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ST. JOHN THE BAPTIST 

 

It is not easy to talk about him – his name is great, great is his image and meaning. We 

talk and at the same time we know that there is something more to be uttered – the more we 

learn about him, the greater the feeling is that something is slipping away. We cannot imagine 

any church without his image. Moreover, even a museum, where this canonical prescription is 

not necessary, is favoured to show his image among the masterpieces exposed. What was both 

before and after Leonardo known can be covered in one sentence – great art cannot be great if 

it has not dealt with John the Baptist. His name and his image are already an emblem for two 

millennia for Christians, and not only for them. To answer why, we should tell a story. The 

story of John – the Baptist, and the Forerunner of Christ. 

The first knowledge of John as a prophet, the Forerunner and the Baptist of Christ, we 

owe to the pages of the New Testament. However, in time they have been so intertwined with 

the subsequent texts – some of them intended for church worship, another part as a record of 

oral tradition, that it is difficult to be differentiated today. Yet it is important to be 

differentiated, in order to see the long way the oral and written traditions both had walked, 

since the images of the Forerunner lean on them, which culture keeps until today. Let us begin 

with the Gospel texts and what they tell us about John, and then about the other texts in the 

New Testament. 

All Gospel texts contain elements of the story of John the Baptist. Some of them are 

similar and even repeated, while others are different. The Evangelists Matthew and Luke 

seem to advert most attention to John – each of them tells of John in three different chapters 

of their Gospels (Matthew in the third, eleventh and fourteenth chapter, Luke – In the first, 

third and seventh); the other two evangelists, Mark and John, make this in two different parts 

in their texts (Mark in the first and the sixth chapter, John – in the first and the third). Each of 

them tells of the baptism of Jesus by John, each of them succeeds to convince of the ministry 

of John to the Lord, and also enriches with some new elements from themselves and thus the 

stories about John, although similar, are different. There are some aspects of the Gospel texts 

that are unique – what is said in one of them could not be found in the other – and thus the 

story of John became one palimpsest story, inconceivable beyond the superimposition of the 

four texts. It could be chosen from it (and then one or two Gospel texts will suffice), but if one 

wish its fullness – the four texts are needed. For example, Matthew and Mark told the story of 

beheading of the Forerunner and the response of Jesus, while Luke and John did not mention 
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about this – this fact alone is sufficient to convince us that it is important to know how and to 

what extent the individual Evangelists tell about the Lord’s Forerunner and Baptist. However, 

one fact is impressive – three of the Evangelists begin their narratives with the story of John 

the Baptist. 

Much of what the art says of the image of John the Baptist, we can learn about it in the 

first six verses of the third chapter of the Gospel of Matthew
1
 –here is his mission (“In those 

days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea”), the clothing of the 

Forerunner (“Now John wore a garment of camel’s hair and a leather belt around his waist”), 

his food (“and his food was locusts and wild honey”), the inscription on the scroll, which he 

holds in his left hand (“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”), one of the most 

emblematic definitions of John, given by the prophets in the Old Testament (“For this is he 

who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah when he said, The voice of one crying in the 

wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord; make his paths straight.”), and one of the typical 

scenes with John before he had himself baptized Jesus Christ (“Then Jerusalem and all Judea 

and all the region about the Jordan were going out to him, and they were baptized by him in 

the river Jordan, confessing their sins”). Following are verses, iconographically and 

symbolically rich – there is the image of the axe to the tree, and the meaning of its act. (“Even 

now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is 

cut down and thrown into the fire.”). At one fell swoop, Matthew presents the consciousness 

for the ministry of John to Jesus, too. (“I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is 

coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize 

you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.”). The first, in order of their presentation in the New 

Testament, Gospel text presents the first description of the Baptism of Christ: “And when 

Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water, and behold, the heavens were 

opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and coming to rest on 

him; and behold, a voice from heaven said: This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 

pleased.” In the third chapter of the Gospel of Matthew, the image of John as the Forerunner 

and the Baptist of Christ was now fully finished. And as in the 17
th

 verse of the third chapter 

God the Father testified of Jesus, in the eleventh chapter Jesus Himself later testified of John: 

“What did you go out into the wilderness to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a 

prophet. This is he of whom it is written: Behold, I send my messenger before your face, who 

will prepare your way before you.” The greatest among those born of women was thrown into 

prison because of his prophetic word, targeted exactly at the morale of Herod and Herodias, 
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his brother’s wife; again, therefore, to silence forever his uncomfortable word, Herodias 

wished his death. This manner of acting is predictable for a ruler, susceptible to temptations, 

and as the second book of Ezra says, one is easy to fall down in the power of wine and 

women. Following is the dance of Herodias’ daughter (none of the New Testament texts 

mention her name, which would later be known in the European art – Salome) and beheading 

of the most honest head of the Baptist. We are now up to chapter fourteen of the Gospel of 

Matthew: “But when Herod’s birthday came, the daughter of Herodias danced before the 

company and please Herod, so that he promised with an oath to give her whatever she might 

ask. Prompted by her mother, she said: Give me the head of John the Baptist here on a 

platter.” This fated scene ends with the burial of John’s body by his disciples. Actually not, it 

ends up a little unexpected and even enigmatic – an end, quite often unnoticed: “And his 

disciples came and took the body and buried it, and they went and told Jesus. Now when Jesus 

heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a desolate place by himself.” Jesus’ boat 

washed away the pain for John and gave birth to a new determination, a new start. His 

withdrawal is the moment, after which we will see a new Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ after the 

death of the Forerunner. When the one is lessening, the Other is getting greater, such is their 

interdependence – revealed later in the Gospel of John. The Gospel of Matthew pictured not 

only the common facts, on which all Gospel texts laid, but Matthew is the only Evangelist 

who narrated about the death of the father of the Forerunner (“the blood of Zechariah, whom 

you murdered between the sanctuary and the altar”), and in this respect there’s a certain kind 

of closeness with the earliest apocryphal literature. 
 

The Gospel of Mark, second in order of their presentation in the New Testament, 

(although considered earlier), impresses with two facts in terms of the image of John. 

Although in essence it is evangelical word for Jesus Christ, the Gospel of Mark begins its first 

lines with the story of John the Baptist: “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son 

of God. As it is written in Isaiah the prophet: Behold, I send my messenger before your face, 

who will prepare your way...” The relevance with the words, spoken by Matthew, is best 

shown again in the image of Jesus, seeking solitude after the death of the Forerunner: “When 

his disciples heard of it, they came and took his body and laid it in a tomb. The apostles 

returned to Jesus and told him all that they had done and taught. And he said to them: Come 

away by yourselves to a desolate place and rest a while. And they went away in the boat to a 

desolate place by themselves.” The other two Evangelists do not provide a similar story for 
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the withdrawal of Jesus after the death of John, most probably because they did not tell the 

story about the death of the Forerunner.  

In the same manner as in the Gospel of Mark, after a short rhetorical introduction, the 

main part of the Gospel of Luke begins: “Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a 

narrative of the things that have been accomplished among us, just as those who from the 

beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have delivered them to us, it seemed 

good to me also, having followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly 

account for you, most excellent Theophilus, that you may have certainty concerning the things 

you have been taught .” The solid foundation of the teaching begins with the background of 

John’s birth: “In the days of Herod, king of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, of the 

division of Abijah. And he had a wife from the daughters of Aaron, and her name was 

Elizabeth.” Like Mark, Luke also begins with John, but turned the story aback, telling it partly 

genealogically, in order to contextualise his birth. The first chapter of the Gospel of Luke is 

the one that tells the vital story of John – starting from God’s sign of his birth to his life in the 

desert. This chapter is characteristic with the fact that it begins and ends up with an angelic 

image. Archangel Gabriel heralded Zechariah of the birth of John; an angel, perhaps the same, 

kept him in the desert and led him in hand. Whatever other reasons the iconography may seek 

and find of portraying John with angel wings because of his holiness, in Luke it finds a new 

meaning. Here is the kinship (Maria – Elizabeth), and the family (the most detailed 

descriptions of Elizabeth and Zechariah as parents), and his growth in the Judean desert. The 

fact that the chapter, dedicated to John the Baptist, is the longest chapter in the Gospel of 

Luke as textuality, could hardly be insignificant.   

The Gospel of John is notorious with its beginning, where Logos is sparkling (“In the 

beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”). 

Immediately after the Logos, the Gospel of John introduces the symbolic clash between light 

and darkness. The testimony of the victory of light is none other but John the Baptist himself. 

In other words, the Gospel of John, as well as the Gospel of Mark, and the Gospel of Luke 

also begin with the image of John the Baptist. However, in a third, different way. Mark begins 

directly with the preaching Baptist in the desert, Luke – with the angelic tidings and his birth, 

and John presents him as a symbolic modus. Early as in the sixth verse of the first chapter, we 

read: “There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness, to bear 

witness about the light, that all might believe through him. He was not the light, but came to 

bear witness about the light.” The testimony of the Forerunner is a symbolically intense and 



 

 

6

differs from the previous Gospel texts: “This was he of whom I said: He who comes after me 

ranks before me, because he was before me.” To the Gospel of John we owe another loved 

iconographic scene, born of the words: “He saw Jesus coming toward him, and said: Behold, 

the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” And again, John, the Evangelist is the 

only one to whom we owe the indication of the places where the Baptist was doing his work 

of purification of people’s sins (“These things took place in Bethany across the Jordan, 

where John was baptizing”; “John also was baptizing at Aenon near Salim, because water 

was plentiful there, and people were coming and being baptized.”). And not the least of all, 

only to John we owe these prophetic words of the Forerunner: “I am not the Christ, but I have 

been sent before him. He must increase, but I must decrease.” The death of John and the 

mission of Jesus seem to be bound, as in the nature the length of night and day, and the winter 

and summer solstice are interrelated. Thence, one place on this Earth called Macheron (today 

Machaerus) soaked with the blood of the Forerunner, soaked also the determination of the 

Messiah on the way to His Calvary. At the place where John was afflicted with the physical 

force and literalness of the decrease (the beheading) and where – according to the biblical 

words the symbolic increase of Jesus should start was the place where greatness of John in the 

post-mortem feat actually began. For no lessening expected the Forerunner but eternal 

memory, which the word takes up and instantly boost, to be followed onwards by countless 

icons, frescoes, stained glass, sculptures – visual signs of memory and reverence. 

The symbolism of baptism (and beside – the image of John, as well) is mentioned in 

other New Testament texts, e.g. in 1 Corinthians, but mostly beyond the Gospels stand out the 

Acts. It literally starts with a recall on the part of Jesus for His image and deed: “He ordered 

them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait for the promise of the Father, which, he said, 

you heard from me; for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy 

Spirit not many days from now.” (1:4-5). The baptism of repentance of John was further 

mentioned in the text of the Acts, especially when we are talking about places where it was 

practiced (e.g. Ephesians, cf.: 19:1-5) and when John gave testimony of the approaching 

Christ and traced His way (13:24-25; 19:1-5). However, any such references do not change 

the picture given in the four Gospels – it remains the basis for our canonical knowledge for 

John as Forerunner and Baptist. 

* 

 The story of John, reached us today, is much more complete than what was said in the 

Gospel texts. Firstly, this is due to the many texts in hagiographic literature, which create an 
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imposing cycle of works for John the Baptist. It should be noted that more than half of the 

Menologium (Lives of the Saints, presented in different months) celebrates John the Baptist. 

In the course of the ecclesiastical year, pages for him are present in the following months – 

September (Conception of St. John the Forerunner; The Holy Prophet Zechariah), January 

(The Holy Theophany of Our Lord; The Synaxis of St. John the Forerunner), February (First 

and Second Finding of the Head of St. John the Forerunner), May (Third Finding of the Head 

of St. John the Forerunner), June (Nativity of St. John the Forerunner), August (Beheading of 

St. John the Forerunner) and October (Celebration in memory of carrying of the Maltese 

relics). In turn, this means that the hagiography of the Forerunner (or at least, the most 

important moments of his life and the fame after his death) are presented not only in an 

incomplete way, but also in accordance with the spirit and traditions of the Christian 

textuality. Its place in the Deеsis – on the left side of Christ – corresponds to the texts, which 

the Church in the Scripture and its Tradition has dedicated to the Forerunner. 

 Before we address the question of what new the pages of his life said, after what was 

said in the Gospel texts, it is necessary to point out another text from the 2
nd

 century that was 

obviously very popular, although considered Apocryphal. It comes to the so-called Book of 

James, or Protoevangelium (Origen mentioned it as the “Book of James”), or as it is 

commonly known in the Old Bulgarian literature “A Tale of Archbishop James of Jerusalem 

for the birth of our glorious Lady, the Mother of God and ever-virgin Mary”.
2 

Researchers 

believe that ever since 3
rd

 – 4
th

 century, this work had a strong influence both on the 

subsequent texts of the Forerunner and on paintings. As a text, it attained Bulgaria around 11
th

 

century, but the important fact here is another - well before the overall proliferation of the text 

of the “Book of James, or Protoevangelium” in Slavic literatures, St. Clement of Ohrid used it 

in his “An Eulogy of John the Baptist”. The “Book of James or Protoevangelium” consists of 

25 chapters, of which the latter is shorter and gives information about the actual authorship of 

the text. Chapters 22, 23 and 24, i.e. those with which that apocryphal Gospel actually 

finished, introduce to the history of John the Baptist: Elizabeth, who sought to hide the little 

John from the wrath of the soldiers of Herod and asked the mountain ahead of them to open 

up and hide them; the mountain, that opened up and hid them because the angel of the Lord 

was with them and protected them; Herod, who wanted from Zechariah to understand where 

the little John was hidden, fearing that one day he will become the king of Israel; the murder 

of Zechariah and his withered blood on the stones in the altar. All these scenes that later 

invariably become part of the iconography, associated with John the Baptist, we actually owe 
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to the text of the “Book of James, or Protoevangelium”. Moreover, they have become an 

integral part of the textuality for John. Here is what is written in the text, dedicated to “The 

Nativity of St. John, Forerunner and Baptist of the Lord” in the Synaxarion for June 24
th

: 

„The rumour of the miraculous birth of John reached Herod... and he sent murderers to the 

house of Zechariah, but the envoys did not find John... St. Elizabeth took John and quickly 

went to the highest mountains of the desert... and cried: “God’s mountain! Embrace the 

mother with the child!” And straightway, the rock opened and embraced Elizabeth with the 

child John so that they hid from the murderers that were about to catch them.” Zechariah’s 

refusal to reveal where the child was, then was followed by his death: “... and (they) killed 

him between the church and the altar. His shed blood soaked the marble and became like a 

stone, as a witness of Herod’s crime and his eternal damnation. In the meantime, Elizabeth, 

hidden by God together with John, resided in the rock, that had opened. In it, upon God’s 

commandment, a cave was formed for them, with a well and a date palm, full of fruit... Forty 

days after the murder of Zechariah, Elizabeth presented herself before the Lord in that cave. 

Since then, up to adulthood, John was fed by an angel and guarded until the day, in which he 

appeared to the people of Israel.” What the Gospel of Luke said in once sentence – „And the 

child grew, and waxed strong in spirit, and was in the deserts till the day he appeared to the 

people of Israel (spoken immediately after the words of the living Zechariah) – the “Book of 

James, or Protoevangelium” and the subsequent hagiographic literature unfold in a story: a 

story about the death of Zechariah, for hiding of Elizabeth with the little John in the 

mountains and that an angel kept the little John in the desert. Besides that, after Josephus, 

who, in his book “The Jewish War”
3
 said that “in the altar and the temple of Jerusalem only 

pure and blameless priests could serve”, Jacob built an image of Zacharias, which fully 

complied with these words, and respectively – death, which suggested great sorrow. But thus, 

the little John felt within the lineage of pure and impeccable service – which was to be 

reaffirmed in his life as an adult. The family of Abiel had a worthy continuation in the face of 

Zechariah, and John, too – it is stated in the “Life of the holy prophet Zechariah” (found in the 

Synaxarion for the fifth day of September) and the “Homily of Conception of Honest and 

Glorious Prophet, Forerunner and Baptist of the Lord, John” (found in the Synaxarion, for 

twenty-third of September). It had been prophesied to the little John to have the spirit and the 

power of prophet Elijah, to surpass prophet Jeremiah and to march as “an Angel in flesh” 

afore Christ – another iconographic reaffirming of his image with angel wings.  
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Hagiographic literature adds new elements to the already known for the Forerunner. 

Separate thematic cores are differentiated in it, for Conception and Nativity of John, for 

Epiphany (i.e. Baptism of Jesus by John), for the Beheading, for the funeral of John by his 

disciples, for the triple finding of the honest head of the Baptist.  

In the thematic core for The Conception of John, a leading motif is that in the history 

of Christianity known are “only three mothers whose conceptions in the wombs became 

subject of amazement to the whole world – these are: the righteous Anna, who conceived 

Virgin Mary, St. Elizabeth, who conceived the Forerunner and the Immaculate Virgin Mary – 

who conceived Christ, our Saviour.” Nowhere else but in the “Homily on the Conception of 

the Honest and Glorious Prophet, Forerunner and Baptist of Lord, John”
4
, the prophetic words 

regarding John are spoken: „Jeremiah was intended only to prophecies about the Messiah, and 

that /John/ will be honoured and will lay his hand on Him to baptize Him.” There the 

hagiographic text makes a strong logical adhesion to the Gospel texts of Matthew (11:11) and 

Luke (7:28): „ And with the greatness of God’s grace, he will surpass not only Jeremiah, but 

also the other great saints, since among those born of women there has not risen anyone 

greater than John the Baptist” (NIV). John would surpass all, because he prepared, with his 

deeds and words, the way before Christ, turned and told about him, and finally yet 

importantly – he would lay his right hand upon Him to baptize Him.  

The thematic core for The Nativity of John is largely beholden to the homilies of St. 

John Chrysostom – an example of verbal mastery, remained unsurpassed until today.
5
 John 

Chrysostom used in an exquisite way the four evangelical text, as well as other oral and 

written traditions, to carve the portraits of Zechariah, Elizabeth and John, and to reveal the 

meaning of the feat of the Forerunner – rhetoric and grammar, etymology and semantics, 

literalness and figurativity go hand in hand and outline for us a memorable scene of the 

Nativity. To that level of expression in the late 9
th

 and early 10
th

 century, Clement of Ohrid 

strived.
6
 His eulogies for John the Baptist – an example of exquisite Bulgarian literature – 

follow the current text tradition, not failing to follow the Apocrypha as well.  

In the early 15
th

 century, Gregory Tsamblak left another example of fine literature, 

associated with the memory of the Forerunner: “Homily on the Beheading of John the 

Baptist”.
7
 Herein, though not so typical for the tradition until now in presenting The 

Beheading of John, in the foreground the images of the “dancer” and the “dance” emerged. 

The Gospel sentence „danced (for the guests) and pleased Herod (so much)” is turned into a 

brilliant rhetorical clash with the temptations that permeates the entire homily. The refrain 
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about the dancing daughter of Herodias was reflected in the words of Tsamblak: “but the 

damning words for the dancer have not stopped, nor will they cease!” Indeed, the speech here 

is completely rebuking – his target was the carnal desire and temptation (“this obscene dancer 

is teasing in all possible ways”), the nakedness of the body (“hands, bare to the forearms and 

much more”), the susceptibility of Herod (“and what did the king do after he liked the 

nuisance of the girl”). Skilfully using the rhetorical techniques, Gregory Tsamblak gave a 

truly new approach to this scene of the life of the Forerunner. By such means, the words – 

building up on the best models and adding up – multiplied the image of John the Baptist and 

became the place where iconic pattern searches found rich field not only for representation 

and re-creation, but became a place for new inspired completion of writing. Before Gregory 

Tsamblak, the feast of Herod and the dance of Salome seemed like a background, contextual 

scene; thereafter, they have already gained their independent motion (“twisting and hopping, 

shaking head here on, splitting away her tied hair”), asking here and now, demanding, and 

that can be separated and detailed in separate memorable scenes. In fact, it has always been 

possible; even the phrase “danced and pleased Herod” could unleash the imagination, but now 

the imagination is textualized, something on which, when approaching differentiation and 

representation of such scenes, could officially stand on. There are grounds for this – if we 

closely examine the canons of the Holy Orthodox Church, which include the canons of the 

holy Apostles, of the Ecumenical Councils, of the local Synods and the Holy Fathers – we 

will see how many of them relate to physical matters, to physical temptations and allurements. 

And the basis of the whole corpus of texts was built in the period from the 4
th

 to the 10
th

 

century. Canon 62 of the Sixth Ecumenical Council, which states: “We wish once for all to 

extirpate from the life of the faithful […] the public dances of women, which are calculated to 

wreak great harm and injury”, seems as if covering the whole pathos of the prohibition. The 

text of Gregory Tsamblak was based on many such prohibitions, when with its strong 

rhetoric, it targeted precisely the dance of Salome in an attempt to outline the horror of the 

beheading of the Forerunner. And all that – on the background of the historical testimony of 

Josephus, where the presentation of the death of the Forerunner in a purely political context 

was deprived of Herodias’ and Salome’ participation. 

Similarly, the verbal traces in the First, Second and Third Finding of the Head of 

John the Baptist are echoing.
8
 At first, the disciples secretly took the body to Sebastia. They 

did not have access to the head, which caused nightmares to Herodias. According to the 

tradition, she first gouged out the tongue of the Forerunner with a needle, then buried the head 
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of John in a deep and secret place in the palace (similar fear we will later find in the literature, 

when in Kazantzakis’s writings, the enemies of Lazarus tore and buried his body deep into the 

earth, so that he would not rise again). But one woman, hardly accidentally named after the 

Forerunner – Joanna, the wife of Chuza, a steward in Herod’s palace – also knew about this 

place. Luke, the Evangelist, revealed that name to us, to which later the hagiographic 

literature put a new and significantly richer context (Chuza’s wife, Joanna, was mentioned in 

some apocryphal texts, too). It was she who dug out the head to put it in a clay pot and buried 

it again in another property of Herod, this time in the Mount of Olives. The place of values 

shifts and gets closer to those places in Jerusalem, where the leaves of the olives still keep the 

words of Jesus to the apostles. Here starts the list with names of discoverers. The first name 

after Joanna is Innocent – a distinguished nobleman, who believed in Christ. He built his cell 

in the same place on the Mount of Olives, started digging the foundations of his church, found 

the head, received a revelation that this was the head of the Forerunner, kept it, and at the end 

of his live, he buried it back into the ground, next to his cell. Time passed, the head was found 

by two monks at the time of Emperor Constantine the Great. The Forerunner revealed to them 

in a vision, but soon he realized that they were not worthy to keep the precious gift. They met 

a poor potter from Edessa and the Forerunner preferred him to them, so he took the head, and 

when nearing the end of his earthly path, the Forerunner himself ordered that the head would 

be laid again in a clay pot, then locked in a coffin and handed for storage to devout Christians. 

And again years passed, the head was not far from Emesa, when there a monastery was 

founded, and when a man named Markel, the archimandrite of this monastery, found it again 

following a vision. Interesting is the vision, which Markel had – he saw water, lots of water, 

and in the symbolism of the Lord of the Waters, those who washed human sins in the Jordan 

River and he himself baptized Christ, understood that the Baptist appeared. A special church 

was found in Emesa, after the head was found. According to the tradition, the head of the 

Forerunner was revealed to Markel on 18 February 452, while on 26 October of the same year 

it was carried to the church, erected in his honour. Later, the head was carried to 

Constantinople, and even later, in Asia Minor city of Comana, where John Chrysostom 

blissfully rested. Years passed over, the heresy of iconoclasm arose. Again, these were 

difficult times for the head of the Forerunner, it was hidden again, this time in silver vessel 

and later again – for the third time – it was found. According to the tradition, this happened on 

May 25
th

, ca. 850, during the reign of Michael, the son of Emperor Theophilus and Empress 

Theodora. The head was taken back again to Constantinople, in the palace. Then... and here a 
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number of doubts in the different traditions follow. According to the ecclesiastical tradition, 

cited here, a part of it was kept in the Monastery of Stoudios, dedicated to the Forerunner, 

another part – in the monastery of the Forerunner in Petra, another part the Crusaders brought 

in Amiens, France, parts of it are in Rome, in the church of the Pope Sylvester, in the 

Cǎlugǎra Monastery, Romania,  in the Dionysiou Monastery, Mount Athos... The Church, as 

though to preserve the memory of the various vicissitudes for the head of the saint, devoted 

two celebration to this event: February 24
th

, celebrating the first and second, and on May 25
th

 

– the third finding of the honest head of the Forerunner. 

* 

One scene invariably stands apart from the others, associated with the image of the 

Forerunner – The Baptism of Christ. As St. Clement of Ohrid said, man is born three times: 

physically, through baptism and at the resurrection. Physical birth is slavish and externally, 

birth through baptism is lightly and freely, and birth at the resurrection is even more 

staggering and quick. Christ Himself, with His coming to the earth showed upon Himself 

these three births, continues St. Clement. The first – through His incarnation, when He was 

born in Bethlehem, the second – through His baptism in the Jordan River by John, the third – 

through His resurrection from the grave. Jesus does not need cleansing, since He is perfectly 

clean but with His baptism, He gave us the example how to follow Him, to be like Him. For 

this second spiritual birth, light and free, is the word of St. Clement of Ohrid. His word is rich 

in symbolic suggestions, some of which were followed up in iconographic programs. Strong 

are the words for dividing of the Jordan River, which – being divided again at the times of 

Elijah and Elisha – is impossible not to bow to the Creator Himself, Who voluntarily came to 

be baptized in its waters.  

This scene was anticipated; it was predicted by several prophecies, recorded in the 

pages of the Old Testament. The final lines of the book of prophet Micah stated: “He will 

again have compassion on us... You will cast all our sins into the depths of the sea” (NKJV). 

The depths of the sea – water and infinity, at the same time – are able to devour the evil that 

was done by the people, to clean it in front of the face of God. This symbolism is expressed 

even stronger in the book of prophet Ezekiel: “I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will 

be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols.” Here sprinkling 

with water symbolized purification, withal, represented by a minimalistic rituality. Similar are 

the following lines from the book of prophet Isaiah: “When you spread out your hands in 

prayer, I hide my eyes from you; even when you offer many prayers, I am not listening. Your 



 

 

13

hands are full of blood! Wash and make yourselves clean. Take your evil deeds out of my 

sight; stop doing wrong” (Is. 1:15-16). In Isaiah, washing (= purifying) is initiatory, it 

symbolizes ostentatious rejection of evil and transition to good – so that God can see it, 

understand it and approve it, to like it. As sprinkling of water in Ezekiel, so washing in Isaiah 

are steps to the baptism of repentance of John, in the way the Gospel of Mark presented it 

(1:4-5). The symbolic depth of what was done by John during the baptism of Christ is hidden 

in the Old Testament prophecies – we need to know them, in order to understand it. 

By 1996, despite numerous testimonies of pilgrims and historians, it was thought that 

the place where Christ was baptized was somewhere around these mentioned biblical 

designations, in a very broad perimeter. Although the pilgrimage information match the 

words, spoken in the Gospel of John that Jesus was baptized beyond the Jordan River, i.e. on 

the east side of the river, this perimeter covers both the east side of the Jordan River (now 

Jordan) and partly, the western side (now Israel). After the carried in the period 1997-2002 

international archaeological excavations and surveys, the actual place of baptism became 

clear. Today, it slowly becomes a place that can be referred to as a “dialogue of civilizations”. 

Its official name is Bethany beyond the Jordan
9
 and it is located on the east bank of the Jordan 

River – where multiple sources are merged, coming down from the hills and where the early 

Byzantine church, dedicated to St. John the Baptist, is located.
 
Archaeological layers reveal 

that the church – in the earliest of its three constructions – had already existed in the 5
th

 

century. It is known that, after 333 A.D., various Christian religious buildings began to rise in 

these places, so that it is hardly surprising. In various parts, during the excavation of the 

church, coins and vessels from the time of the reign of the Byzantine Emperor Anastasius I 

(491-518) were found. The excavated artefacts show that up to 9
th

 century, the place 

functioned continuously. This means that regardless of the vicissitudes of time in this region 

of the Holy Land, the Church of the Forerunner acted from 5
th

 to 9
th

 century, and the site was 

an object of worship. Stone chippings with crosses, ornaments, white, red and black marble, 

coloured mosaics, even two marble Corinthian capitals of columns are among the most 

important findings – all they are signs, that once there a temple was erected, worth of honour,  

celebrating the Epiphany. The proximity to Mount Nebo and Jerusalem makes the place even 

more important stop, than the pilgrimage route from the Early Roman to the subsequent 

Byzantine era. Archaeologists at the end of the 20
th

 century, in fact, did what Schliemann did 

in Troy – they followed some texts. However, this time, at the core is not a classical text but 

travelogues of pilgrims from the era of the early Christianity and the Middle Ages, very 
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popular at the time, served as a reference to the thousands who took their time of adoration to 

the Holy Land. Let us give due attention to the most important of them
10 

– because of them, 

today we know exactly where the place where John baptized Jesus was and, where the first 

temple in honour of the Baptist was built, which was to glorify the remarkable event of 

Baptism.  

 

IN THE GARDEN OF ST. JOHN 

The expression “The Garden of St. John” reached us due to Egeria – a pilgrim, who 

took her trip to the Holy Land in 381-384 A.D. Egeria (also known as Silvia of Aquitania) 

retold of her conversation with a Greek monk, on her way to Enon and Salem – places, 

associated with the work of John the Baptist. It is to the Greek monk that we owe the memory 

of the place where John baptized Christ. In the long tradition, he said, this place had always 

been called “The Garden of St. John” and many holy men and pilgrims come from all over the 

world here to immerse themselves in the water and to worship. Egeria also described in detail 

the ritual of baptism, which is continuously performed on the Easter at the same place where 

John baptized Christ.
11

 

Several decades before Egeria, another pilgrim, remained anonymous to us, shed one 

of the earliest glimpses to the Holy Land – The Bordeaux Pilgrim (333 A.D.). Having 

undertaken his journey early as the construction works of Emperor Constantine in Jerusalem, 

the Bordeaux Pilgrim wrote: “...from thence to the Jordan, where the Lord was baptized by 

John… There is a place by the river, a little hill upon the further (left) bank, from which 

Elijah was caught up into heaven”.
12

 The Bordeaux Pilgrim is followed in his descriptions in 

many later pilgrimage routes. Important in his early description is that there was no doubt 

regarding the place where John baptized Jesus Christ. This place, henceforth, will invariably 

be associated with another important place – the place where St. Elijah ascended to heaven. 

We now make sense in another way of the text, in which was predicted for the little John to be 

with the spirit and power of prophet Elijah – to the meaning of the heroism we also add the 

power of place. At this place, Elijah, after once again had divided the waters of the Jordan 

River in two, he was taken to heaven. And now, centuries later, in the very same place, in the 

very same river, John would be involved in the wonderful baptism of Christ. The place is 

synesthesically intense with testimonies ex machina: once there God was manifested in the 

form of fiery chariot, and took with Him Elijah, now – in the form of the descending Holy 

Spirit and the echoing of the very voice of God. After The Bordeaux Pilgrim, the connection 
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between John and Elijah became textually logical, with the result that pilgrims can pay 

homage consistently to both of them. In fact, one anonymous text, several centuries later, with 

the title “Saint Helena in the Holy Places, from the anonymous Life of Constantine” (between 

800-1000 A.D.)
 13

 confirmed exactly this, axiologizing it retroactively. There is a story that 

after Saint Helena crossed the Jordan River, she first found a cave, in which the Baptist 

probably lived and decided to build a church in his honour there. And opposite the cave, the 

place from which Elijah was taken up in heaven was located, thence she ordered a shrine in 

his honour to be build there. During the pilgrimage of Egeria in the Holy Land (381-384 

A.D.), one high-ranking Roman matron – Paula – left Rome, to rest by the end of her life (404 

A.D.) in Bethlehem. It is believed that during her pilgrimage in 382 A.D. she was 

accompanied by St. Jerome. Paula and her daughter Eustochium were strongly influenced by 

the sermons of St. Jerome; in a letter to Marcella (for whom it was believed to be the first 

Roman, adopted monastic life), they described the Holy Land, and accentuated the place of 

baptism of Christ on the Jordan River.
 14 

In his book, “Topography of the Holy Land”, 

Theodosius (530 A.D.), supporting this, but with much more detail and with new data, wrote: 

“In the place where the Lord was baptized there is a single marble pillar, and on the pillar an 

iron cross has been fastened. There too is the Church of S. John the Baptist which the 

Emperor Anastasius built; this church is very lofty, being built above large chambers, on 

account of the Jordan when it overflows. Monks live in this church who receive six solidi 

annually from the treasury as a means of livelihood. Where the Lord was baptized beyond 

Jordan there is a little mountain called Hermon. There holy Elijah was caught up.”
15

 Four 

decades later, Antoninus Martyr, more commonly known as the Piacenza Pilgrim (ca. 570 

A.D.) also described the place of baptism, the monastery of St. John – as a location and 

organization – and even details of the ritual of baptism, which is still carried out on the Jordan 

River.
16  

It is evident that for more than two centuries, the place of baptism has become an 

important place of worship, and that the various Byzantine rulers paid tribute to John the 

Baptist, erecting and maintaining a church on the place of the great event for Christians. 

Another wonderful confirmation of the pilgrimage travelogues from the early 4
th

 century until 

the second half of 6
th

 century is the Map of Madaba (ca. 560-570 A.D.), which with the 

language of the visual, confirmed the verbal descriptions of the Garden of St. John (see the 

map later in the text).
17

 Proofs did not cease in the coming centuries. In the 7
th

 century, John 

Moschos noted that he had evidence, that Elias, the Patriarch of Jerusalem (464-518 A.D.) 
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had built a church and even a monastery on this hill. Leontius of Damascus (725-794 A.D.) 

and monk Epiphanius (750-820 A.D.) also confirmed the baptismal place.
18

  

One famous and often quoted pilgrim – Arculfus (679-688 A.D.) – visited the place of 

the baptism of Jesus in 670 A.D. (his magnificent pages about Jerusalem are dating back at 

this time). In his book, “The Pilgrimage of Arculfus in the Holy Land”,
19

 Arculfus wrote: “At 

the edge of the river is a small square church, built, as is said, on the spot where the garments 

of the Lord were taken care of at the time when He was baptized.”
 
According to Dr. Waheeb, 

a leading figure in the archaeological excavations in Bethany Beyond the Jordan, Arculfus 

described the last of the three churches, built in time in this place, still dedicated to John the 

Baptist. Substantially, the various pilgrim testimonies from 4
th

 to 8
th

 century described 

different states of the churches of John the Baptist, built on the place of the baptism of Jesus 

Christ, confirming unequivocally the immense popularity and importance of the place over 

the centuries. Built by Emperor Anastasius I, the church was considerably damaged in time; 

new architectural methods were used in its reconstruction, to preserve the church from 

possible overflows of the Jordan River. However, the building had suffered repeated floods 

and even earthquakes; part of it was dispersed over the years in different places. Only since 

the beginning of the 20
th

 century, thanks to reliance on pilgrimage evidences, the topography 

of the east bank of the Jordan River is understood in a new way. The archaeological 

excavations, conducted at various times, finally yielded results. It turned out, that after the 

testimony of Arculfus in 670, the church of the East Coast began to gradually decline and 

finally turned into ruins. The baptism – as a testimony and a worshiping practice – gradually 

shifted to the West Bank. There, a church was built in honour of John the Baptist. But now, 

after the findings, the real home is back on the East Coast – where the event happened, or 

where – according to Arculfus, the clothes of the Saviour were left. Ca. 754 A.D., S. Willibald 

provided interesting evidences in his pilgrimage travelogues 
20

, as in part of the description he 

rested on the writings of the Piacenza Pilgrim in 570 A.D. S. Willibald not only described the 

place of baptism and the church of St. John the Baptist (in his time, there were about 20 

monks), but gave interesting information about the Feast of the Epiphany. A millennium later, 

after the important event for Christians, the pilgrimage evidences do not cease. But while 

some of them are still traditionally describing the place of baptism, others give new details 

and connect the place with modern ritual activities and even historical evidence of the 

Crusades. In his pilgrimage travelogue, the Russian Abbot Daniel (1106-1108 A.D.) not only 

described the location of Baptism, but also gave information about the Cave of John the 
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Baptist and the cave, in which the prophet Elijah and his disciple Elisha lived.
 21

 Several 

decades later  in “Description of the Holy Land”, John of Würzburg (1160-1170 A.D.), after 

having described the place where John the Baptist was buried next to bones of the prophets 

Elisha and Obadiah in Sebastia, provided detailed descriptions of the church and the hospice 

of St. John the Baptist at the Jordan River.
22

 Approximately at the same time, the pilgrim 

Theoderich (1169-1174 A.D.) did the same,
 
noting that the large stone on which Jesus was 

standing at Baptism, is still there, and the church dedicated to John the Baptist (where during 

the struggle against the Franks in 1127-1145 A.D., the six monks who lived there were 

beheaded). Near the place of Baptism, during the time of Theoderich, a Templar castle was 

already built.
 23

 Interesting are the findings from the pilgrimage of Joannes Phocas in 1185 

A.D., who told details of the Monastery of John the Baptist at the Jordan River – went down 

by an earthquake and re-built by the Emperor Manuel Comnenus. Joannes Phocas also 

described the hill on which, according to the tradition, Christ stood, now that John the Baptist 

prophetically pointed him out to the people, as well as the Cave of John the Baptist (“very 

small, barely able to stand upright in it”), and this of prophet Elijah and prophet Elisha. 

Joannes Phocas is one of those people, linking the place of asceticism of John the Baptist with 

the heroism of the Elder Zosimas and Mary of Egypt.
24

 In the early 13
th

 century, in 1217 

A.D., Thetmar
 
wrote that at the place where Christ was baptized by John, a beautiful church in 

honour of the Baptist was erected, in which each year many Greeks and Syrians came for 

Epiphany, wishing to baptize their children into the river, where Christ was baptized. Along 

the entire 13
th

 century, similar reports were given by Wilbrand d’Oldenburg, Ernoul (ca. 1231 

A.D.) and Burchard of Mount Sion (1280 A.D.).
 25

 

At the end of 13
th

 and throughout the 14
th

 century, the pilgrimage travelogues began to 

describe the existence and preservation of the relics of the Baptist. This trend was especially 

strengthened after the Crusades and dynamically changing fate of Jerusalem and the Holy 

Land. In 1335 A.D. Jasques de Vérone wrote: “De Jherico ad quinque miliaria versus 

Jordanem, est monasterium Sancti Johannis Baptiste, in quo habitant calogeri greci, cristiani 

religiosi; et est ibi sanctissimum brachium cum manu prophete et plusquam prophete beati 

Johannis Baptiste”.
26 

In 1350 A.D. Ludolph von Suchem recounted the following: “Near this 

place, not far from the bank of Jordan, a fair monastery has been built in honour of John the 

Baptist, and is inhabited by Greek monks, who declare that they possess St. John’s arm. This 

monastery has been removed a little way from the river bank because the waters sometimes 

overflow. All the Christians of the land, and even pilgrims from far-off lands, gather together 
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at this place on the day of the Lord’s Epiphany, and all read there in Latin the Gospel When 

Jesus was born in Bethlehem, bless the water, and baptize the cross.”
 27

 Again, at the same 

time, in Guide-Book to Palestine, ca. 1350 A.D., we read: “Pilgrims and natives alike are 

accustomed to wash their persons and their clothes in the waters of Jordan with great 

devoutness, because it was in the river Jordan that our Redeemer was baptized by John […] 

Then, you come, one mile on, to an abbey, built in honour of blessed John the Baptist, and 

there is shown the left hand of the same St. John.”
28

 The trend continued in the early 15
th

 

century, judging from John Poloner’s “Description of the Holy Land” (1421 A.D.), who – 

albeit briefly – also gave a description of the site.
29 

Thus, more than a millennium after the 

“rediscovery” of the Holy Land in the era of Constantine and Helena, the pilgrimage 

descriptions inevitably touched the exciting moment of Christ’s baptism on the Jordan River, 

while intertwining the seen and experienced with historical evidence, testimonies and stories.  

* 

However, the pilgrim travelogues are not the only evidence. They are supported by 

many early works of cartographic art. All maps from the era of early Christianity and the 

Middle Ages that have reached us,
 30

 include the Jordan River as an important place in the 

Holy Land, and some of them explicitly stated the place of baptism of Christ. Eusebius of 

Caesarea (260-340), in his “Onomasticon” gave detailed information on the Holy Land, which 

a century later, Jerome (348-420) translated into Latin and supplemented by numerous his 

own notes. Thus, around the year of 385, one of the first maps of the Holy Land was born 

(manuscript on vellum, 33,8 х 22,5 cm, The British Library, Add. Ms. 10049, fol. 64v). In the 

Map of the Holy Land by Eusebius and Hieronymus, the river of the baptism – Jordan – is 

marked as originating from two springs, Yor and Dan, but the exact location of baptism was 

not marked. Correction, however, was made in one of the most famous maps of the Holy 

Land – The Madaba Mosaic Map from the 6
th

 century, moreover, in a special way. On 

Madaba Map, right on the east bank of the Jordan River, the name “Enon” was designated – 

one of the places, where John the Baptist practiced the baptism of repentance, according to the 

Gospel of John (Bethabara is traced inside the west coast and it is more like Bethany of the 

resurrected Lazarus). Discovered late – as late as 1884 (put into scientific circulation only in 

1897), the mosaic was preserved in its original form on the floor of St. George church in 

Madaba, and as a manuscript from 1897 (gouache on paper, 126 х 178 cm, “The Eran Laor 

Cartographic Collection”). Without explicitly indicating the place, that is now known as the 

place of baptism of Christ – Bethany Beyond the Jordan – the map indicated a place in 
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extreme proximity, where John the Baptist was striving and  according to the earliest 

evidence, was accomplishing his mission to “wash” the sins of the people in the Jordan River. 

The era of the Crusades gave a new impetus to cartography. In the map of Marino Sanuto 

(1260-1338 A.D.) and Petrus Vesconte (d. ca. 1350 A.D.), dated back around 1320 A.D. (35 

х 51 cm, The British Library, Add. Ms. 27376, ff. 188v-189), several places and names 

related to events from the Old and New Testaments were shown on the east bank of the 

Jordan River. The place of the baptism was not explicitly stated, although a character without 

a name was shown on the west bank of the river, which could have indicated the place of the 

baptism or the place of worship, associated with the event. However, in one map, published 

by Pierre le Rouge in 1488, a copy of Map of the Holy Land from Lucas Brandis de 

Schass from 1475 (carving of two units, in size 38,7 х 55,2 cm, The Israel Museum), the 

place of baptism was symbolically indicated on the left bank of the Jordan River. The map of 

de Schass, which was replete with depicted stories from the Old and New Testaments, moved 

the forefront to the baptism of Christ: Christ was depicted in the waters of the river (knee-

deep in water, with arms folded on the chest) and John (sitting on a rock, baptizing, pointing 

to Christ with his left hand, and right hand put on the head of the Son of God), and the figures 

of John and Christ in this scene are much larger than the other figures on the map. It is 

noteworthy that this was the first map, which interpreted in details the scene “Baptism of 

Christ”, focused on it and thus, turned the place into one of the most important topoi in 

cartography of the Holy Land in 15
th

 century. Since the two blocks of woodcarving are 

asymmetrically glued, the accompanying inscription was unreadable (it is likely to be Enon, 

since a little further, north along the river, was Salem). It is believed that the map of Brandis 

De Schass was a very good interpretation of the lost card of the Dominican monk – Burchard 

of Mount Sion – who, for ten years lived in the Holy Land and who, in 1283, left a detailed 

map with clearly marked distances and directions. We can only guess whether even in that 

earlier map, the scene with Christ's baptism was marked in a similar fashion, as in the map of 

Lucas Brandis de Schass. In the early 16
th

 century, around 1522, the artist Lucas Cranach the 

Elder made one of the most interesting maps, in terms of topography, of the Holy Land, from 

which two copies were preserved. The first copy of the map of Lucas Cranach the Elder, 

from 1524, appears in the so-called Zurich Bible, published by Froschauer, and is recognized 

as the first map of the Holy Land, included in the Bible. It is believed that this map was 

designed to help studying of the Bible and the Holy Land at the University of Wittenberg. The 

second copy from 1526 appeared in the so-called Dutch Bible by Jan Liesvfeld in Antwerp 
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and was corrected, compared to the first copy. Among the mountains and plains, depicted in 

details, the Jordan River stands, around which several names without inscriptions were given 

(closest to the river inscription was on the west side and it is of Bethabara, it probably refers 

to Bethany of Lazarus.) Unlike the map of Lucas Brandis de Schass, the map of Lucas 

Cranach the Elder did not link the places from the designated areas with biblical events. At 

the end of the 16
th

 century, another map – that of Gerhard Kramer (Gerardus Mercator), 

copying with small changes the map of Ortelius – provided detailed titles from both sides of 

Jordan River. It is noteworthy, that in the map of Mercator (1585, 36 х 50,2 cm, The Israel 

Museum, Jerusalem), two topographic names were given for the east bank of the Jordan, 

associated with the Forerunner: the first is “Bethabara” (right next to the river) and 

unequivocally refers to “Bethany beyond the Jordan”, and the second is “Macherunta” 

(Mukawir, in Arabic, with clearly depicted hills and ruins of the fortress of Herod Antipas) 

and refers to the place of death of John the Baptist. About the same time, Gerard de Jode, a 

publisher living in Antwerp, published maps of the Holy Land, in which he marked Enon and 

Salem – places, related to the baptism of the Forerunner – much closer to the Sea of Galilee, 

than to the Dead Sea, and in the west side of the Jordan River. As evident – from the 4
th

 to 

16
th

 century, or since the founding of Byzantium (and of the peculiar rediscovery of the Holy 

Land) until a century after the time of its final fall under the Ottoman rule, the Holy Land was 

a subject to a special cartographic interest. After Jerusalem, which understandably is the 

centre of this interest, several places that attract pilgrims also come into topographical focus. 

Among them – with some fluctuations and differences in presentation, which seemed a little 

more unstable than the written testimonies of pilgrims, is place of baptism. It could be said 

that a pilgrim in the Middle Ages – regardless of the map he had seen or was available as a 

copy – always could himself indicated, with some precision, the place, as long as one had the 

written testimony of pilgrims and the designated by them routes. The written word in this age 

obviously overtook cartography. Except the Madaba mosaic Map from the 6
th

 century 

(which at the beginning was extremely important, but then many centuries languished in 

obscurity), the Mercator’s Map from 1585, (which is still relatively late), and mostly the 

Map of the Holy Land by Lucas Brandis de Schass from1475, that would be wonderful 

illustration of many pilgrimage testimonies, given here, the maps from that era are rather 

indebted to the work of John the Baptist. 

* 
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Clearly, for John the Baptist, it is highly typical interweaving of texts from the 

Gospels and hagiographic literature with apocryphal texts, pilgrimage travelogues and 

legends. Many are the examples of the above and here I shall mention only a few possible 

directions of search. One such example is “Life of Our Venerable Mother Mary of Egypt”
31

 – 

a text that several times mentioned the Monastery of St. John the Forerunner by the Jordan 

River as a central place for history, linking the work of Elder Zosimas, his meeting with St. 

Mary of Egypt and life at the monastery by the Jordan River, dedicated to St. John the Baptist. 

In the biography of St. Mary of Egypt, conveyed to us in the 7
th

 century A.D. by the Patriarch 

of Jerusalem Sophronius, Elder Zosimas was commanded by God, during the first half of the 

6
th

 century, to go to the monastery by the Jordan River. The doors of this monastery were 

permanently locked, but the monks were accustomed to take Holy Communion on the first 

Sunday of the Great Lent after the Liturgy and then go out in the desert, crossed the Jordan 

River and went away in different directions to spent time in solitude. They returned on Palm 

Sunday before Easter. In one such solitude in the wilderness, Elder Zosimas met Mary of 

Egypt – he learned her name after her death, but her story touched him; namely the 

Forerunner’s monastery of the Jordan River, in which now the Elder Zosimas served, proved 

to be a focal point of her lifetime. The monastery of the Forerunner and crossing the Jordan 

River – as symbolism – inextricably brought together the two fates (the saint was walking on 

water “as a solid ground”) and up to nowadays, it is one of canonically represented 

iconographic themes: Venerable Zosimas gives the Holy Communion to Mary of Egypt in the 

desert. “On Holy Thursday, in the day of the Last Supper of Christ, take in a holy, befitted for 

this purpose, vessel, the life-giving Body and Blood and come near the village on the River 

Jordan, and wait there for me, to partake with the life-giving Gifts. For, since before I crossed 

the Jordan and took communion in the Church of St. John the Baptist, until today (17 years 

now, my note – M.D.) I have not tasted the Holy Gifts.” The story from the tradition of the 

Church imperceptibly contaminated with pilgrimage travelogues, and again the silhouette of 

the Forerunner comes to the surface, his monastery and place of baptism. Other such case is 

the relationship between John the Baptist and the prophet Elisha, the disciple of St. Elias, 

whose relics, according to the tradition, rested together in Sebastia and later the same fate 

befell them. Hence, some views today, deprived of reason, that among the relics in the 

Bulgarian town of Sozopol, discovered recently,
32

 could be the relics of the Forerunner, and 

of the prophet Elisha. The relationship between the Forerunner and Elisha amplified even 

more power of the area around Jordan and the feeling of closeness between the prophet Elijah 
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and John the Baptist, which even at the time of Herod Antipas was strongly expressed and 

that is always present in the descriptions of pilgrimage travelogues.  

There are many Gnostic texts amongst the apocryphal literature, reached today, 

especially after the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls and those in the Nag Hammadi,
33 

that 

invoke either directly, or indirectly the image of the Forerunner. This poses questions to the 

researchers, many of which still do not have unambiguous answers (what is the relationship of 

John the Baptist with the commune in Qumran, its rituals and documents, etc.). The texts from 

the Gnostic literature (mostly in the so-called “Nag Hammadi Library”), in which John the 

Baptist was mentioned, or that mentioned Baptism of Christ on the Jordan River, are not 

much, but typical; important is the presence of John the Baptist in the Quran.
34

 At the time of 

Crusades, the image of John the Baptist again is central to many stories of the time. Beyond 

the most common medieval stories – those, evicted through “holy theft” and the ported relics 

of the Forerunner, one of them connected him to the Order of Hospitallers.
35

 This story would 

not have had a place in our story if it was not connected in a dramatic way to the story of John 

the Baptist, of which the church tradition mentioned, found its most vivid expression in the 

celebration to commemorate the transfer of Maltese relics, established on 12 October 1799.  

 

The Relics 

The largest centre of early medieval civilization is a monastery, moreover a monastery 

solitary from a town. With its workshops and scriptorium library, it became a repository of 

crafts, arts and culture – wrote Jacques Le Goff in his book “The civilization of the medieval 

West”. Monasteries attract believers especially with the relics of a certain saint, continues Le 

Goff – it is absurd to deny this appeal and glamour of monastic centres. From a certain point, 

possession and exhibition of relics becomes not just a healing and spiritual contact with the 

holiness, sharing of spiritual wealth but power, true function of power and wealth. I am not 

aware of a complete cartography of the relics, but I am sure, it was one of the unspoken 

dreams of the Middle Ages. And yet, it is the Middle Ages that would turn similar mapping 

into utopia – so much writing and talking about them, so many pilgrimages in their behalf, so 

many rushes to the acquisition (and ownership) of relics, often – at any cost, that such a 

mapping should be adjusted on a daily basis. The relics of John the Baptist is a great example 

of such zeal. They occupy a special place – as if no others seem to be more sought and valued 

over the centuries. A separate story could be written about them, that will feature real human 

admiration and love, along with this – campaigns of conquest, wars, forgery, and fraud.
36  
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Let us briefly take a look in a historical document to see the impact of the relics. Here 

is the listing, which Robert de Clari made, of relics that the Crusaders found in 1204 in the 

church of the Virgin of Pharos and that Jacques Le Goff described in his book “La 

Civilisation de l’Occident médiéval”: “Within this chapel were found many rich relics. One 

found there two pieces of the True Cross as large as the leg of a man and as long as half a 

toise, and one found there also the iron of the lance with which Our Lord had His side pierced 

and two of the nails which were driven through His hands and feet, and one found there in a 

crystal phial quite a little of His blood, and one found there the tunic which He wore and 

which was taken from Him when they led Him to the Mount of Calvary, and one found there 

the blessed crown with which He was crowned, which was made of reeds with thorns as sharp 

as the points of daggers. And one found there a part of the robe of Our Lady and the head of 

my lord St. John the Baptist and so many other rich relics (italics added – M. D.), that Ι could 

not recount them to you.”
37

 When Umberto Eco wrote one of his novels (“Baudolino”), this 

historical narrative will not only form the basis, but will become a metaphor for searching, 

finding and transferring the head of John the Baptist – one of the most valuable relics of 

medieval man after the fall of Constantinople in 1204. Initially – two, later – seven in the 

novel (but also in many legends, circulated at the same time), the heads of the Forerunner 

most vividly illustrate the character of the era, the mentality of the conqueror and the value of 

the relic. Under this painful irony emerged a context, that explains why in the Church’s 

tradition of the three findings of the true head of the Forerunner, it constantly needed 

protection: along with the honest intentions of the faithful, hand in hand went the mercenary 

intentions of the others. There are no other holy relics with such a dramatic destiny – from the 

very first day until today. While complete cartography is missing, though there is clarity about 

the places that claim to keep parts of the holy body of the Forerunner. In view of their 

importance through the ages, the head of St. John the Baptist was of the utmost interest, 

followed by the hands – with an explicit priority of the right hand, because of the act of 

baptism of Christ.  

I mentioned before, based on the church tradition, the fate of the head of John the 

Baptist. According to it, one part of the head was kept in Monastery of Saint John the Baptist 

at Stoudios, dedicated to the Forerunner, another part – in the Monastery of the Forerunner in 

Petra, another part Crusaders brought in Amiens, France, parts of it are in the Church of the 

Pope Sylvester in Rome, in the Cǎlugǎra Monastery, Romania, in the Dionysiou Monastery 

on Mount Athos... The tradition itself suggests inability a single story of the head to be said 
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aloud up to date... Through the centuries, many other stories adhered to this tradition. One of 

them for example, insisted that a large piece of the head of the Forerunner is still in the 

church, dedicated to St. John the Baptist in Damascus, later turned into a mosque by the 

dynasty of the Umayyad. If something has not changed in the years of war, that are merciless 

to the immense cultural heritage of Syria, part of the head of the Forerunner should still be 

kept in a marble sarcophagus, covered with green cloth, and it is venerated both by Christians 

and Muslims, of what I myself am a witness.  

But what about the stories born at the time of the Crusades and especially after the 

Fourth Crusade and the devastation of Constantinople? Once in his letter to the Count of 

Flanders, Robert I, Alexius I Comnenus stated that in Constantinople, “the whole head of 

John the Baptist with the hair and the beard” is kept. After Pope Urban II in his speech to the 

Council of Clermont indicated the head of John the Baptist in Constantinople as one of the 

reasons for the crusade, the relic became not just an object of admiration, but raged one of the 

darkest human desires – everyone wanted to own it, at any price. Different testimonies 

indicated different places where the relic was kept. According to some of them, before the 

Fourth Crusade, the head of the Forerunner, along with the hair and the beard, was kept in the 

church of the Virgin of Pharos in Constantinople. According to others, however, as advocated 

by the anonymous Latin text “The Relics of Constantinople”, the occipital part of the head of 

the Forerunner, his “appearance”, as well as the top of his head is kept in the Monastery of St. 

John the Baptist–Studious in Constantinople. Discrepancies might be due to the claim that 

during the reign of Constantine Monomachos, his head was divided into several parts. After 

the sack of Constantinople, the number of stories about the fate of head increase (it is not 

accidental that Guibert of Nogent, in his treatise “On the Relics of Saints”, gave as an 

example of fake, namely of the head of John the Baptist). Enrico Dandolo sent to the 

Cathedral of Saint Mark in Venice relics from Constantinople, including part of the head of 

John the Baptist. Bishop Nivelo of Soissons, on his return to Soissons, donated the head of St. 

John the Baptist to the cathedral church. Wallon de Sarton, a Crusader from French Picardy, 

stole a silver paten with the image of John the Baptist from the of the Monastery Church of St. 

George at Mangana Palace in Constantinople, which was donated to the Bishop of Amiens, 

Richard de Gerberoy, on 17 December 1206, who, in his turn, put it in his cathedral. 

According to the Anonymous of Halberstadt and one donation letter to the Bishop of 

Halberstadt, Konrad von Krosig, an inventory of the collection of Constantinople relics 

included a fragment of the skull of John the Baptist. The chronicler Robert de Clari, donated 
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his collection of relics from Constantinople to the church of Saint Peter in Corby, amongst 

which was a piece of the head of John the Baptist. An anonymous priest stole a gilded silver 

staurotheke, in which there was – according to the inscription on the frame – a fragment of the 

head of John the Baptist. The Knight Renier of Trit, Hainaut, donated to "Saint-Jean" abbey in 

Valenciennes a piece of the head of John the Baptist. The Knight Guido bought relics from 

the Templars in Accra, to bring them to the King Louis IX of France (for the chapel Sainte-

Chapelle in Paris), including the top part of the head of John the Baptist...
38

  

No less obscure is the true story of the right hand of the Forerunner, the one that was 

praised in “The story of the right hand of St. John the Baptist that baptized the Lord”.
 39

 In the 

language of the church tradition, the peripetia of the hand lead from Samaria-Sebaste to 

Antioch, Constantinople, and finally to Mount Athos. After St. Luke separated the arm from 

the body and brought it to Antioch, early as the 1
st
 century, during the reign of Julian the 

Apostate, the arm was kept in a secret location in the Tower of Choni in the city, and then in 

the Church of St. Peter. In the end, after one Antiochian deacon named Job, had a dream and 

God Himself appeared to him and ordered the arm to be rescued from the Arabs in Antioch 

and further brought to Constantinople, the arm appeared in the palace church of the royal city 

(at the time of the brothers, Roman and Constantine Porphyrogennetos, i.e. between 920 and 

944), just on the eve of the feast of Epiphany. The Greek Church settled the celebration of this 

event on the feast of the Synaxis of St. John the Baptist on January 7
th

, and on June 24
th

 – the 

birthday of the Forerunner – to celebrate the Exaltation of his right arm (in Antioch,  the event 

was celebrated on the feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross). After the conquest of 

Constantinople in 1453, Sultan Mohammed II ordered to put the right arm of the Forerunner 

at his royal treasury. Three decades later, in 1484, his son and successor, Bayezid II, sent the 

hand of St. John to the Master of the Order Hospitallers from Rhodes, Pierre d’Aubusson. The 

Hospitallers often threatened his possessions, so he wished to earn their favour. The Master of 

the Order, in turn, immediately erected a church in honour of St. John the Baptist. Later, in 

1522, the Hospitallers left Rhodes and took the relics to the island of Malta, where they 

established their quarters in 1530. Originally, they were in Birgu (after the Great Siege and 

the victory over the Ottomans, the town was renamed to Vittoriosa), then, in 1566 – in a 

specially built for this purpose church in Valletta. In the summer of 1608, Caravaggio painted 

in one of the chapels of St. John’s Co-Cathedral one of his most famous works – the 

altarpiece “The Beheading of Saint John the Baptist”. Later, in 1661, during the time of the 

Grand Master of the Order, Raphael Cotoner, Mattia Preti began painting the arches of the 
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cathedrals with eighteen scenes from the life of St. John the Baptist (instead of traditional for 

such cases fresco techniques, Preti painted with oil directly on Maltese stone), and Maltese 

sculptor Melchiorre Gafà began painting the scene of the Baptism of Christ in the apse 

(completed after his death by Giuseppe Mazzuoli in the early 18
th

 century), carved in two 

huge marble pieces. A special reliquary was made for the precious right arm of the Baptist, 

designed by Ciro Ferri (influenced by Bernini) in 1686, to replace the one, donated by Sultan 

Bayezid II in 1484 (namely in this reliquary, the arm was preserved until it was taken abroad 

by the Grand Master of the Order, Ferdinand von Hompesch, after the arrival of Napoleon in 

1798). A special commemoration of the birthday of the Forerunner was established: every 

year on June 24
th

, there was a solemn procession. On that day, the reliquary with the holy 

right hand of the Baptist was taken out of the cathedral with full ceremony and carried round 

the central part of the city. On August 29
th

, on the feast of the Beheading of St. John, the 

Order took out of the church another reliquary, inlaid with precious stones, which contained 

part of the head of St. John the Baptist, which also was carried round the centre of the city). 

The tradition lasted for more than two centuries – until the end of the 18
th

 century. According 

to the church tradition, when the island was conquered by Napoleon in 1798, the Knights 

Hospitaller decided to donate the arm, along with two other precious to them relics, to the 

Emperor Paul I of Russia, as a sign of good will and for his patronage of the Order. Thus, the 

right arm of the Baptist was originally carried over to St. Petersburg, and on October 12, 

1799, to the Palace in Gatchina and thus the feast in commemoration of the translation of the 

holy relics of Malta was established. After the events in Russia in 1917, new stories began 

swarming. According to one of them, the hand was forwarded to Estonia, Denmark, Germany, 

until finally the king of Serbia, Aleksandar I Karadjordjevic, brought it to Serbia and it was 

kept in Cetinje monastery in Montenegro (in 2006, it was carried out to a 40-day pilgrimage 

to Russia, Belarus and Ukraine). Another story insists that relics of the right arm is in the 

Topkapi Palace in Istanbul. The Siena Cathedral also claimed to keep relics of the right arm of 

St. John the Baptist. Part of the right arm of St. John is one of the priceless relics of the 

Dionysiou Monastery on Mount Athos... Although not to the same extent, tempting is the fate 

of the left arm of the Forerunner, kept – sometimes at the same time – in Constantinople, in 

the Holy Monastery of John the Baptist by the River Jordan and the French city of Perpignan. 

The stories at the time of the Crusades also reinforce ambiguity. According to Caesarius of 

Heisterbach, in 1170 in the Hospital of St. John the Baptist in Jerusalem, the Knights 

Hospitaller kept “the top part of one of the arms of the Baptist” but it was stolen by an 



 

 

27

unknown German merchant who took the relic in the cathedral in Groningen. Bishop Nivelo 

of Soissons, on his return to Soissons after the Fourth Crusade gave to the Saint-Jean-de-Vin 

Abbey the arm of John the Baptist... The ambiguities in the fate of the Forerunner’s relics are 

a sign of different things, but generally coincide with our introductory words – so big he is, 

that each story is aspiring to him, every word and every image is commensurate with his feat 

– hence the overwhelming human desire for possession – possession both, of particles of 

relics, and the stories about him. 

* 

In this context, the connection of the relics with the Holy Mount Athos impresses with 

a few facts. First, with respect to the head. The Archbishop of Samos, Joseph Georgirenis, 

wrote in his book “Description of the current state of Samos, Patmos and Holy Mountain” 

(1677) that the Mount Athos Monastery of Dionysiou, whose patron is the Forerunner, has 

guarded for centuries the top front (forehead) of his head. In 1774, Barsky personally testified 

that he saw in the same monastery “the entire top of the head of John the Baptist, decorated 

with silver and gold and precious stones, including one with the size of half a walnut, with 

white-red colour, unsurpassable” (v. 3, p. 370). A century later, in 1887, in his book “Mount 

Athos – the Mount of monks” (p. 230), At. Riley wrote that although he was unable to see in 

person, there was much evidence that in the monastery “part of the head (forehead) of the 

Saint” was kept. Again in the Dionysiou Monastery on Mount Athos, а part of the right arm 

of John the Baptist was kept. About it, in 1887, At. Riley wrote: “The right arm of John the 

Baptist is the most important relic of the monastery that I saw”. Around the same time, in 

1896, schimonk Joannicius from the Vatopedi cell of St. Charalambos in Karyes noted that 

the right hand of the Forerunner was kept in the Dionysiou monastery. In a special edition of 

the monastery from 2008, the precious relic was presented and described as available – 

something, in which every pilgrim can be personally persuaded today. Parts of the holy relics 

of St. John the Baptist are kept in other Monasteries of Mount Athos: Hilandar, Iviron, St. 

Panteleimon, Simonopetra and Stavronikita (part of the relics), Karakallou (two pieces of 

relics), Great Lavra and Xenophontos (blood of John the Baptist), the Skete of Prophet Elijah 

(lying in state in the main church and mentioned in a special edition of the Skete from 2011) 

and the Romanian skete of St. John the Baptist in the southern part of Mount Athos, 

belonging to the Great Lavra. The Docheiariou monastery on Mount Athos also claimed to 

keep a part of the head of the Forerunner. In 1774, Barsky noted that during his visit, part of 

the head was exported outside the monastery for worship and he was unable to see it, but 
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copied it from the church inventory. A century later, schimonk Joannicius from the Vatopedi 

cell of St. Charalambos in Karyes noted the presence of the relic in the monastery. The fate of 

the the relics of the Forerunner in the Monastery of Pantokrator is also interesting. In 1774, 

Barsky testified that he bowed and “kissed the dust from the foot of the Forerunner”. The 

presence of the relic was reaffirmed in 1896 by schimonk Joannicius. However, in a special 

edition from 2005, the Monastery of Pantokrator recognized that the relics, of which Barsky 

spoke, “can no longer be seen in the monastery today”. Apparently, historically, important 

part of the relics of the Forerunner have long been kept in some monasteries of Mount Athos; 

every pilgrim could see some of them today in his pilgrimage to the monasteries above. 

 
 
 

The Images 

In his handbook for drawing icons, Fartussov
40

 described the image of John as 

follows: “Jewish type, middle-aged (around 32), thin as a body and face, dusky colour of the 

body, black beard, not very large, divided into several locks, black hair, thick and curly, also 

split into locks, robes – pulled off, made of the rough camel’s hair, with a leather belt. In his 

hands – an inscription Repent, the kingdom of heaven is coming!, or I am the voice of one 

crying out in the wilderness”. But what is the ground for such a description? It is interesting 

how the images of the Lord’s Forerunner and Baptist correspond with this overwhelming 

palimpsest that represents the verbal tradition, i.e. how the various thematic nuclei, separated 

by the word, live in the art of images, namely: the birth of John, the escape of Elizabeth with 

little John in the desert, the acts of John on the east bank of the River Jordan (baptism of 

repentance), Epiphany (Baptism of Jesus by John), the beheading, the disciples that buried 

John, the triple finding of the honest head of the Baptist. It should be recalled that in 

contemporary culture, in building the image of John (and Salome), performing and screen arts 

are involved – from Oscar Wilde to Saura, Schmidt, Greenaway and Al Pacino. This 

comprehensive topic is the subject of a separate study. Here, true to the chosen approach of 

presenting the images in the album, we will focus our attention mostly on icons and frescoes, 

associated with the image of John the Baptist and scenes from his life. Before that, we will 

have a look at the prescriptions of the painter’s manuals (or hermeneias) – that bridge 

between word and image, in which painters proceed, following their inspiration. 

The types of depiction of John can be divided into scenes, that are laid in an 

established horizon of expectation: one of them follows the September homily on the 

conception of John the Baptist, and next to it – the June homily on the Nativity; another 
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follows the January homily on Epiphany, the third – the February homily on the First and the 

Second Finding of the honest head of the Forerunner, and along with it – the May homily on 

the Third Finding of the head. We cannot miss and the sad number of scenes, beginning with 

the August homily on the feast of Herod and the dance of Salome (undoubtedly the most 

attractive story in art and literature of decadence, especially after the drama of Oscar Wilde 

and the paintings of Gustave Moreau), on the beheading of John the Baptist and, finally, his 

burial. Besides this established cycle of his life, the image of John the Baptist can be found in 

several other typical images, of which it is an integral part. Such are the (Orthodox) Feast of 

All Saints (Deesis representation of St. John: “Inscribed with a compass circle; Christ is 

seated on a throne in the middle... Virgin Mary is on the right, St. John, with folded hands and 

bowed, is on the left”) and the Terrifying Second Coming of Christ (Deesis representation 

again: “Christ is seated on a throne in the middle... Virgin Mary is on the right with hands, 

offering prayer to Christ and head down. John the Forerunner is on the left– his head is also 

bowed and his hands, reaching to Christ. Six apostles are on the right side of Virgin Mary – 

Peter, Andrew, Luke, Mark, Simon and Thomas. Six apostles on the right side to John – Paul 

ahead, John, Matthew, James, Bartholomew and Philip”). 

Here I will cite examples from three different painter’s manuals to show the dynamics 

of the requirements for painters during the last three centuries. The first is actually the most 

famous and most followed painter’s manual over the last three centuries in Orthodox art – the 

Mount Athos “Painter’s Manual” of Dionysius of Fourna, completed around 1728-1733.
41

 

The other two painter’s manuals are typical for the Bulgarian Revival. One of them, which is 

a little later (from 1863) – the “Painter’s Manual” of Varban Gardev Kolarov
42

 followed 

almost completely the painter’s manual of Dionysius. The other one, which is a little earlier 

(1851) – the “Painter’s Manual” of Dicho Zograph,
43

 differs from the painter’s manual of 

Dionysius and is much more comprehensive. I note this in advance, in view, especially, of the 

fact how many copies there are and how popular was the painter’s manual of Dionysus during 

the Bulgarian Revival (especially from representatives of the Samokov Art School). Dicho 

Zograph, in turn, was a representative of the Debar Art School, who painted many beautiful 

icons in the lands of present-day Macedonia and Albania. With these two Bulgarian painter’s 

manuals from the 19
th

 century, we can see how the trends in the iconography of the Holy 

Mountain–Athos to the Balkans in the period of the Bulgarian Revival penetrated and 

interacted. 
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 In the “Painter’s Manual” of Dionysius, under the title “Wonders of the 

Forerunner”, the following scenes from the life St. John the Baptist are listed: (1) an Angel 

brought the good news for the conception of the Baptist to prophet Zechariah; (2) the Nativity 

of the Baptist; (3) Elizabeth fled to the desert with John; (4) John preached a baptism of 

repentance on the Jordan River; (5) John taught Jews and Pharisees near the Jordan River; (6) 

the Forerunner baptized the people; (7) the Forerunner foretold Christ; (8) the Forerunner 

rebuked the wickedness of Herod concerning Herodias, the wife of his brother Philip; (9) the 

Forerunner was thrown into prison; (10) the Beheading of the Forerunner; (11) the First 

Finding of the true head of the Forerunner; (12) the Second Finding of the true head of the 

Forerunner; (13) the Third Finding of the true head of the Forerunner. The first three scenes 

are associated with the birth of John, the next three – with his acts to wash people’s sins 

through baptism in the Jordan River; one – with the prediction for Jesus as the Lamb of God; 

then three scenes are related to incrimination of the sins of Herod, throwing him in prison, and 

the beheading of John and the last three scenes – with the three successive findings of the true 

head of the Forerunner. It is striking that one of the most painted scenes in the iconographic 

programs is missing, namely “The feast of Herod” (the dance of Herodias’ daughter), which 

the New Testament story, told by the two Evangelists, pointed out as a central. Missing is also 

a scene, painted in certain iconographic programs, such as “The Burial of the Forerunner by 

his disciples”.  

In the “Painter’s Manual” of Varban Gardev Kolarov under the title „Wonders of 

the Forerunner”, the following scenes, associated with the life of St. John the Baptist are 

listed: (1) an Angel brought the good news for the conception of the Baptist to prophet 

Zechariah; (2) the Nativity of the Baptist; (3) Elizabeth took  John and fled to the desert; (4) 

the Forerunner preached on the Jordan River baptism and repentance; (5) the Forerunner 

thought the Jews and Pharisees; (6) the Forerunner baptized the people; (7) the Forerunner 

rebuked Herod for Herodias; (8) the Forerunner was thrown into prison; (9) the Beheading of 

the Forerunner; (10) First Finding of the true head of the Forerunner; (11) Second Finding of 

the true head of the Forerunner; (12) Third Finding of the true head of the Forerunner. As it 

was already mentioned, this painter’s manual is passing literally the same monition of 

Dionysius’ painter’s manual but misses the scene “the Baptist foretells the Messiah-Christ”. 

In the “Painter’s Manual” of Dimitar (Dicho) Zograph, under the title “Wonders of 

St. John the Forerunner”, the following scenes from the life of the Forerunner are referred: (1) 

an Angel brought the good news to Zechariah. The prophet Zechariah is told by an Angel 
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about the conception of the Forerunner; (2) Zechariah was slain; (3) (Mary’s embracing to 

Elizabeth (Mary’s greeting to Elizabeth); (4) the Nativity of John the Baptist; (5) Elizabeth 

fled to the desert; (6) an Angel led the Baptist in the desert; (7) the voice of one crying out in 

the wilderness; (8) the Forerunner baptized with water; (9) This is the Lamb of God; (10) the 

Forerunner rebuked Herod for Herodias; (11) the Beheading of the Forerunner; (12) Herod’s 

feast; (13) the First and the Second Finding of the true head of the Forerunner; (14) the Third 

Finding of the true head of the Forerunner. Again, as in the “Painter’s Manual” of Dionysius, 

the scene “The Burial of the Forerunner by his disciples” is missing. However, the New 

Testament story is present, told by the Evangelists Matthew and Mark, which highlighted as a 

central motif the dance of Herodia’s daughter, named later as Salome, in which she – being 

instructed by her mother, will want the head of the Forerunner. Dicho Zograph added three 

very important and not very often painted scenes – “The killing of Zechariah”, “An Angel 

leads the Baptist in the desert”, as well as the painted according to the Evangelist Luke scene 

“Elizabeth’s greeting” (Welcoming of Elizabeth). The Angel, guiding the little John in the 

desert is scene that is inseparable part from the escape of Elizabeth in the desert – the 

Protoevangelium of Jacob presents them in this way; this is the way they are present in the 

homily of Clement of Ohrid. The combining the two scenes is a logical conclusion of what 

was missed in the words of St. Luke, “And the child grew, and waxed strong in spirit, and he 

lived in the desert until the day he appeared in Israel” (Lk. 1:80). There is a lacuna in the 

Gospel of Luke that casts uncertainty how John finds himself in the desert (the escape of 

Elizabeth) and on the fact, how he survived so long without protection (the care of the angel). 

The arrangement of the two scenes together, as it is in the painter’s manual of Dicho Zograph 

and as in the way were depicted in the Dionysiou Monastery on Mount Athos, turns the 

logical sequence of what happened. Thus, we recall the words spoken by Honorius 

Augustodunensis about the first task of the church painting - to teach the basics of the 

catechism, because it is literature of the laity. “The illiterate contemplate in painting what they 

cannot read”, states the council in Arras in 1025.
44

 Literate, in turn, can discover how the 

image fills the gaps of the word. 

In the three painter’s manuals, we should not be surprised that the most popular scene 

that we associate with the image of John, namely the Baptism of Christ, is missing from this 

iconographic cycle, since it is usually presented in the cycle “Feasts and miracles of Jesus 

Christ”. Its title in the painter’s manual of Dionysius is “The Baptism of Christ”, while in the 

painter’s manual of Dicho Zograph, the title is much more complete: “Holy Epiphany of the 
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Lord God – the Baptism of Christ”. Dionysius gave the following description of the scene: 

“Christ stands naked in the Jordan River. On the shore of the river, to the right of Christ, John 

the Baptist stands, holding up his left arm while the right holds over the head of Christ. Above 

him, sky is seen, from which the Holy Spirit descends. In the ray /light/ is written: ‘This is my 

Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.’ On the left side, Angels stand reverently, 

stretching arms, hidden under the clothing. An old man lies in the middle of the river, turned 

his face back and watching Christ fearfully, while pouring water from a vessel. Fish are 

swimming underneath.” In turn, Dicho Zograph gave the following description of the scene 

“The Baptism of Christ”: “The Jordan River – like a puddle. A high hill on the right side and 

in the middle of the river – /Jesus Christ/ naked, turned to the right, and seven fishes. His 

hands folded on his chest. On the right – St. John with camel clothing, strapped underneath 

with a belt around the waist. The legs are bare hands and the forearms – bare to the elbows.  

His right arm is placed on the head of Christ and his left hand is holding the garment. There 

are angels on the left side – one ahead, holding a piece of clothing in his hands, slightly 

leaning towards Christ. Other angels like the one next to Him. The Holy Spirit over Christ, 

and above Him – Sabaoth in clouds, blessing with both hands and words /a letter/ coming 

from his mouth: ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.’ Reeds and grass 

around the river. St. John says to Christ: ‘Blessed is the coming in the name of the Lord. God 

and the Lord revealed to us’.” John as an image is much more complete in Dicho Zograph – 

not only with more details in clothing, taken from the Gospel text, but speaking to the 

Saviour, which partly contaminates the scene that tells of Christ to the others. 

* 

Spiritual and cultural historical significance of John the Baptist in Bulgaria is visible 

to a great extent. By the acts of the Orthodox Church (feasts, celebrations, choosing the patron 

of monasteries and churches), research efforts (many medieval collections and albums, texts 

in periodicals, descriptions of the records in the history of art) stood. In the following pages, 

loyal to the approach, chosen in the “Athoniada Library”, we will give our attention to Mount 

Athos heritage, in terms of the images of the Forerunner.
45

 Due to the specificity of the 

images, that require an icon of St. John the Baptist in the royal line of each iconostasis, we 

shall mention here mostly the other cases of presence of the image of the Forerunner. Thus, 

when we talk about images of John the Baptist on Mount Athos, in the first place, the Holy 

Monastery of Dionysiou should be mentioned. There is an iconographic cycle of the acts of 

the Forerunner in its Katholikon (main church), which include: an Angel appeared to 
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Zechariah, heralding the birth of John; the Nativity of John the Baptist; Elizabeth fled to the 

desert with the little John; an Angel holding the hand of the little John; John the Baptist 

reproved Herod; John the Forerunner was thrown into prison; the Feast of Herod and the 

dance of Salome; the Beheading of John the Forerunner (in the nave); St. John the Baptist 

preaching; St. John the Forerunner baptized in the Jordan River (in the narthex). There is also 

in the Dionysiou Monastery a fresco representation of Deesis from 1570, where  John the 

Baptist is at the centre, and on both his sides – St. Dionysius and St. Niphon; the Baptism 

scene, as well as other Deesis representation in the centre of which is the Virgin Mary, to her 

right, John the Baptist and to her left side – Patriarch Niphon of Constantinople (also present 

is a common Deesis representation, in which Jesus Christ is enthroned, Virgin Mary is to His 

right and to His left is John the Forerunner. Valuable icons of St. John the Baptist are kept at 

the Dionysiou Monastery also. Firstly, this is the main icon of the monastery that stands on its 

own proskynetarion, on the south side of the nave to the right lectern. Besides this, there is an 

icon from the 14
th

 century in Dionysiou, depicting John the Baptist and the Emperor of 

Trebizond Alexius I Megas Comnenus as donors of the monastery. Another icon from the 16
th

 

century presents an image of Forerunner up to the waist, and an icon of the Forerunner from 

the 16
th

 century, especially worshiped in the monastery, is located in a small chapel adjacent 

to the Katholikon, on the north side (John is depicted on it with a scroll in his left hand, the 

text reads “Repent, because the kingdom of heaven is near”, with a slightly lifted right leg on 

a rock, as if gasping, and preaching). Two Sketes on Mount Athos are also dedicated to St. 

John the Baptist. One of them is later, from the mid-19
th

 century, Romanian, and is located in 

the southern part of the peninsula, belonging to the Great Lavra. The other is quite earlier, 

founded by Georgian monks in the 13
th

 century and is located on the hill, just above the Iviron 

Monastery. The Romanian skete, as we are told by schimonk Joannicius from the Vatopedi 

cell of St. Charalambos in Karyes, originally had a Katholikon, dedicated to St. John the 

Baptist (1852). Later, it began to function as a chapel, since a new Katholikon was built, in 

honour of the Epiphany of the Lord, but the Skete kept its previous name in honour of St. 

John the Baptist. The Georgian skete is best known with the fact that at the end of the 18
th

 and 

the beginning of the 19
th

 century, many spiritual children were prepared for the martyrdom 

there, including the Bulgarians Euthymius, Acacius and Ignatius of Stara Zagora (the name of 

the latter, who died as a martyr, hung on October 8, 1814, will later take as a monk, Vasil 

Levski). During his stay on Mount Athos in 1744, Barsky wrote that there was a magnificent 

church in the skete, dedicated to the Nativity of St. John the Baptist, which existed since the 
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time of St. James (the New) in the 16
th

 century. Euthymius, Acacius and Ignatius of Stara 

Zagora were trained for their monastic achievement in another church, dedicated to St. 

Nicholas. Considering the patron of the church, where they were preparing for their 

achievement, and the patron of the place in which it was built, undoubtedly, some of their 

prayers on the way to immortality have been addressed to Saint Nicholas and to the 

Forerunner. 

When talking about the images of John the Baptist on Mount Athos, we should not 

miss the fact that many of the Monasteries of Mount Athos have chapels, dedicated to the 

Forerunner. There are chapels dedicated to St. John the Baptist in Vatopedi, Iviron, Hilendar, 

Xiropotamou, Filotheou and Pantokrator (up to 1750, the chapel, whose patron is the 

Forerunner, was located in the highest part of the defence tower of Pantokrator, but for 

unknown reasons the height of the tower was reduced and the chapel was moved to its present 

location in the monastery). In the Zographou Monastery, the chapel in the name of St. John 

the Baptist is dedicated to the Nativity of the Forerunner, in Stavronikita Monastery – to St. 

John the Baptist and in St. Panteleimon Monastery – to the Beheading of St. John the 

Forerunner. Symbolically speaking – they cover the most iconic moments in the life of the 

Forerunner. Iconographically speaking – this implies riches of frescoes and iconography 

solutions. And Athos really provides it.  

The Katholikon of the Hilendar Monastery offers the following frescoes of St. John 

the Baptist: an image in full size of St. John the Baptist and St. Athanasius of Mount Athos, as 

well as the scene “The Baptism of Christ” from 1321 (both on the east wall of the narthex, the 

first – to the north of the entrance to the nave, the second, to the south of the entrance). In the 

museum of the monastery, two icons up to the waist of John the Baptist are stored, from the 

third quarter of the 14
th

 century, one of which is Deesis. The Hilendar Monastery has a 

chapel, dedicated to St. John the Forerunner, built in 1681 by the Metropolitan of Belgrade, 

Simeon, with an iconostasis icon and scenes from the hagiographic cycle of the Forerunner 

from the 17
th

 century. In St. Demetrius chapel, which unfortunately was burned during the fire 

on March 4, 2004, images of St. John the Baptist from 1779 were kept (scene “The Baptism 

of Christ”; image of the Virgin Mary and the Child Jesus, St. John the Forerunner and St. 

John the Theologian, as well as an iconostasis icon of St. John the Baptist).  

The Zographou Monastery offers images of John the Baptist mostly from the 18
th

 and 

19
th

 century – on frescoes, and a little earlier – on icons in the icon collection of the 

monastery. First, we should note the images in the Nativity of John the Baptist chapel. “The 
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icons from the iconostasis of the Nativity of John the Baptist chapel are work of an outspoken 

artist with a virtuoso style and technique, left his works not only in Zographou and Hilendar, 

and also in the Rila Monastery”, L. Prashkov and At. Sharenkov wrote. Among them is the 

iconostasis icon “The Nativity of John the Baptist”. The chapel offers several scenes from the 

life of John the Baptist on the north wall, most notable of which is the Nativity of St. John the 

Baptist, the Beheading and the Dance of Salome. There is an iconostasis icon from 1849 in 

the St. George chapel, presenting St. Nicholas and St. John the Baptist. An icon, presenting 

the same two saints is kept in the iconostasis until today in the old church “The Dormition of 

the Virgin Mary” in the Zographou Monastery. In the chronicle of Zographou for 1853, it is 

said that Zachary Zograph donated icons to the Transfiguration chapel in the Zographou 

konakion (representation) in Karyes. Even today, it could be seen that one of them represents 

St. John the Baptist and St. George, the patron of the Zographou Monastery in a full height 

(73 x 56 cm). 

 The Stavronikita Monastery offers several valuable images of St. John the Baptist, 

painted by Theophanes the Cretan and his son, Simeon, in 1546. One of them is a fresco on 

the north side of the entrance to the nave of the Katholikon, which represents St. John the 

Forerunner in full size (Theophanes also left similar image of the Forerunner in the 

Katholikon of the St. Nicholas Anapausas Monastery in Meteora, completed earlier, in 1527). 

On the south side of that entrance to the nave of the Katholikon in Stavronikita, in the 

aspersorium, the scene “The Baptism of Christ” is painted. The first scene is preserved in a 

very good condition, while the second is slightly damaged at the base of the image. In the 

nave of the Katholikon, on its own proskynetarion, on the north side, next to the left lectern, a 

mosaic icon of St. John the Baptist is located (on the south side of the proskynetarion, the 

mosaic miraculous icon “St. Nicholas with an oyster” is placed). In Stavronikita monastery, 

there is a chapel dedicated to St. John the Baptist, decorated with rich frescoes, painted by 

Theophanes the Cretan and his son, Simeon. Here, along with the image of John the 

Forerunner in full height on the south wall of the chapel, the following scenes are present: the 

Murder of Zechariah, the Beheading of John the Baptist, the Dance of Salome, the disciples of 

John the Forerunner bury his body; the Finding of the true head of John the Baptist.  

In other Monasteries of Mount Athos, the picture is as follows. Among the many 

frescoes of John the Forerunner in the Great Lavra Monastery, are the two Deesis images in 

the narthex of the Katholikon, by the hand of the Bulgarian painter, Zachary Zograph: the one 

– on the arch, as part of the scene “The Day of Judgment”, the other – over the donor’s 
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throne, on the right from the entrance to the nave, separating the scenes from the Apocalypse 

and the Seven Ecumenical councils. Among the scenes with images of John the Forerunner in 

the Vatopedi Monastery, some of them could be distinguished: an icon with a Deesis of John 

the Forerunner from the third quarter of the 14
th

 century (119 x 96 cm); a Deesis, a mosaic 

from the late 11
th

 century; a fresco in the monastery’s phial (“The Baptism of Christ” scene 

from the mid-17
th

 century); a fresco image – Deesis – in the narthex of the St. Demetrius 

chapel (repainted in 1791); a fresco of the scene “The Baptism of Christ” (1721). Vatopedi 

offers several precious enkolpia with the image of St. John the Forerunner. One of them, a 

silver enkolpion from the 12
th

 century, depicts the scene “The Baptism of Christ” (10.7 x 7.1 

cm). On an enkolpion from the 14
th

 century a Deesis is depicted, in which the image of Jesus 

was not completely preserved, but that of John the Baptist was unscathed (4.3 x 3.7 cm). On 

the one side of a double-sided enkolpion from the 14
th

 century is depicted St. Nicholas, in full 

height and with liturgical vestments, on the other side – St. John the Forerunner, praying in 

the desert (6.5 x 4.2 cm). Again on an enkolpion from the 14
th

 century, St. John the Baptist as 

a prophet is depicted. In the Iviron Monastery, there is a beautiful Deesis fresco with St. John 

the Forerunner in full height at the entrance to the nave of the Katholikon. In the museum of 

the monastery, valuable icons of John the Forerunner are kept, and among the many 

embroidered images (with which the monastery is famous in Mount Athos), there are some of 

John the Forerunner: “The Baptism of Christ” scene (an epitrachelion (stole) from 16
th

 

century); a Deesis image of the Forerunner in full size (along with the images of the Virgin 

Mary, St. Peter and St. Paul – epitrachelion from the first half of the 16
th

 century) and a 

Deesis image of the Forerunner up to the waist (epitrachelion from 1672). The library of the 

Iviron Monastery keeps images of St. John the Forerunner in different manuscripts, too. 

Among them, the scene “The Baptism of Christ” stands out, in the text from the 11
th

 century 

(Cod. 1, folio 254, Florilegium, p. 37) and the same scene in the text from the 14
th

 century 

(Cod. NS 507, folio 76, Tetraevangelium, p. 77) – both preserved in a very good condition. 

The Docheiariou monastery keeps several images of John the Forerunner in the Katholikon, 

in the phial and in the dining hall of the monastery, among which stand out a Deesis and a 

scene “The Baptism of Christ”. The Philotheou Monastery keeps an iconostasis icon of the 

Forerunner in full height from the 17
th

 century (135 x 47 cm); an icon, depicting the scene 

“The Baptism of Christ” (end of the 16
th

 – early 17
th

 century), a fresco of John the Forerunner 

in a medallion among the scenes of the Apocalypse and a fresco–medallion from the 17
th

 

century, depicting the All Saints scene (with a clear Deesis image in full size of John the 
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Forerunner). St. Paul monastery keeps the following images of John the Forerunner: two 

Deesis icons from the 15
th

 century; an icon with the scene “The Baptism of Christ” from the 

16
th

 century (48 x 38 cm); an icon of St. John the Forerunner, who preached to the people, 

17
th

 century (62.5 x 42 cm); another icon in full height from the 17
th

 century (37 x 23.5 cm); a 

Deesis icon from the 17
th

 century (15 x 11.5 cm); an icon, depicting Christ Pantocrator and 

John the Forerunner in full height, 18
th

 century (59.5 x 53 cm); an icon of St. John the 

Forerunner with six scenes from the narratives of his life (the Angel announcing to Zechariah 

the birth of the Baptist, the Nativity of John the Forerunner, the Forerunner preaching to the 

people, the Forerunner showing Jesus Christ, the Baptism of Christ, the disciples burying in 

the tomb the body of the Forerunner), 18
th

 century (68 x 36.5 cm); a Deesis icon from the 18
th

 

century; an icon from the 18
th

 century depicting St. John the Forerunner together with St. 

Haralambos, St. Cosmas and St. Damian (28 x 22.5 cm). The Gregoriou Monastery keeps the 

following images of John the Baptist in its Katholikon from 1779: a fresco “The Baptism of 

Christ”; a fresco of the Forerunner up to the waist (without a scroll with inscription), a Deesis 

fresco of the Forerunner in full height in the scene “The Preparing of the throne”. The 

Xenophontos Monastery keeps some interesting images of John the Baptist: a Deesis image 

from the first quarter of the 15
th

 century (top row – a Deesis with John the Baptist, at the 

bottom row – St. Simeon and St. Sava of Serbia and four hierarchs (57 x 40 cm); an 

iconostasis Deesis image from 1544 (30 x 21 cm); an icon from 1642 (126 x 87 cm), 

depicting the Forerunner in full height with an unfolded scroll in his left hand with a Gospel 

text (Matthew 3: 2) in Church-Slavonic language (“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at 

hand...”); an icon from the first half of the 17
th

 century, representing St. John the Forerunner 

in a Deesis with Jesus Christ and Virgin Mary (59 x 46.7 cm); the same Deesis composition in 

two icons from the second half of the 17
th

 century (59.4 x 38.3 cm, 40.2 x 30 cm); an icon 

from the second half of the 17
th

 century, depicting Jesus Christ on the throne, and John the 

Forerunner to His left (45.5 x 57.5 cm); an icon from the second half of the 17
th

 century, 

depicting Jesus Christ on the throne, and St. John the Baptist and St. Anthony on His left (73 

x 51 cm). 

In Protaton, Karyes are kept: an icon of John the Baptist from the Great Deesis, 

1542, painted by Theophanes the Cretan (116.2 x 91,4 cm); an icon of John the Forerunner 

from the mid-16
th

 century (148 x 88,5 cm); an icon, depicting the scene “The Baptism of 

Christ” from the 16
th

 century (31,8 x 46,7 cm); another icon, depicting the scene “The 

Baptism of Christ”, an iconostasis one, from 1611 (76 x 38 cm); an iconostasis icon Deesis 
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from 1611 (76,2 x 37,8 cm). In Karyes, an icon of St. John the Forerunner from 1744 is 

preserved, a kind of diptych. On top of the icon, John the Forerunner is depicted, up to the 

waist, and the bottom part is divided into three and contains several scenes from his life: the 

Angel announcing to Zechariah the birth of John the Forerunner and the beheading of John 

the Forerunner (74.5 x 44 cm). Two other icons from the 18
th

 century depict John the Baptist 

in full size (one of them is larger, 74.8 x 43.8 cm, and the other one is smaller, dated 1793, 

with sizes: 14.7 x 19.7 cm). In the primary church of Karyes, the Protaton, St. John the Baptist 

welcomes us, painted by Manuel Panselinos in 1290. In one scene, St. John the Forerunner 

announces the people that the Christ’s Kingdom is at hand, and the other is the scene “The 

Baptism of Christ”. The style is typical for the Macedonian art school from the late 13
th

 and 

early 14
th

 century, the images of John correspond with other images of Panselinos in the 

Protaton.  

The Pantokrator Monastery offers one of the most impressive images of John the 

Baptist – a Deesis figure of John the Baptist, to south of the entrance to the nave in the 

Katholikon of the monastery. What Panselinos had not done in the Protaton – to paint a large 

single image of St. John the Forerunner – he did it here, in Pantokrator. The image of the 

Forerunner is impressive as a pattern as well as with its size and occupies the majority of the 

southern side of the eastern part of the narthex of the Katholikon. Besides this image, there is 

a fresco of St. John the Forerunner in the nave of the Katholikon which stylistic and 

iconographic features date it back to the 13
th

 century, this time from the first quarter of the 

century, and again to the Macedonian art school of Thessaloniki. There are old and valuable 

images of John the Forerunner in the museum of the monastery, especially double-sided 

icons. One side of the icon is from 1363 and represents an image of St. John the Forerunner 

up to the waist, and the other side – St. John the Forerunner and the Virgin Mary with the 

Child, and John and Mary point with a hand the severed head of the Forerunner at the centre 

of the bottom part of the icon (101 x 67 cm). One icon of the Forerunner in the Pantokrator, in 

full height from 1535-1546 is attributed to Theophanes the Cretan (90 x 80.5 cm). Another 

icon of the mid-16
th

 century presents the scene “The Baptism of Christ” (94.4 x 33 cm). Other 

double-sided icon from 1600, attributed to Ambrosius Emporus, presents the Forerunner as 

part of the scene “All Saints” (31 x 24.5 cm). Two icons of the 17
th

 century depict the 

Forerunner in full size (68 x 36.5 cm, 78.5 x 35 cm). A later icon of 1757 presents a familiar 

image of the Forerunner in full size (55 x 43 cm). Extremely specific and even in a good 

condition, is an iconostasis icon from 1655 (128 x 103 cm), which represents St. John the 
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Baptist in full height with eight scenes from his life (the Angel announcing to Zechariah the 

birth of John; the Nativity of John the Forerunner; the Embrace of Zechariah and Elizabeth, 

an Angel holding the hand of little John and leading him in the wilderness; Salome dancing 

on the birthday of Herod; the Beheading of John the Baptist; the Burial of the body of John by 

his disciples; the Third Finding of the honest head of John the Forerunner). Overall, it could 

be said that the Pantokrator Monastery keeps valuable images of St. John the Forerunner – 

frescos in the Katholikon, and icons – especially in the museum of the monastery.  

* 

I want to see the fair that place, which soaketh the blood! I wou’d love the one who tooketh me away, 

wou’d put me there, so that when fainteth, to puteth face to that holy dust... 

From “A Homily on the Beheading of John the Baptist” by Gregory Tsamblak 

 

That place, which soaked the blood of the Baptist, is nowadays in the Kingdom of 

Jordan. Once called Machaerus, today it is Mukawir, it is not yet turned into a tourist 

attraction. The road, leading to that place requires efforts, but much more effort is required 

there, among the pile of stones and pillars, left by the former palace of Herod, to overpower 

one’s feelings. The blood of the Forerunner is not seen, but it is not difficult for one’s 

imagination to find it in the north-eastern part of the rubble, where – according to the 

archaeologists – was the prison, where John was imprisoned. Gregory Tsamblak was not that 

fortunate, as we are today to have been there, but his word, born ages ago, multiplies both our 

yearning and our feeling. Somewhere there, the symbolic decreasing and increasing, of which 

the Forerunner spoke once, started. Everything started from the small village of Ein Karem, of 

which Abu Maidan spoke in one deed of donation, from the early 14
th

 century – one of the 

“villages of Jerusalem”, about 5 miles from the city.
46

 This is the alleged birthplace of John 

the Baptist. To this day there, among the dozens of carvings, stained glass and sculptures, a 

spring has been preserved, which must first had heard the crying of the Forerunner. Jerusalem 

keeps the stone, on which the Forerunner was standing in his first preaching. Then the scene 

of the baptism near Bethany beyond the Jordan, comes. And then... is seems as if everything 

finished in Mukawir, where every stone keeps the memory of the blood of the Forerunner. 

And it is the end for the unbeliever. Since for the believers, the story begins to be written 

again in this place. 
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