses Him, and behind Judas, 

Peter, – underneath him, a young soldier, named Malchus, placed under Peter’s knees, Peter 

cuts his ear with his knife.” On Mount Athos, mural paintings of the scene are preserved in 

Protaton (nave, 1290, Panselinos; an interesting moment in the composition is that Peter cuts 

not the right, but the left ear of the servant of the high priest), the Great Lavra (katholikon, nave, 

1534-35, Theophanes the Cretan), Vatopedi (katholikon, nave, 1311-12, Macedonian School – 

as opposed to the typical setting of the scene in which the apostle Peter cuts the ear of Malchus 

– to be a detail at the one end of the composition of the betrayal of Judas – here it is in the 

foreground of the composition, centered, and immediately before Judas kissing Christ. Another 

feature of the composition is that here, as in Protaton, Peter cuts the left ear of the servant of 

the high priest, not the right, as it is stated in the Gospel text), Iveron (katholikon 1577, 

hieromonk Markos), Hilandar (katholikon, nave, 1321-22), Dionysiou (katholikon, nave, 1546-

47, Tzortzis from Crete), Koutloumousiou (katholikon, nave, 1539-40, monk Makarios), 

Pantokrator (katholikon, nave, 1363-1380), Xeropotamou (katholikon, 18th century), 

Zographou (katholikon, 1819, iconographer Metrophanes; also in the old church of the 

Dormition of the Theotokos, 1768), Docheiariou (katholikon, nave, 1567-68, Tzortzis from 

Crete), Stavronikita (katholikon, nave, 1546-47, Theophanes the Cretan), Gregoriou 

(katholikon, 1779, Gabriel and Gregory of Kastoria). An icon of the Judas’ betrayal, a detail of 
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which is “Peter cuts the ear of Malchus” scene is preserved in the collection of the Iveron 

monastery (from an old iconostasis icon of 1535-45, Cretan School). 

 

 The triple denial of Peter (Ἡ τριττὴ ἄρνησις τοῦ Πέτρου, Ἡ μεταμέλεια τοῦ 

Πέτρου) 

The story in which Peter denied Christ three times in front of the servant and the soldiers 

around the fire in the courtyard of Annas is narrated by all four evangelists (Matthew 26:69-75; 

Mark 14:65-72; Luke 22:54-61; John 18:15-27) with different setting in time. United by the 

symbol of the rooster’s crowing and Peter’s weeping, remembering the words of Christ. The 

story is present in the Life; is also mentioned in the “Akathist Hymn to the Holy Leaders of the 

Apostles Peter and Paul” (Kontakion 10). As the scene, it is included in all three painters’ 

manuals. In that of Dionysius, it is entitled “The triple denial of Peter” with the description: 

“Next to Annas’ home, where Christ is being judged, Peter stands in the corner of the courtyard. 

A servant girl speaks to him, reaching out to him. A fire in another place in the courtyard, and 

two soldiers around it, warming up, and questioning Peter. On the third place, in the yard Peter 

stands with his arms outstretched. A rooster crows from the above, out of the courtyard, Peter 

sadly weeps.” In the painters’ manual of Varban G. Kolarov, it is entitled “The triple denial of 

Peter” and the description: “Under the palace of Ananias (sic). There is place of the judgment. 

Christ stands on the one end... Downwards, a fire and two soldiers warming up and asking Peter, 

and further, next to the palace doors, Peter, anxious, with his arms stretched out and a servant 

girl pointing to Christ and up the window, a rooster crows and underneath, Peter weeps.” In the 

painters’ manual of Dicho Zograph, it is entitled “The denial of Peter” with the description: 

“Peter stood outside the courtyard, and three soldiers with weapons were warming up on the 

fire. And the servant girl came forth, and said unto Peter, “Art thou also to be a disciple unto 

this man?” And he answered, “I am not.” The servant girl points Peter with her hand. There is 

a pillar beside Peter, and on the ladder a rooster crows; the scene is also presented in another 

part of the hermeneia, in the “The Passions of the our Lord Jesus Christ” cycle, under the title 

“The third denial of Peter”, as follows: “Down, below the place of judgment where Christ is 

being judged by Annas, Peter stands at one end and before him a servant girl with her hands 

stretched out to Peter. Further, a fire and two soldiers warming up and asking Peter. And further 

down, from the door of the building, Peter, terrified, with his arms outstretched, and a servant 

girl pointing at him as (calling him) a disciple of Christ. Above him, a window, and a rooster 

crows. And further down, Peter is crying.” On Mount Athos, mural paintings of the scene are 

preserved at the Great Lavra (katholikon, nave, 1534-35, Theophanes the Cretan), Iveron 
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(katholikon, nave, 1577, hieromonk Markos), Hilandar (katholikon, nave, 1321-22), Dionysiou 

(katholikon, nave, 1546-47, Tzortzis from Crete), Koutloumousiou (katholikon, nave, 1539-40, 

monk Makarios), Zographou (the old church of the Dormition of the Theotokos), Docheiariou 

(katholikon, nave, 1567-68, Tzortzis from Crete), Stavronikita (katholikon, nave, 1545-46, 

Theophanes), Xenophontos (the old church of 1544). It is noticeable that in the two monasteries, 

painted by Theophanes the Cretan – the Great Lavra and Stavronikita – “The triple denial of 

Peter” scene is accompanied by “The Repentance of Peter” scene (both painted as a diptych, 

next to each other). A valuable icon with “The triple denial of Peter” scene is preserved in the 

collection of the Iveron monastery (icon from an old iconostasis of 1535-45, Cretan School). 

Among the earlier preserved samples of the scene is the fresco in the St. Sophia Cathedral in 

Kiev (beginning of the 11th century). 

 

 Peter and John enter the tomb of Jesus to convince themselves of Christ’s 

Resurrection (Ο Πέτρος καὶ Ἰωάννης ἐλθόντες εἰς τὸ μνημεῖον πιστοῦνται 

τὴν ̓Ανάστασιν) 

The story is told by two evangelists – Luke and John (Luke 24:9-12; John 20:2-10), but 

with significant differences. According to Luke, Peter entered the tomb of Christ alone to tell 

the other apostles, a fact repeatedly interpreted as the appearance of the resurrected Jesus first 

to Peter among all the apostles (“and appeared to Peter and then to the eleven,” 1 Corinthians 

15:5). According to John, the story is quite different – John and Peter together go to the tomb 

of Christ, being told by Mary Magdalene. John arrives first, but goes into the tomb second, after 

Peter, to see the linen clothes and the handkerchief for the head, but not the body, and to believe. 

The story is not included in the Life. As a scene, it is included in all three painters’ manuals. In 

Dionysius’, it is entitled, “Peter and John enter the tomb to be sure of Christ’s Resurrection” 

and the following description: “Peter is inside the tomb, John looks out of the tomb with 

wonder, and Mary Magdalene weeps nearby.” In the hermeneia of Varban G. Kolarov, it is 

entitled “Peter and John come to the tomb and believe,” and the following description was 

given: “A grave and in it, Peter enters, grasps with the hands of the handkerchief, John stands 

out and watches the miracles inside and Mary Magdalene is crying nearby.” In the hermeneia 

of Dicho Zograph, it is entitled “Peter and John came to the tomb, believed in the Resurrection,” 

and has the following description: “A tomb, and next to it, Peter, bent, looks into the tomb, and 

seeks in the tomb to find something. And John stands outside and looks, and he wonders, and 

Mary Magdalene is crying nearby.” On Mount Athos, mural paintings of the scene are preserved 

in the monasteries of Dionysiou (katholikon, nave, 1546-47, Tzortzis from Crete; the scene is 
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depicted as detail in the background of the scene “Jesus appeared to the Myrrh-Bearers and 

saith unto them, Rejoice”, Zographou (the old church of the Dormition of the Theotokos, 1768) 

and Gregoriou (katholikon, nave, 1779, Gabriel and Gregory of Kastoria). 

 

 Christ appears to the apostles and eats in front of them (Ὁ Χριστὸς φανεὶς τοῖς 

ἀποστόλοις ἔφαγεν ἐνώπιον αὐτῶν) 

The story is told only by Luke (Luke 24: 33-43). While in Jerusalem, the eleven disciples 

tell each other how the resurrected Jesus appeared to Peter, the Lord Himself stood in the midst 

of them, asked for food, and eat before the apostles the fish and honey He was given. The scene 

is present in the Life only until the moment of Jesus’ appearance among the apostles in which 

they talk to each other. It is included in the painters’ manual of Dionysius of Fourna (with the 

same title and the following description: “In a house, Christ is sitting among the apostles, and 

in front of Him Peter holds a dish with half a fish and a honey jar. Christ blesses with His right 

hand and with His left takes part of the fish and honey”). Although Luke does not explicitly 

state this, Dionysius attributes to the apostle Peter the offering of bread and honey. Again, under 

the direction of Dionysius (and later in the painters’ manual of Varban G. Kolarov), the scene 

is suitable for painting in a refectory. In Bulgaria, it is preserved in the church of the Mother of 

God in Arbanasi (18th century). 

 

 Christ appears to the apostles at the Sea of Tiberias (Ὁ Χριστὸς φανεὶς τοῖς 

ἀποστόλοις ἐπὶ τῆς θαλάσσης Τιβεριάδος)  

The story is told only by John (John 21: 2-21). In it, besides Peter and Zebedee’s sons, 

there are also Thomas and Nathanael, who together have an unsuccessful night catch. At dawn, 

Jesus appears, Peter throws himself to swim to Him and with the blessing of God, the net is full 

of large fish. The story is not included in the Life, but is included in the three painters’ manuals 

considered. In that of Dionysius, it is entitled, “Christ appears to the apostles of the Sea of 

Tiberias” with the following description: “In a large boat in the sea, ten apostles haul a network 

of many fish from the water. Christ stands on the beach and blesses them. Peter swims towards 

Him naked.” In the painters’ manual of Varban G. Kolarov, it is entitled “Christ appears to the 

apostles at the Sea of Tiberias” and the description: “The sea, and in the midst of it a boat, and 

ten apostles drag a net with lot of fish. Christ stands by the sea and blesses. Peter, naked, swims 

into the sea; behind Christ, a fire lit and a fish is baked on the fire and bread to it.” In the 

painters’ manual of Dicho Zograph, it has the title “Christ appeared to the apostles at the Sea 

of Tiberias”, and the description: “In a big boat in the sea, ten apostles drag a net full of many 
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fish, and Christ stands by the sea and blesses them. Peter, naked, swims to Christ and behind 

Christ – a fire burning and a fish on the fire is baked, and bread besides it.” Mural paintings of 

the scene are preserved in the Great Lavra (katholikon, nave, 1534-35, Theophanes the Cretan), 

Vatopedi (katholikon, nave, 1311-12, Macedonian School), Hilandar (katholikon, nave, 1321-

22), Dionysiou (katholikon, nave, 1546-47, Tzortzis from Crete), Koutloumousiou (katholikon, 

nave, 1539-40, monk Makarios), Docheiariou (katholikon, nave, 1567-68, Tzortzis from Crete), 

Stavronikita (refectory, 1545-46, Theophanes the Cretan), Xenophontos (the old church, nave, 

1544), Esphigmenou (refectory, 17th century). 

 

 Christ asks Peter three questions (Ἡ τριττὴ ἐρώτησις τῷ Πέτρῳ) 

This story is also told only by the evangelist John (John 21:15-19). Actually, this is a 

sequel story. It is based on Jesus’ three-fold question: “Simon, son of John, do you love Me 

[more than these]?” And the unmistakable affirmative answer to the overwhelmed Peter. The 

final of this story contains the prophecy of Peter’s death (“This He said to show by what kind 

of death he was to glorify God”). Immediately after it, Peter asks about the fate of John, the 

beloved disciple of the Lord, a question with which allegorical answer the Gospel according to 

John ends up. The story is included in the Life; is also mentioned in the “Akathist Hymn to the 

Holy Leaders of the Apostles Peter and Paul” (Oikos 11). The scene is present in all three 

painters’ manuals. In that of Dionysius, it is entitled “Christ asks Peter three questions” and the 

following description: “At the very end of the sea a boat stands, and beside it, the apostles. 

Christ stands in front of them, and, staring at Peter, He holds a scroll in front of him, with the 

inscription: “Simon, son of John, do you love Me?” Peter, standing in front of Him with fear, 

responds with a scroll with the inscription: “Lord, You know everything; You know that I love 

you.” In the painters’ manual of Varban G. Kolarov, it is entitled “The third question to Peter” 

and has the description: “Sea and at the end, a boat, and outside of it – the apostles. Christ 

stands, looking at Peter, holds a scroll, and asks, “Simon, son of John, do you love Me?” Peter 

stands in front of Him with fear, and answers to Him, “Lord, You know that I love you.” In the 

painters’ manual of Dicho Zograph, it has the title “The third question to Peter by Christ”, and 

the description: “Sea and at the end of the sea, a boat, stopped, the apostles are out, and Christ 

stands and looks at Peter, holds a scroll with the inscription: “Simon, son of John, do you love 

Me?” And Peter stands before Christ with fear and says, “You know everything, You know that 

I love you.” 
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 Christ appeared to the apostles in Galilee (Ὁ Χριστὸς φανεὶς τοῖς μαθηταῖς ἐν ὄρει 

Γαλιλαίας) 

The story is told by two evangelists – Matthew and Mark (Matthew 28:16-20; Mark 

16:15-18), but actually only Matthew, whose Gospel ends up with this story, specifically 

identifies the place of the appearance (at Mark, it is rather a reminder that Jesus expects His 

disciples in Galilee, but the place of the last appearance is not specified). The story is brief: the 

eleven disciples go to the mountain in Galilee, as Jesus commanded them, where He appeared 

to them and instructed them to keep His Covenant. The scene is included in two painters’ 

manuals: in the painters’ manual of Dionysius of Fourna (with the title “Christ appears to the 

apostles in Galilee” and the following description: “On the mountain Christ stands and blesses 

with both hands, Peter and the rest of the apostles spread their hands towards Him”) and in the 

painters’ manual of Varban G. Kolarov (with the title “Christ appears on top of Galilee” and 

the description: “A mountain and Christ stands on it and blesses with both hands, and in front 

of Him, Peter, and the apostles reach out their hands towards Him.” On Mount Athos, mural 

images of the scene are preserved in the monasteries of Iveron (katholikon, 1577, hieromonk 

Markos), Hilandar (katholikon, 1321-22), Stavronikita (katholikon, 1545-46, Theophanes the 

Cretan) and Gregoriou (katholikon, 1779, Gabriel and Gregory of Kastoria). 

Some stories exist, that do not fall under the requirements to icon-painters 

(iconographers) and are not included as scenes neither in the painters’ manual of Dionysius of 

Fourna, nor in the subsequent considered iconographers’ manuals of the Bulgarian Revival 

period. However, some of them are depicted and have their powerful symbolism. 

 

 You are Peter, and on this rock I will build My church... and I will give you the 

keys of the kingdom of heaven 

This important story is told by two evangelists – Matthew (16:13-17) and Mark (8:27-

30). It begins with a question, asked by Jesus (“Who do people say that the Son of Man is?... 

But who do you say that I am?”) To which Peter gives a memorable answer (“You are the 

Christ, the Son of the living God”). But only Matthew continues the story and shapes the image 

of the Apostle Peter as the owner of the keys of the kingdom of heaven: “I tell you, you are 

Peter, and on this rock I will build My church... and give you the keys of the kingdom of 

heaven.” The story is also present in the Life; it is also mentioned in the “Akathist Hymn to the 

Holy Leaders of the Apostles Peter and Paul” (Oikos 7). Although it is not included in the 

painters’ manuals, it is often painted – either as an act of giving the keys by Jesus to Peter, or 

as a synecdoche – Peter holding keys (because of Jesus’ promised passing of the keys). In fact, 
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the painters’ manual of Varban G. Kolarov includes a curious moment when it indicates a 

possible inscription in the painting of the Apostle Peter: “Having the keys of your churches, I 

open to all who pray.” A memorable canvas with this scene is preserved in the Louvre. As a 

mural painting, it is depicted in the narthex of the Rozhen monastery. The figure of the 

synecdoche – Peter, holding the keys – is extremely widespread (an impressive image is 

preserved in the Protaton basilica in Karyes). 

 

 Peter at the Last Supper 

Although, according to Luke (22:8-13), Peter and John are the disciples who prepare the 

Passover Supper at Jesus’ charge, no one evangelist expresses Peter’s image at the supper itself. 

The story in which Simon Peter nods to John, asking Jesus whom He regards when speaking of 

betrayal, is told only by the evangelist John (13:23-25). It is not present in the Life. Peter’s 

specific questioning is not recommended for painting in painters’ manuals, but any 

representation of the Last Supper, in which the apostles Peter and John are facing each other, 

could be interpreted as a reading of the text of John. Such is, for example, the scene, depicted 

in the chapel of the Twenty-six Martyrs in the Zographou monastery, Mount Athos. Leonardo’s 

masterpiece in “Santa Maria delle Grazie” sets a peculiar triangle, in the middle of which is 

Judas (with his left hand reaching for the sledge, the right hand with a purse of money), and 

around his both sides, facing each other, are just Peter and John (Peter as if questioning, with a 

knife in the right hand and his left hand on John’s shoulder). 

 

 The withered fig 

Only Mark told the continuation of the familiar parable of the fig tree (11:20-21): “As 

they passed by in the morning they saw that the fig tree withered away to its roots. And Peter 

remembered and said to him, “Rabbi, look! The fig tree that you cursed as withered”.” The 

story is not present in the Life. This scene exactly is not included in painters’ manuals, but 

probably because of Mark’s narrative, at painting “The parable of the withered fig” (present in 

all the painters’ manuals), Peter is painted recognizable first behind Christ. An impressive scene 

with a vivid image of the Apostle Peter is preserved as a fresco in the old church of the 

Dormition of the Theotokos in the Zographou Monastery (18th century), as well as in the 

Seslavtsi monastery of St. Nicholas of Myra (1616). 
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SCENES WITH APOSTLE PETER AFTER THE ASCENSION OF CHRIST 

 

 Peter heals the lame from birth (Ὁ Πέτρος ἰώμενος τὸν ἐκ γενετῆς χωλόν) 

“And a man lame from birth was being carried... Seeing Peter and John about to go into 

the temple, he asked to receive alms. And Peter directed his gaze at him, as did John, and said, 

“Look at us!... I have no silver and gold, but what I do have I give to you. In the name of Jesus 

Christ of Nazareth, rise up and walk!” – This is what the Acts of the Apostles narrates (3:1-16). 

The story is present in the Life, too. It is included in the painters’ manuals of Dionysius of 

Fourna (with the title “Peter heals the lame from birth” and the description: “A beggar stays at 

the door of the temple, and while looking at Peter, he stretches out his hand. Peter blesses him 

with one hand and holds a scroll in the other. Behind him, John the Theologian comes”) and of 

Varban G. Kolarov (with the title “Peter heals the lame from birth”, in the ”Miracles of the 

apostle Peter” section, with the following description: “A temple with a man sitting... with 

hands and eyes directed to Peter and on his both sides, the crutches, lean on the wall of the 

temple, and Peter stands in front of him and blesses him with his hand...”). The scene is part of 

the wall-painting program of temples, dedicated to the holy apostles Peter and Paul (the church 

of SS Peter and Paul in the village of Mechkul (Southwestern Bulgaria), the Palatine Chapel in 

Palermo). The story can also be read in the context of the apocryphal Acts of Peter, which tells 

the story of the paralyzed daughter of the apostle Peter. 

 

 Peter rebukes Ananias and Sapphira who die at his feet (Ὁ Πέτρος θανατῶν 

τὸν ̓Ανανίαν καὶ τὴν Σαπφείραν) 

The story of how Ananias and Sapphira die, after hiding some of their property, instead 

of giving it to the apostles, is told in the Acts of the Apostles (5:1-11). It is included in the Life. 

Included is in the painters’ manuals of Dionysius from Fourna (with the title “Ananias and 

Sapphira die at the feet of Peter” and the description: “Peter with an outstretched arm, the dead 

Sapphira lying in his legs, behind her, two men carry out her dead husband, Ananias, and behind 

Peter, apostles and many people are staying”), and that of Varban G. Kolarov (with the title 

“Peter condemns to death  Ananias and Sapphira” in the “Miracles of the apostle Peter” section), 

with the following description: “A temple, and in front of it, Peter stands with his hands 

stretched out and at his feet, the dead Sapphira, and two men carry out her and her husband, 

Ananias, and behind Peter, the rest of the apostles and many people”). 
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 Peter and Simon Magus (Ὁ Πέτρος θανατῶν τὸν Σίμωνα μάγον) 

The Acts of the Apostles (8:14-20) reveals the memorable meeting between Peter and 

Simon Magus (or Sorcerer), in which the latter seeks to acquire for money the ability similar to 

that of the apostles, who place their hands and call upon the Holy Spirit, but is denounced by 

Peter. In a different chronotope, the Life continues the story of Simon Magus and the apostle 

Peter to its end in Rome. The Sorcerer, wishing to prove his divinity to the citizens of Rome, 

levitated in the air and stayed airborne, supported by demons, until the moment when with his 

prayer to the Lord, Peter revealed his deceit and knocked him down. The Sorcerer then flew to 

the ground after the demons obeyed Peter’s prayer and crashed into pieces (Symeon the 

Metaphrast makes analogy with the demise of the devil). The scene depicted is taken from the 

Life, and not from the Acts. The scene is included in the painters’ manuals of Dionysius of 

Fourna (with the title “Peter punishes Simon Magus” and the description: “Home and a temple, 

and two demons, flying in the air, and on the ground, Simon Magus with a broken skull. Peter 

with an outstretched hand, stops the demons and many people around him”), and of Varban G. 

Kolarov (entitled “Peter condemns Simon Magus to death” in the “Miracles of the apostle 

Peter” section, with the following description: “Home and a temple, and two demons in the air, 

and Simon Magus lying on the ground with a broken head, Peter with outstretched arms to the 

above, rebukes the demons and many people around him”). Some images of the scene, 

especially those that include the apostle Paul, use apocryphal texts. It is in this form, in the 12th 

century, the scene is presented as part of the wall-painting program of the Palatine Chapel in 

Palermo and the Monreale Cathedral. 

 

 Peter raises Tabitha in Joppa (Ὁ Πέτρος ἀνιστῶν τὴν Ταβιθάν) 

Tabitha, who does good deeds and give alms throughout all her life, dies. Since Peter is 

nearby, two people are sent to him to notify him. In the likeness of Jesus, resurrecting the dead 

Lazarus, Peter says, “Tabitha, arise!” And she comes back to life, and then Peter presents her 

to the rest. The story is told in the Acts of the Apostles (9:36-43). It is present in the Life. 

Included is in the painters’ manuals of Dionysius of Fourna (with the title “Peter raises Tabitha” 

and the description: “In a bed in the upper room, a woman is lying. Peter holds her with his left 

hand and with the right hand he blesses her”), and of Varban D. Kolarov (with title “Peter rises 

Tabitha” in the “Miracles of the Apostle Peter” section, with the following description: “A high 

home and a bed inside and Tabitha lies, Peter holds her with his left hand, and with the other 

blesses, and around her, poor and rich women hold her clothes”). The scene is part of the wall-
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painting program, dedicated to the holy Apostles Peter and Paul (the Palatine Chapel in Palermo 

and the Monreale Cathedral). 

 

 Peter baptizing Cornelius the Centurion in Caesarea (Ὁ Πέτρος βαπτίζων τὸν 

Κορνήλιον καὶ τοὺς μετ̓ αὐτοῦ) 

The centurion of the Italian Cohort, Cornelius, saw a vision in which an angel of God 

told him to seek Simon Peter in Joppa. At the same time, Peter saw a vision and went to 

Cornelius in Caesarea and baptized him in Christ’s faith. The story is told in the Acts of the 

Apostles (10:1-48). It is included in the Life. Included is in the painters’ manuals of Dionysius 

of Fourna (with the title “Peter baptizing the centurion Cornelius and the others with him”, and 

the description “Cornelius stands naked in the water, along with five other people and Peter put 

his right hand on his head. In the water, men and women are crowding”) and of Varban D. 

Kolarov (entitled “Peter baptizing Cornelius and other peoples” in the “Miracles of the apostle 

Peter” section with the following description: “Water, and Cornelius is in, half sat naked, and 

five others, and Peter, with his hand over their heads, and many men and women out of the 

water”). The scene is part of the wall-painting program, dedicated to the holy apostles Peter and 

Paul (the church of SS Peter and Paul in the village of Mechkul). Here it should be noted that 

in the St. Sophia Cathedral in Kiev (beginning of 11th century), in the altar dedicated to the 

apostles Peter and Paul, a scene was added – “Peter baptizing the daughter of the centurion 

Cornelius”, to the scene “Peter baptizing in the home of the centurion Cornelius”. 

 

 An angel of the Lord delivers Peter from Herod’s prison (Ὁ Πέτρος λυτρούμενος 

ἐκ τῆς φυλακῆς ὑπὸ τοῦ ἀγγέλου) 

Herod threw Peter in prison in Jerusalem, but an angel of the Lord came at night, 

removed his chains and delivered him. The story is told in the Acts of the Apostles (12:1-19). It 

is present in the Life, as well as in the text, dedicated to the feast “The Veneration of the Precious 

Chains of the Holy and All-Praised Apostle Peter”, on January 16. It is included in the painters’ 

manuals of Dionysius of Fourna (with the title: “An angel delivers Peter from Herod’s prison”), 

and description: “Peter is in prison amongst two sleeping soldiers, wearing sandals on his feet; 

two chains lie on the ground, and the angel stretches to him his right hand”), and of Varban G. 

Kolarov (with the title: “Peter is rescued from the prison by angel” in the “Miracles of the 

apostle Peter” section), with the following description: “A prison and Peter sits between two 

soldiers, sleeping on his legs, with chains, lying on the floor and near him, an angel in front of 

him, with his right hand leads him out of the prison”). The scene is part of the wall-painting 
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program, dedicated to the holy apostles Peter and Paul (the church of SS Peter and Paul in the 

village of Mechkul, the Palatine Chapel in Palermo, the Monreale Cathedral). Among the 

frescoes with the scene of “An angel of the Lord delivers Peter from Herod’s prison” on Mount 

Athos, I would highlight those in Zographou (katholikon, 1819, Metrophanes; the old church 

of the Dormition of the Theotokos, 1768) and in Docheiariou (phiale, 17th century). 

 

 The Dormition (Falling Asleep) of the Theotokos (Ἡ Κοίμησις τῆς Θεοτόκου) 

The story is known from the text of “The Dormition of our Most Holy the Theotokos 

(Mother of God) and Ever-Virgin Mary”, which is published in the Lives of Saints by Dimitry 

of Rostov for August. In the story, the images of the apostles Peter and Paul clearly stand 

out. Firstly, the Mother of God wished that all of the apostles stood by her in her last earthly 

hour, which happened in a wonderful way. And while she talked to them, Paul arrived – “the 

chosen vessel of God” – who immediately fell into her feet. And after the “hour of her falling 

asleep” of the Most Holy Mother of God came, it was time for the solemn funeral procession: 

the apostles Peter, Paul and James, the brother of God, stood at the head. All were singing, as 

Peter began, and the other apostles followed him. So until the appearance of the Jewish priest 

Aphthoniah (some texts give his name as Athonios, or Jephonias), who, with rushing rage, 

rushed to lay low the body of the Theotokos from the funeral bed. According to the tradition, 

an angel of God cut off his hands and they hanged, glued to the bed. Peter was the one who 

announced God’s punishment on Aphthoniah for his action, but also the one who advised him 

to seek forgiveness from God for his recklessness – he told Aphthoniah to touch his cut off 

arms to the wrists that were hanging on the bed and to call the Most Holy Mother. After 

Aphthoniah listened to him, his hands perfectly reunited (“only a thin red bruise around the 

elbows remained to remind of the cutting”). At that moment, Aphthoniah believed in Christ and 

joined the procession. 

The story of the Dormition is included in two painters’ manuals – that of Dionysius’ and 

that of Dicho Zograph. Both of them tell the story about the Jewish priest Aphthoniah in 

different ways and completely elide the role of the apostle Peter; changes the places (and 

actions) of Peter and Paul around the bed of the Virgin, as Peter being completely absent as a 

name in the text of Dicho Zograph. In the painters’ manual of Dionysius of Fourna, it is entitled 

“The Dormition of the Theotokos” and has the description: “The Most Holy Mother of God is 

lying dead, with arms crossed. At her feet, apostle Peter burns a censer. St. Paul stands beside 

her head, and John the Theologian kisses her. There are other apostles and holy hierarchs 

around... Christ stays next to her, holding with His hands her holy soul, dressed in a white 
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garment, and many angels around Him... In front of the bed, a Jew stands on his knees. His cut 

hands are glued to the bed. In front of him, an angel stands with a sword taken out.” In the 

painters’ manual of Dicho Zograph, it is entitled “The Dormition of the Theotokos” and has the 

description: “The Mother of God is lying dead. Around eleven apostles surround her, because 

Thomas is not there. They all are crying. Paul – on the side of her feet, with one hand holding 

to the bed, and with his right hand holding a censer. The other apostles are around... And under 

the Mother of God, a Jew, whose name is Jephonias. Archangel Michael cuts his hands with a 

knife. Blood flows from the hands, and then he also believes.” Even with a lot of differences, 

the story of the Dormition of the Theotokos is present in popular apocryphal texts, such as “The 

Second Book of Acts”, “The Book of John Concerning the Falling Asleep of Mary,” “The 

Passing of Mary (First Latin Form),” “The Passing of Mary (Second Latin Form)”. 

Mural paintings with the Dormition are preserved in all the monasteries of Mount Athos. 

Here I would like to highlight these in: Protaton (1290, Panselinos), the Great Lavra (in the 

chapel of St. Blaise, 1528-29), Vatopedi (katholikon, 1311-12, Macedonian School, in the 

chapel of St. Andrew, 17th century), Hilandar (katholikon, nave, 1321-22, the chapel of St. 

Demetrius and the chapel of St. Sava of Serbia), Dionysius (katholikon, 1546-47, Tzortzis of 

Crete), Xeropotamou (katholikon, 18th century), Zographou (katholikon, 1819, Metrophanes, 

the old church of the Dormition of the Theotokos, 1768, here is kept the miraculous icon of the 

Dormition from Cyprus, as well), Docheiariou  (katholikon, 1567-68, Tzortzis from Crete), 

chapel of St. George in the monastery of Agios Pavlos (1446-47, Antonios), Stavronikita 

(katholikon, 1545-46, Theophanes the Cretan), Xenophontos (the old church, 1544), Gregoriou 

(katholikon, 1779, Gabriel and Gregory of Kastoria). 

Practically all the monasteries of Mount Athos have icons of the Dormition of the 

Theotokos as well. Here I would note some of the more valuable ones, which are kept in the 

monasteries’ collections of icons. Several different icons of the Dormition, painted at different 

times, are kept in the Protaton church in Karyes. The one is dated from 1550 (43.2 x 54 cm), 

the other, around the middle of the 16th century (109 x 148 cm), the third is from the 17th 

century (31.9 x 27.8 cm) and the fourth is from the 18th century (148 x 109.5 cm). In Protaton 

it is preserved also as a scene from “The Twelve Great Feasts” (1611, 72 x 37 cm). Icon of the 

Dormition of the Theotokos is preserved in the exhibition hall of the sacristy of the Hilandar 

monastery (second half of the 16th century), as well as in the monasteries of Koutloumousiou 

(1657; 81.5 x 57 cm) and Xenophontos (first half of 17th century, 34 x 47 cm). The Pantokrator 

monastery also keeps several icons with the Dormition of the Theotokos. The one is a front of 

a two-sided icon, attributed to Amvrosios Emporos from 1600 (31 x 24.5 cm); the other is part 
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of an old iconostasis of the katholikon (last quarter of the 16th century), and the third is from 

the middle of the 17th century (32.5 x 23.5 cm). Two icons with the Dormition of the Theotokos 

scene are preserved in the collection of the monastery of Agios Pavlos– the one is from the 18th 

century (31 x 24.5 cm), the other is dated 1795 (42 x 43 cm). The icon of the Dormition of the 

Theotokos in the monastery of Stavronikita is the work of Theophanes the Cretan (1546, 54 x 

38 cm). An icon of impressive size with the Dormition of the Theotokos scene is placed at the 

entrance of the Iveron monastery. 

 

 The burial of the Mother of God (Ὁ Ἐνταφιασμὸς τῆς Θεοτόκου) 

The story is also known from the text of “The Dormition of our Most Holy Mother of 

God and Ever-Virgin Mary”, which is published in the Lives of the Saints by St. Dimitry of 

Rostov for August. In fact, this is the final part of the story of the Dormition, but names of the 

Apostles are not mentioned in: “Now behold the holy apostles came to the Garden of 

Gethsemane... When they said last farewell, they bowed over the Most Holy Mother of God 

and kissed her body, in tears, so they could only put it in the tomb at evening. But after they 

had put a huge stone at the entrance, they did not leave the place and stayed for three days at 

the grave, singing psalms day and night”. The story is included in the hermeneia of Dionysius 

of Fourna, explicitly highlighting the apostles Peter and Paul. It is entitled “The burial of the 

Mother of God” and has the description: “Inside the tomb, the apostle Peter holds the head of 

the Most Holy Mother of God, and outside Paul keeps her feet; John kisses her. Around them, 

other apostles with candles, standing and weeping”. 

 

 Apostle Peter is crucified upside down (Ὁ Πέτρος ἀντίστροφα σταυρωθεὶς 

τελειοῦται) 

The story is told in the Life of the apostle Peter, according to Symeon the Metaphrast. 

It is included in two painters’ manuals – that of Dionysius of Fourna (with the title “Apostle 

Peter dies, crucified with the head down” and the description: “Peter is crucified with his head 

down, soldiers stabbing nails in his arms and legs”), and that of Varban D. Kolarov (with the 

title “Peter died, crucified with his head down” in the “Miracles of the apostle Peter” section 

with the following description: “A cross, set up in the ground and St. Peter crucified with his 

feet up, and many soldiers around him, some of them stabbing his hands, some of them stubbing 

his feet”). An image of the death of the apostle Peter is included in the wall-painting program 

of the katholikon of the Dionysiou monastery (1547, Tzortzis from Crete). The scene is part of 

the wall-painting program of churches, dedicated to the holy apostles Peter and Paul (the church 
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of SS Peter and Paul in the village of Mechkul). It is not found in the Palatine Chapel in Palermo, 

but we find it among the mosaics in the Monreale Cathedral. The death of Peter is also described 

in the apocryphal work “Acts of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul”. 

Here are a few scenes that were not included in the hermeneias in hand, but are depicted 

or lie in the basis of other scenes: 

 

 Peter heals Aeneas in Lydda 

The story in which Peter heals the paralyzed Aeneas in the name of Christ happens in 

Lydda and is followed by a mass conversion in Christ’s faith. It is narrated in the Acts of the 

Apostles (9:32-35); it is also present in the Life. An early image of the scene is found in the 

Palatine Chapel in Palermo, dedicated to the two chief apostles. 

 

 Apostle Peter preached in Antioch, where he finds apostle Paul  

About this meeting between the two apostles, the Life of Peter narrates. It took place 

after apostle Peter received a vision from Christ to go to the West and to enlighten the Gentiles. 

Then Peter went consecutively to Antioch and Macedonia to establish bishops, and then sailed 

to Sicily and thence to Rome. It was in Antioch that the new meeting between the two apostles 

took place. Considering the impending journey to the West and the separation, this meeting also 

falls into the grounds for the iconographical theme of “The Embrace”. Among the early patterns 

on the scene, the fresco “Sermon of the Apostle Peter” is preserved in the St. Sophia Cathedral 

in Kiev (beginning of the 11th century). As a later fresco, the scene can be seen in the church 

of the Nativity of Christ in Arbanasi (1632-81). 

 

 Apostle Paul visits apostle Peter in Jerusalem 

For the meeting of the two apostles in Jerusalem, we learn from the Life of Peter. There 

we read the following: “He visited Antioch again and finally arrived in Jerusalem. During his 

stay, apostle Paul came here, who had turned to Christ’s faith for three years, as he reported in 

his Epistle to the Galatians: “After three years I went to Jerusalem to visit Cephas and remained 

with him fifteen days” (1:18). This is a meeting, which, with full justification, could be the basis 

of the iconographic subject of “The Embrace”. 

Among the scenes that are not included in the hermeneias5 and could hardly be found in 

the preserved wall-painting programs, one is particularly impressive. We know it from the Life 

of Peter (it in turn relies on the Christian chronicler of the early Church Hegesippus, as well as 

on Symeon the Metaphrast). After receiving a message from an angel in Britain about his 
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approaching crucifixion, Peter headed for Rome. But there, the Christians begged him with 

tears in eyes, to move away from Rome and hide because he is important for the Church. 

Although he wanted to suffer for the faith, the apostle agreed and eventually went to leave the 

city. And there, by the city gates, he met... Christ Himself. I pass this part of the Life precisely: 

“And when he was by the city gates, he saw that the Lord Jesus Christ Himself to meet him; 

when he worshiped Him, Saint Peter asked, “Where are you going, Lord?” “I am going to 

Rome to get crucified again,” the Lord replied, and became invisible. Stunned, the apostle 

understood that Christ [...] wants to suffer in Rome and in his body. That is the reason he came 

back [...]” Unlike all other scenes that have not been used in the painters’ manuals, this one is 

more special. It is an introduction to the death on the cross of Peter, which is displayed in 

painters’ manuals. One encounter between Jesus and the apostle Peter by the city gates of Rome 

would sound extremely powerful as an image – whether as a separate scene, or as a part of the 

scene of his death. Several scenes included in the painters’ manuals for worship purposes, 

which invariably refer to the image of apostle Peter, should be noted here. Among them: “The 

Synaxis (Commemoration) of All Saints”, “Christ giving the Holy Communion to the apostles”, 

“The Terrifying Second Coming of Christ” (apostle Peter unlocks heaven’s gates) and “The 

Feast of Mid-Pentecost” stand out. All of them are marked in the painters’ manual of Dicho 

Zograph and are characteristic as iconographic methods6. 

 

SCENES WITH APOSTLE PAUL AFTER THE ASCENSION OF CHRIST 

 

In a cycle, entitled “The Miracles of the apostle Paul”, two painters’ manuals – that 

of Dionysius of Fourna and that of Varban G. Kolarov – each include seven identical scenes. 

Besides them, in the Menaion for December, both of them includes another scene in which the 

apostle Paul was involved. I will approach with these eight scenes. 

 

 “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute Me?” (Ὁ Παῦλος προσκαλούμενος ἐν τῇ ὁδῷ 

ὑπὸ τοῦ Κυρίου) 

The crucial moment of the apostle Paul’s story with his conversion is told in the Acts of 

the Apostles (9:1-9) and deserves to be cited here: “Saul, still breathing threats and murder 

against the disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the 

synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, men and women, be 

might bring them bound to Jerusalem. Now as he went on his way, he approached Damascus, 

and suddenly a light from heaven shone around him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” 
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And he said, Who are you, Lord? And he said, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. But rise 

and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do. Saul rose from the ground, and 

although his eyes were open, he saw nothing. So they lead him by the hand and brought him 

into Damascus.” The story is told by Paul himself in his speech in Jerusalem (Acts 22:5-11), 

and later to Agrippa (Acts 26:12-19); it is included in the Life, mentioned is in the “Akathist 

Hymn to the Holy Leaders of the Apostles Peter and Paul” (Oikos 2). The story is included in 

two painters’ manuals. In that of Dionysius of Fourna, it is entitled “Paul converted on his way” 

and the description: “Paul lies on the ground, covering his eyes with his hands. Above him, in 

the sky, Christ, a dazzling light falls from Him on Paul, and in a ray of light, the words are read: 

Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? Nearly, four people stay astonished.” In the painters’ 

manual of Varban G. Kolarov, it is entitled “Paul converted on his way by the Lord” and has 

the description: “St. Paul is lying on the ground with his hands and eyes up, and at the heaven 

above – Christ, and from the heaven light is going down and special rays, and in the midst of 

the rays, these words: Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me, and close to him four people 

with caps, frightened”. The scene is part of the wall-painting program of churches, dedicated to 

the holy apostles Peter and Paul (the church of SS Peter and Paul in the village of Mechkul, the 

Palatine Chapel in Palermo). 

 

 Ananias baptizes Saul (Ὁ Παῦλος βαπτιζόμενος ὑπὸ τοῦ  ̓Ανανίου) 

The story is a continuation of the previous one and is told in the Acts of the Apostles 

(9:10-20). The Lord appeared to Ananias, one of the seventy apostles, and told him to lay his 

hand on Saul, to restore his eyesight. The words to Ananias are remarkable, “Go, for he is my 

chosen instrument of mine to carry my name before Gentiles and kings and the children of 

Israel. For I will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name.” The end of 

history is famous: Saul’s eyesight was restored, he was filled with the Holy Spirit, and, already 

converted, took his way into Christianity. The story is told by Paul himself (Acts 22:12-16), is 

included in the Life as well as in two painters’ manuals. In that of Dionysius of Fourna, it has 

the title “The Baptism of Paul” and the description: “Paul stands naked in the water, Ananias 

holds his hand over his head, and Paul’s eyes are dropped like fish flakes.” In the painters’ 

manual of Varban G. Kolarov, it is entitled “Paul baptized by Ananias” and has the description: 

“Paul stands naked in water, and Ananias with his hand over his head, and his eyes are dropped 

like fish flakes.” The scene is part of the mural painting program of churches, dedicated to the 

holy apostles Peter and Paul (the church of SS Peter and Paul in the village of Mechkul, the 

Palatine Chapel in Palermo). At the entrance of the church, dedicated to the apostle Ananias in 
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Damascus, Syria, there is a sculpture, dedicated to the event, and in a museum in the city of 

Vagharshapat (Etchmiadzin), Armenia, part of the hand of Ananias has been preserved, with 

which Ananias baptized Saul. The scene of the baptism is depicted on an 11th-century 

miniature, kept in the Vatopedi’s library (18 x 12 cm, Cod. 760, f. 59r, Psalter). 

 

 Jews plot to kill Saul in Damascus, the disciples low him down with a basket 

through the wall to escape (Ὁ Παῦλος ἐν σπυρίδι κρεμασθεὶς διὰ τοῦ τείχους 

ἐκφεύγει τὰς χεῖρας τῶν Ἰουδαίων) 

The Jews who dwelt in Damascus plotted to kill Saul because he preached Christ, and 

day and night guarded the city gates. Saul learned about it, and with the help of Christians, he 

escaped (“but his disciples took him by night and let him down through an opening in the wall, 

lowering him in a basket”). The story is told in the Acts of the Apostles (9:21-25) and recalled 

by Paul himself in one of his epistles (2 Corinthians 11:32); it is also included in the Life. The 

scene is present in two painters’ manuals. In Dionysius of Fourna, it is entitled “Paul, lowered 

through the wall in a basket, escapes the danger of the Jews” and the description: “On the walls 

of the city, people stay and lower Paul in a basket to the ground”. In the painters’ manual of 

Varban G. Kolarov, it is entitled “Paul lowered in a basket, escapes the danger of the Jews” and 

the description: “A city and people lower Paul from the walls to the ground in a basket.” The 

scene is part of the frescoes of churches, dedicated to the holy apostles Peter and Paul (the 

Palatine Chapel in Palermo). 

These first three scenes (which can also be found in the text “The Suffering of St. 

Apostle Ananias”) are depicted in separate icons and in the church of the apostle Ananias in 

Damascus, Syria. 

 

 Saul blinds the false prophet Elymas (Ὁ Παῦλος ἐκτυφλῶν τὸν Βαριησοῦν τὸν 

μάγον) 

By the will of the Holy Spirit, Saul and Barnabas went from Antioch to Cyprus to preach 

the resurrection of Christ there. There, the false prophet Elymas (named Bar-Jesus), who tried 

to turn the proconsul away from the faith, faced against Saul. With God’s help, Saul punished 

Elymas (blinding him) and struck by what happened, the proconsul believed in Christ. The story 

is told in the Acts of the Apostles (13:1-13), as well as in the Life; it is also mentioned in the 

“Akathist Hymn to the Holy Leaders of the Apostles Peter and Paul” (Oikos 6). As a scene, it 

is included in two painters’ manuals. In that one of Dionysus of Fourna, it is entitled, “Paul 

blinds Bar-Jesus,” and the description: “The proconsul sits on the throne with a crown on his 
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head. In front of him, a magician, covered his eyes with both hands, and Paul, with his hand, 

stretched against him. Behind the apostle is Barnabas. Many men and women, amazed by the 

miracle, surround the two. In the painters’ manual of Varban G. Kolarov, it is entitled “Paul 

blinds Bar-Jesus the Magician” and the description: “A certain prince sits on the throne, a crown 

of his head, and in front of him, a magician holds both eyes with both hands. Paul meets him 

and stretches his hand to the eyes of the magician, and behind Paul, Barnabas, and many people, 

men and women, bewildered.” 

 

 Paul heals the slave girl, who had a spirit of divination (Ὁ Παῦλος ἰώμενος τὴν 

ἔχουσαν πνεῦμα πύθωνος) 

The story is told in the Acts of the Holy Apostles (16:16-18), as well as in the Life. A 

certain slave girl, possessed by an unclean spirit of divination, continually followed and accused 

Paul, until he finally expelled the unclean spirit of her in the name of Christ. As a scene, it is 

included in two painters’ manuals. In that of Dionysius of Fourna, it is entitled: “Paul heals the 

slave girl with an unclean spirit”, and the description: “Paul, Barnabas and Luke are standing 

and looking back, behind them a slave girl, standing on her knees with hands stretched towards 

them. A demon coming out of the slave’s mouth, and Paul blessing her.” In the painters’ manual 

of Varban G. Kolarov, it is entitled “Paul heals the spirit of divination” and the description: 

“Paul and Luke with Barnabas are standing and looking back, and a girl behind them, bowing, 

kneeling, with her hands spreading to them and a demon going out of her mouth, and Paul 

blessing her.” 

 

 Paul casted by the storm on the island of Malta, where his hand was bitten by a 

viper (Ὁ Παῦλος ἐκτινάξας εἰς τὸ πῦρ τὴν δήξασαν αὐτὸν ἔχιδναν κατέκαυσεν) 

The story of the shipwreck and the stay of the apostle Paul on the island of Malta is 

narrated in the Acts of the Holy Apostles (28:1-6). There we read, “When Paul had gathered a 

bundle of sticks and put them on the fire, a viper came out because of the heat and fastened on 

his hand. When the native people saw the creature hanging from his hand, they said to one 

another, “No doubt this man is a murderer. Though he has escaped from the sea, Justice has not 

allowed him to live. He, however, shook off the creature into the fire and suffered no harm. 

They were waiting for him to swell up or suddenly fall down dead. But when they waited for a 

long time and saw no misfortune come to him, they changed their minds and said he was a 

god.” The story is also present in the Life, and the story with the viper is included in two 

painters’ manuals. In that one of Dionysus of Fourna, it is entitled: “Paul throws into the fire 
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the viper that has bitten him” and has the description: “A fire is burning. Paul holding his hand 

over it, and on his thumb, a viper, biting him is hanging; behind him is St. Luke, and around 

the fire, islanders and soldiers are warming up around the fire.” In the painters’ manual of 

Varban G. Kolarov, it is entitled “Paul threw into the fire the viper that has bitten him” and with 

the description: “A fire from sticks, burning. Paul standing with his outstretched hand high 

above the fire, and a viper hanging on his thumb and biting it, and near him, St. Luke, and many 

people and soldiers around the fire are warming up.” The scene with the wreck of the apostle 

Paul can be seen in various places in Malta. One of the most memorable is that in the catacombs, 

where, allegedly, the apostle Paul dwelt, during his stay on the island, today part of St. Paul’s 

Church in Rabat. 

 

 St. Paul slain by the sword (Ὁ ἅγιος Παῦλος διὰ ξίφους τελειοῦται) 

The death as a martyr of Paul is presented in his Life. From it, we learn that “when the 

precious Paul’s head was cut off, blood, mixed with milk came out of it.” As a scene, it is 

included in two painters’ manuals. In that of Dionysius of Fourna, it is entitled “The Death of 

St. Paul” and the description: “Paul standing on his knees with canvas-blinded eyes, and over 

him, an executioner with a sword. They are surrounded by soldiers, and a little behind them, a 

single-eyed woman looking at Paul’s death.” In the painters’ manual of Varban G. Kolarov, it 

is entitled “St. Paul slain by the sword” and the description: “Paul, kneeling, with his eyes 

blinded with canvas, and over him, an executioner holding a knife, and other people around and 

below, a woman, blind in one eye, looking at Paul.” The scene is depicted in the church of SS 

Peter and Paul in Mechkul. An early image of it exists in the Monreale Cathedral. What is 

interesting in this case is that with the detail of the “single-eyed woman”, both painters’ manuals 

point to an apocryphal text. It tells how the single-eyed Perpetua (depicted separately in the 

Palatine Chapel in Palermo) restored her sight after touching the canvas, that tied Paul’s eyes 

at his death (see: The Story of Perpetua - In: Schaff, P. (Ed.), 1893: Ante-Nicene Fathers. Vol. 

VIII, 1893, p. 1522-1523). Paul’s death is also described in the apocryphal “Acts of the Holy 

Apostles Peter and Paul”. 

 

 Saul and the murder of St. Stephen the Protomartyr 

The story in which Jews stoned St. Stephen the Protomartyr, during which Saul holds 

the clothes of the witnesses, is told in the Acts of the Apostles (7:58-60; 8:1-2), yet extremely 

critical: “Saul approved his murder.” It has been repeatedly mentioned in the Life. It is included 

in the painters’ manual of Dionysus of Fourna in the Menologion, under December 27, with the 
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following description: “St. Stephan the Protomartyr, young, beardless, being stoned. Paul is 

standing near him, young, beardless, and keeping the clothes of the soldiers.” It is also included 

in the painters’ manual of Varban Kolarov, for December, with the following description: “St. 

Stephan the Protomartyr, being beaten to death with stones, beardless, young, and St. Paul, 

young, beardless, at the sunshade, keeping the soldier’s clothes.” 

Quite unexpectedly, another scene calls the image of the apostle Paul in the painters’ 

manuals: 

 

 The Ascension of Christ (Ἡ Ἀνάληψις τοῦ Χριστοῦ) 

This important story is told by two evangelists – Mark and Luke (Mark 16:14-20, Luke, 

24: 33-43), as well as in the Acts of the Holy Apostles (1:2-12). In it, the number (eleven) is 

specified, but the names of the apostles are not mentioned. After appearing to the eleven (Peter 

is undoubtedly among them), the Lord blesses them and ascends to heaven to sit on the right 

side of God. The grateful apostles worshiped Him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy. The 

scene is included in the three painters’ manuals, as that of Dicho Zograph being distinguished 

by the others. There is a named apostle in it, and this is Paul. Although the apostle Paul is not 

mentioned among the apostles present at the Ascension (in the Gospel texts, they are eleven, 

and chronologically, the later conversion of Saul into Christianity makes this addition 

improbable), Dicho Zograph expressly added and placed him among the other apostles. Indeed, 

he also named it explicitly: “Below on the ground, on the middle is the Mother of God, around 

her are the eleven apostles and the apostle Paul (all twelve apostles), all they lifting heads and 

hands, looking up.” He finds an “excuse” for doing so, as it was intended by Dionysius of 

Fourna: the text references are unthinkable, but symbolic reasons exist – Peter and Paul are the 

foundation of the Church and the symbolic layer can erase the evidences of the texts. From the 

time of Panselinos, up to the present, the apostle Paul is very often depicted in the scene of the 

Ascension of Christ. In Protaton, Panselinos depicted extremely characteristically his face, as 

well as his gesture. Indeed, the most preserved figure, as well as the most influential, in the 

composition “The Ascension” of Panselinos is namely Paul. By analogy with the Ascension of 

Christ, the apostle Paul is often depicted in another important scene that does not imply his 

presence – “The Pentecost”. 

There are many other stories with the apostle Paul that we know from the Acts of the 

Holy Apostles, the various epistles of the Apostle Paul and his Life, which are not included in 

the painters’ manuals7. Some of them are also depicted, mostly “Saul persecutes Christians” 

and “Paul thrown in prison”. 
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 Saul persecutes Christians 

The story of Saul, who earnestly persecutes Christians, is told in the Acts of the Holy 

Apostles (8:3), in a picturesque way: Saul enters the houses of the Christians and, “dragging 

men and women,” throws them to prison. Similarly, it is also narrated in the Life; it is also 

mentioned in “The Akathist Hymn to the Holy Leaders of the Apostles Peter and Paul” (Oikos 

2). It is also present in the confessions of the apostle Paul in two of his epistles (1 Corinthians 

15:9, Galatians 1:13). As a scene, it is depicted in the Palatine Chapel in Palermo. 

 

 Paul and Silas thrown into prison 

The story narrates an episode of Paul’s mission, in which he and Silas are thrown into 

prison. In the night, while praying to the Lord, a great earthquake shakes everything, opens the 

doors of the dungeon, and breaks down the chains. The story is present in the Acts of the Holy 

Apostles (16:20-40) and in the Life; it is mentioned in “The Akathist Hymn to the Holy Leaders 

of the Apostles Peter and Paul” (Oikos 8). As a scene, it is depicted in the church of SS Peter 

and Paul in Mechkul. 

* 

Thus, according to the New Testament texts and the hagiographic literature, there are 

many situations where the holy apostles Peter and Paul can be depicted. The truth is that the 

situations in which the two apostles are portrayed are considerably less. The reasons for this are 

various. Suffice it to mention that in the limited church space, it inevitably is needed a choice 

to be made of the scenes, linked to the fullest extent of the church’s ministry. A choice that the 

tradition differentiated to a core of the most significant scenes (its role in it play precisely the 

iconographic manuals), of course, iconographers are left free for additional choice of scenes. 

Then what the discussed iconographic themes tell us? 

The first feeling is that the number of texts, on which a scene is based in the iconographic 

program, is decisive for its dissemination, and the significance of this text and its ability to 

adapt to the needs of worship. “The paying of the two-drachmas”, “Christ appearing before the 

apostles, and eating before them”, “Christ appearing to the apostles of the Sea of Tiberias” and 

“The sacred washing of the feet” are stories told by only one evangelist – the first, by Matthew, 

the second, by Luke, the third and the fourth, by John – but what a difference in the iconographic 

preferences toward the stories of John and the other two evangelists (especially “The sacred 

washing of the feet”)! At the same time, “Christ foretelling the denial of Peter”, a scene told by 

the four evangelists and present in the painters’ manuals, is not among the depictions. The 
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second sensation is that we understand the conversation between the New Testament texts, the 

painters’ manuals and the wall-paintings programs. Apart from the images, based on a single 

text (the scene “The sacred washing of the feet” is possible only owing to the text of John; 

Peter’s specific questioning during the Last Supper is not recommended for painting in the 

painters’ manuals, but any portrayal of the Last Supper, in which the apostles Peter and John 

are facing each other, could be interpreted as reading only the text of the Evangelist John), and 

to turn to those, which refer to more texts (two, three, on several occasions, four), we can find 

the direct dialogue between word and image, to select the text behind the image. Watching the 

scene of “Jesus Christ walking on the sea,” though it was told by three evangelists, the image 

points entirely to Matthew’s text. “Jesus heals the mother-in-law of Simon Peter” is not a scene, 

inspired by Luke’s text, but by that of Mark. “The prayer in the Gethsemane” was also not 

inspired by Luke, because the reference to Peter by name is only given at Matthew and Mark. 

But when, as a detail of the scene “The betrayal of Judas”, the healing touch of Jesus is depicted 

next to the cut ear of the high priest’s servant, this is solely inspired by Luke. Although it is told 

by two evangelists, the scene “Peter enters the tomb of Jesus to convince himself of Christ’s 

Resurrection”, was painted only in John. The images selectively read texts and in the act of 

perception, anyone, standing in front of the image, unfolds certain pages of the New Testament 

or the hagiographic literature. And as we saw in the case of “The Embrace” and with some 

scenes from the Lives of both apostles of 12th century, the apocryphal literature could provide 

reasons for reflections. 

However, for us, the most important is to highlight two points. The first – that the 

apostles Peter and Paul occupy an extraordinary place, both, in the texts and in the pictorial 

programs, aimed at strengthening the faith of every Christian. The second and I think, more 

important – that, in the act of this strengthening, the role of the iconographic type of “The 

Embrace” plays a key role. As a message of ever-forgiving union and love, the holy embrace is 

an inspirational example of imitation. For, as the apostle Paul wrote (1 Corinthians 12:13), these 

three remain: “faith, hope and love; but the greatest of these is love”. 
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NOTES TO THE APPENDIX: 

1. According to Matthew, they are fourteen (three of them, only narrated by Matthew 

and in this sense, unique, because they do not found with the other evangelists), according to 

Mark – thirteen (one narrated only by him); according to Luke – ten (missing a unique story 

with Peter); according to John – eight (of which half were narrated only by him). Thus, in total, 

twenty-two stories could be mentioned, in which we meet the name of the apostle Peter, of 

which eight were narrated only once, and the rest, by two or more evangelists (it is curious that 

the common plots with him, narrated by the four evangelists without exception, are only three). 

2. I choose, as in the whole series of the “Athoniada Library”, three painters’ manuals, 

provided in the bibliography: the painters’ manual of Dionysius of Fourna (leading for the 

Mount Athos’ fine art and very popular during the Bulgarian revival), the painters’ manual of 

Varban G. Kolarov (one of the influencers in the Bulgarian National Revival, following in many 

places the text of Dionysius) and the painters’ manual of Dicho Zograph (also characteristic for 

the Bulgarian revival but different from that of Dionysius). Of the three painters’ manuals, 

Varban D. Kolarov include an inscription to “The Embrace” scene: “To the embracement of 

Peter and Paul” “Peter, desiring that precious meeting with the seal of the discipleship. Paul, 

seeing whom he desired, stretched his arms and they embraced each other”. 

3. Thus, for example, Peter is depicted in the forefront of the “The Resurrection of 

Lazarus” (Ἡ ἔγερσις τοῦ Λαζάρου) scene in the katholikon of the Dionysiou monastery. 

Memorable icons with a recognizable presence of the apostle Peter are found in many 

monasteries on Mount Athos. This type of icons with the scene “Τhe Triumphal Entry” (Palm 

Sunday) (Ἡ Βαϊοφόρος) are found in the icon collection of the Protaton church (part of the 

“Twelve Great Feasts”, 1611, 76 x 37.3 cm); the Philotheou monastery (also part of the “The 

Twelve Great Feasts”, late 16th - early 17th century), as well as in Stavronikita (16th century, 

Theophanes the Cretan, 53 x 38 cm); with the “The Last Supper” (Ὁ Μυστικὸς Δεῖπνος) scene 

– in the icon collection of Protaton (end of 17th century, 27 x 34.6 cm), in the icon collection 

of Vatopedi (second half of the 12th century, 25.5 x 18 cm), as well as in the chapel of the 

Twenty-six Martyrs in the Zographou monastery; with “The Ascension of Christ” (Ἡ Ἀνάληψις 

τοῦ Χριστοῦ) scene – in the monasteries of Stavronikita (1546, Theophanes the Cretan; 54 x 39 

cm), Zographou (1715: 67.5 x 51 cm), Xenophontos (third quarter of 17th century, 53,2 x 38.6 

cm), Philotheou (part of “The Twelve Great Feasts”, late 16th - early 17th century) and Protaton 

(a scene from the “The Twelve Great Feasts”, 1611, 76 x 37 cm); with “The Pentecost” scene 

(Ἡ κάθοδος τοῦ Ἁγίου Πνεύματος) – in the monasteries of Hilandar (first half of 17th century), 
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Pantokrator (third quarter of 17th century, 44.5 x 36.5 cm), Agios Pavlos (18th century, 31.5 x 

21 cm), Stavronikita (1546, Teophanes the Cretan; 54 x 39 cm), Xenophontos (second half of 

17th century, 47 x 71 cm), as well as two icons with the same subject as that in Protaton (first 

as a scene from “The Twelve Great Feasts”; 1611; 76 x 43.5 cm, the second one from the 

beginning of 17th century, 28.3 x 23 cm). Memorable murals with those scenes can be found 

in the following monasteries on Mount Athos: the scene of “Τhe Triumphal Entry” (Palm 

Sunday) – in the Great Lavra (katholikon, 1534-35, the chapel of St. Nicholas of the katholikon, 

1559-60, as well as in the chapel of St. Blaise, 1528-29), Vatopedi (katholikon, 1311-12), 

Iveron (katholikon, 1577), Hilandar (katholikon, 1321-22), Dionysiou (katholikon 1546-47), 

Docheiariou (katholikon, 1567-68), Pantokrator (katholikon, 1363-1380); “The Last Supper” 

scene – in the Protaton church (1290), the Great Lavra (katholikon, 1534-35), Vatopedi 

(katholikon, 1311-12), Iveron (katholikon, 1577), Hilandar (katholikon, 1321-22), as well as in 

the chapel of St Sava of Serbia), Koutloumousiou (katholikon, 1539-40), Docheiariou 

(katholikon, 1567-68), Stavronikita (katholikon, 1545-46), Xenophontos (the old church from 

1544), Gregoriou (katholikon, 1779); “The Ascension of Christ” scene – in Protaton (1290), 

Vatopedi (katholikon, 1311-12), Dionysiou (katholikon, 1546-47); the chapel of St. George in 

the monastery of Agios Pavlos (1446-47), Docheiariou (katholikon, 1567-68) Stavronikita 

(katholikon, 1545-46), Xenophontos (the old church from 1544), Gregoriou (katholikon, 1779); 

“The Pentecost” scene – in Protaton (1290), Vatopedi (katholikon, 1311-12), Dionysiou 

(katholikon, 1546-47), Docheiariou (katholikon, 1567-68) in the chapel of St. George in the 

monastery of Agios Pavlos (1446-47), Stavronikita (katholikon, 1545-46), Xenophontos (the 

old church of 1544), Gregoriou (katholikon, 1779). 

4. There are three criteria when I refer to the images on Mount Athos. The first is from 

the published in Greek in 2010, “Corpus of the Wall Paintings of Mount Athos” (for the period 

of 10th-17th centuries). The second is from the description of the frescoes and icons, given by 

the monasteries and some of the sketes in their official publications, formed as separate 

corpuses. The third is from personal observation during the period 2004-2018, which include 

over 50 long lasting stays of Mount Athos. The first and the second criteria cover, to a large 

extent, all holy monasteries, except the monasteries of Esphigmenou, St Panteleimon and 

Konstamonitou, the sketes of St. Anne, St Andrew, Milopotamos, Kavsokalivia and, of course, 

a multitude of kellia, scattered throughout the peninsula. The iconography of Mount Athos 

provided by these two criteria is credible, but the lacks completeness: part of the frescoes of the 

18th, 19th and 20th centuries are not described; as there is no complete description of the icons 

of Mount Athos. The third criteria tries to fill such incompleteness de visu (with one’s own 
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eyes), but it is self-evident that it is partially enforceable, even within the frame of team, long-

term efforts. But if the provided picture of Mount Athos is incomplete, the incompleteness is 

related mostly to the late iconographic decisions; the earlier, and undoubtedly, more valuable 

pieces, are well described in their greater part. Lack of reference to any image from Mount 

Athos in the corresponding iconographic subject means that the scene is not among those, 

preserved in Mount Athos, or it is not described in the existing corpuses of the images, or is not 

found de visu. 

5. The scenes with the apostle Peter, that are not included in the painters’ manuals, and 

can hardly be found in the preserved mural programs, include: “Peter asks Christ to explain him 

a parable” (Matthew 15:10-20, Luke 12:40-41); “Get behind Me, Satan!” (Matthew 16:20-23, 

Mark 8:32-33); “How often will my brother sin against me, and I forgive him?” (Matthew 

18:21-22, Luke 17:3-4); “What will happen to us, who followed you?” (Matthew 19: 27-28; 

Mark 10: 28-29 , Luke 18:28-30); “Christ spoke to Peter, James, John and Andrew” (Mark 

13:1-6); “Casting lots” (Acts 1:13-26); “The Pentecost: the first sermon of Peter” (Acts 2:14-

40); “The speech of Peter before the priests in the Temple” (Acts 4:8-20); “Peter heals with his 

shadow in Jerusalem” (Acts 5:12-16); “Peter against the high priest in the Sanhedrin” (Acts 

5:17-40); “Peter tells his vision in Joppa” (Acts 11:2-18); “Peter on the circumcision” (Acts 

15:7-11); “An angel appears to Peter in Britain and commands him to go to Rome” (the Life). 

6. Particularly powerful are “Christ giving the Holy Communion to the apostles” in the 

monasteries of Dionysiou (katholikon, 1546-47) Stavronikita (katholikon, 1545-46) and 

Gregoriou (katholikon, 1779). While they narrate about the Ascension of Christ, both the 

Gospel and the Life do not explicitly mention the presence of the apostle Peter, though it is 

more than clear. At Pentecost, the Gospel texts and the Life again do not explicitly mention the 

presence of Peter. But at the midpoint between the Feasts of Pascha (Easter) and Pentecost, 

when the feast of Mid-Pentecost celebrates, in the painters’ manual of Dicho Zograph (under 

the title “The Mid-Pentecost”), an apostle is named by name, and this is namely Peter. In this 

way, Dicho Zograph not only names him, but also places him on the right side of Christ. Finally, 

one of the parables, “The Parable of the Dragnet”, again calls out Peter’s image. The story of 

the Kingdom of Heaven, likened to a dragnet thrown in the sea, caught all kind of fish, is told 

by Matthew (13:47-50) and is largely associated with the “fishing of men”, promised to Peter 

by Jesus Christ. It is included in the painters’ manual of Dionysius under the title “The Parable 

of the Dragnet”, with the following description: “Various people surrounded by the apostles. 

Paradise is to the right of them, with many saints, and the hell is on their left and many people 

in it, tortured by the devils”. 
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7.The scenes with the apostle Paul, which are not included in the painters’ manuals and 

can hardly be found in the mural paintings that come to us, include: “Barnabas takes Saul to the 

apostles” (Acts 9:26-30); “Barnabas takes Saul at Antioch” (“and in Antioch the disciples were 

first called Christians” – Acts 11:25-26); “Paul and Barnabas attract (convert) the virgin Thecla 

to the Christian faith in Iconium” (Acts 13:14-52); “The healing of the crippled in Lystra” (Acts 

14: 8-12); “Paul and Barnabas against circumcision” (Acts 15:7-11); “Paul and Barnabas 

separate after Antioch; Paul goes with Silas” (Acts 15: 35-41); “Paul takes with him Timothy, 

has a vision to go to Macedonia and goes to Philippi” (Acts 16:1-12); “Paul baptizes Lydia and 

lived in her house” (Acts 16:14-40); “Paul’s speech at the Areopagus in Athens” (Acts 17:16-

34); “Paul in Corinth at Aquila and Priscilla” (Acts 18:1-22); “Paul in Ephesus” (Acts 19:1-7); 

“And God made wonders through Paul’s hands” (Acts 19:11-12); “Paul decided to see Rome” 

(Acts 19:21); “Paul and the rebelled Ephesus because of the temple of Artemis” (Acts 19:23-

40; 20:1); “Paul raises Eutychus in Troas” (Acts 20:6-12); “Paul predicts his future to the elders 

in Miletus” (Acts 20:17-38); “Prophecy by Agabus of Paul in Caesarea: Paul’s belt” (Acts 21:8-

13); “Paul’s speech after his capture in Jerusalem” (Acts 22:1-30); “Jesus appeared to Paul and 

asked him to testify in Rome” (Acts 23:1-35); “Paul and high priests on trial before Felix at 

Caesarea” (Acts 24:1-27); “Paul before the court of the new governor of Caesarea Porcius 

Festus” (Acts 25:1-12); “Paul before king Agrippa in Caesarea” (Acts 25:13-27; 26:1-32); “Paul 

sailed to Italy” (Acts 27:1-26); “Paul healing the father of Publius on the island of Malta” (Acts 

28:7-10); “Paul heads to Rome through Syracuse, Sicily” (Acts 28:11-31). In the painters’ 

manuals, we see the explicit recommendation for inclusion of the apostle Paul and at depicting 

of some parables, such as “The Parable of the Hidden Treasure”, “The Parable of the Good 

Samaritan”, “The Parable of Building a Tower and Making War”, “The Parable of Salt”. 
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