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Chapter 3: The Making, Remaking and Unmaking

of roles now takes place; the abbot is the sinner and not Mary, whom the
abbot now treats as a saint.

As soon as he receives the forgiveness he is waiting for, the abbot
calls for the innkeeper. When the innkeeper arrives a situation is creat-
ed similar to the one that followed after the abbot became aware of
Mary’s/Marinos’ death. Without revealing Mary’s/Marinos’ sex, the abbot
informs the innkeeper about her death. Like the abbot earlier, the innkeep-
er treats Mary/Marinos as sinful and wishes that God forgive her/him.
Here again, the effect of irony is repeated, in this case experienced
both by the persons of the narrative (abbot and monks) and the audience
of the Life. When the abbot tells the innkeeper that Marinos is a woman,
he is greatly surprised. He then enters Mary’s cell in order to see with
his own eyes the truth concerning Mary’s sex. After seeing, he is trans-
formed too.

The revelation of Euphrosyne’s, Mary’s, Pelagia’s and Theodora’s
female sex is followed by public recognition. The abbots, the brethren
and/or members of different monastic communities celebrate the hero-
ines’ religious triumphs. The miracles performed on their corpses increase
everybody’s admiration for their conduct which led them to holiness:

And she was immediately healed at the tomb of the blessed Mary and every-
one glorified God because of this sign, and because of [Mary’s] patient

endurance, for she vigorously endured [her trials] until death, refusing to
make herself known. (tr. Constas 1996: 12)

Kai mapoxpfipe i69n év T pviuat Tiic doiag Mapioac kai TIOvTEG E00EQ-
Cov 1OV Bedv Emi T YeyovoTi onueie ot Tij briopovij adtiic, 811 péxpt Savé-
TOV EKaPTEPNOE, Uiy davepdoaoa gavtiv. (VMar ch.21.171~1 74)

As their Lives show, holy cross-dressers successtully perform both gen-
ders. This becomes more striking in the cases of the heroines who at
some point of the narrative give up their lives as men and become once
again women by just remaking their appearance. The holy cross-dressers
who can act as both exemplary monks and nuns manifest that being a
nun is as much a performance as being a monk. The enactment of both
roles is a matter of changing clothes and place of activity (male monastery
is replaced by a nunnery). In the Lives of the holy cross-dressers, reli-
gious performance meets social performance, since the role of the cross-

dresser is performed in a religious environment by imitation of the male
gender that is a social role.

The Exemplary Body of the Abbess
and the Obedient Body of the Nun

Introduction
Female monastic tradition in Byzantium differed .from the Zo;resporg:
ding male tradition. The majority of female monastics adoptelz td i ;eﬁfe
bitic life (Morris 1995: 52). Women were not encouraged to e; e ©
of the hermit and therefore, unlike their male countgrparts, they nev1
created “cities in the deserts” or on the rpguptams. .In fact, mabe
monastic tradition has its very roots in eremitic h‘fe‘, which was estab-
lished by Antony. Thus while during the first Christian cen(tiurle:t rsnee:ll()f
holy men, following the example of Antony, moved to the 1j:se seel
ing a life of contemplation, their female c'ounterpartsfspc arz1 bt
ple is Macrina—transformed their houses into nunneries instea
; Brown 1988). .
N I"I?k?: ilitorical realzty according to which women did no't favm;r the
life of the hermit is reflected in the Lives of female monastlcs., as 1 ?1;)—
ines who are solitaries are very few and most of them are ﬁc.tlona . ths
for the male monastics, many of them seem to prefer the sohtary.to 1.e
cenobitic life. Nevertheless, they do not fail to sPend parts of their reli-
gious lives both in monasteries and in the wilderness, becajxuie.:tgs
Basil, the hagiographer of Euthymios th.e”Younger, formulit;i 1;,7 _12 és
not good to lead only the life of a hermit” (VEuthymIun ch.27. ;
dat(’}.h?llsoa) 'cornmon motif of male monastic? Lives 'is the cen'tral ger%ﬁ’
experiences of different styles of monasticism which cqmbme t s soi ri;
tary and the cenobitic life. Euthymios the Younger, for instance, beg

' There are only eight female monastics out of twenty-six whose af:counts ?61,?“? .to
the subgenre of the female Life. These women are the following: Melania, Pelagia, Taisia,
Mary of Egypt, Synkletike, Matrona, Theoktiste and Euphrosyne the Younger.


Chris
Hervorheben


128 Chapter 4: Life in the Nunnery

his monastic career on Mount Olympos in Bithynia as a disciple of a
famous hermit, Ioannikios, who initiates him in the ascetic and con-
templative life (VEuthymun ch.7). After some time he leaves Ioannikios
and becomes a disciple of another famous hermit, John. At some point,
after teaching Euthymios everything about a monk’s life, John sends him
to a monastery, considering him pious enough to enter a monastic
community where he could serve other monks and compete with them
in spiritual battles ( VEuthymlun chs.8-9). After spending some time in
the monastery, Euthymios returns to the solitary life ( VEuthymlun ch.12).
Much later he experiences the lavriot form of monasticism, a combina-
tion of solitary and loose cenobitic life. After that he founds a monastery
and becomes the abbot (VEuthymlun ch.32). He stays in his monastery
for fourteen years, teaching and looking after the members of his com-
munity but longing for solitary life he thereafter leaves the monastery
and ascends a column. He soon comes down from the column as a resylt
of not being able to find the hesychia he seeks. He then goes to Mount
Athos where he ends his earthly life as a hermit.

Such a multifarious monastic life as that of Euthymios the Younger
1$ quite uncommon for a female monastic (Talbot 1985). Among all
the female monastics, only Melania, Matrona and Euphrosyne the Younger
experience both the cenobitic and the solitary life; and not in the ways
in which a monk such as Euthymios the Younger does. The lavriot monas-
tic style and the ascent to a column, for example, are forms of ascetic
life which are never adopted by the central heroines of female Lives.
In contrast to their male counterparts, female solitaries do not travel from
one holy mountain to another. With the exception of Euphrosyne the
Younger (when she is a cross-dresser), Mary of Egypt and Theoktiste—
whose fictitious Life is modelled on that of Mary of Egypt—who wan-
der alone in the wilderness, the other female solitaries enclose them-
selves in cells.

Unlike holy men who, as the example of Euthymios the Younger
shows, give up their role as abbots and abandon their monasteries,
holy women retain their role as abbesses until the end of their lives.
Despite the principle of “monastic stability”, according to which a monk
or a nun should remain in the monastery where he or she first took monas-
tic vows (Talbot 1996b: 194, n. 175), many holy men choose to lead their
cenobitic lives in different monasteries. Such an example is Michael
Maleinos (VMichMal BHG 1295). Holy men of the late Byzantine
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period in particular are characterised by their v.vande.rlust (Nicol 198hS).
The cenobitic nuns venerated in Byzantine L1.Ves, on th”e other
hand, remaining faithful to the principle of "‘monastlc stability 1,.n.ever
change one nunnery for another, not even if asked by male rellglfi{us
authorities to do so, as in the unique case of Thf:odora of Thessa oni e}.E
According to Theodora’s Life, the archimandrite John, l?emsg aw;re ?0
her piety, wants to transfer her from the convent of Sa’mt teﬁ en‘nn
another nunnery in order to appoint her its abbess. Refemng to (‘; e_p.rln
ciple of “monastic stability”, Theodora argues against such ab ecisio E;
She exclaims: “It is impossible for me, a sinful woman, to ecgme ;
transgressor of my vows to God and to’ lezave thl,S f:or}ve}lt w e;\z :
made my vows” (tr. Talbot 1996b: 194; a&fvamv s{xs ™mv auoipfw~ro
TtopaBaTIv TGV TTPdC Oedv cLVIMKDY Hov YSVSGS(XI’K(XI KO(TOO\];T[Sl; ;ZZSS
TO povaothpiov, Evda pov to¢ ovvdikag memoinuat. VTheo
13). _ '
Ch.i‘?{é ?”;ct t)hat monks have various monastic experiences imposes on
their Lives certain structures which are absent from the Lives of nuns
and female solitaries. The Life of a nun who spends all her rehglouli
life in a convent, for instance, has a different form from. that of a moxz1
who travels, enters many monasteries and changes monastic styles acc;)lr I-
ing to his spiritual needs. Since a nun and an abbe§§ do not aband;)n t ex;
convents, their Lives, unlike those of most cengbmc monks, arfe qcuse
almost exclusively on their cenobitic experiences and the incidents
that occur within the barriers of their nunneries. Of course there are par-
allels between the life of a cenobitic monk or an abbot and that of.a ceno-
bitic nun or an abbess. Both a monk and a nun have to obey thel‘r supe-
riors. An abbot and an abbess have to teach the men.abe?rs of their com-
munities in both words and actions. However, these similarities betweeg
the cenobitic monks and nuns, abbots and abbess?s are npt presegte
in the same way in male and female Liv'es. Anun’s obec?lence an tin
abbess’ exemplary role, i.e. their cenobitic tasks, and their rc];lgstm hz
nunnery are more emphasised than those of a rgonk and an abbot, tlelf '
also undertake other activities which are not directly relevant to their
ives 1 cenobium. .
hvilgﬁt? echatpter two roles of female sainthood \f/ill be exgmme_d: ‘ihg
abbess and the nun. These two roles of female hollness are 1nv§st1ga e :
together not only because they are enacted simultaneously in a C(t)}r:e
vent but also because the realisation of the one role presupposes
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existence of the other. An abbess needs the presence of at least two nuns
in order to be able to carry out her tasks as a spiritual guide and direc-
tor of the convent. The nun, on the other hand, has to be under the super-
vision and the disciplinary control of a pious and exemplary abbess in
order to learn how to exercise herself against temptations and to acquire
the virtues of obedience, apatheia and humility.

It is not only the nun who has to discipline herself but also the abbess
who, being aware of her difficult mission as the spiritual guide of
many women and of her responsibility for their salvation, feels obliged
to discipline her body and her behaviour. As the following analysis
will demonstrate, the abbess’ life in the convent is a continuous strug-
gle to achieve a self and a body which I call “exemplary”. Through her
extremely strict ascetic life and her edifying speeches, the abbess aims
at providing her nuns with the means that will enable them to reach
salvation. While the nuns look to their abbess’ body and behaviour for
the exercise of their own bodies and selves, the abbess in turn constantly
observes her nuns to verify whether or not they behave according to
the monastic canon. In fact, the abbess has the divine ability to read
her nuns’ thoughts and to see all their actions. If a nun misbehaves or
fails to fulfil her duties, she is punished. Thus, the nun learns to disci-
pline herself not only by observing her abbess’ exemplary conduct
achieved through self-discipline but also by being aware of the fact
that she is under her abbess’ constant surveillance.

This presentation of an abbess’ and a nun’s cenobitic behaviour and
bodily performances is valid both for the Life in which the central
heroine undertakes the role of the abbess and for the Life where the main
heroine enacts the role of the nun. There are, however, certain differ-
ences in the depiction of these two roles between the Life of an abbess
and that of a nun, as the following analysis will seek to show. These
differences are created according to who is the central heroine. If she
is an abbess, the emphasis is placed on her own religious performance
and if she is a nun, on the piety she obtains through her abbess’ in-
structions.

The roles of the abbess and the nun are undertaken by fourteen holy
women. One of them, Irene of Chrysobalanton ( VIrChrys BHG 952;
date: after 980), enacts both roles in their development. Nine female
saints are abbesses and four are nuns. The abbesses are: Macrina (VMacr
BHG 1012; date: 380, 382/383), Melania (VMel BHG 1241; date: after
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439 and before 485), Olympias (VYOI BHG 1374; date: fifth or sixth cen-
tury), Eusebia/Xene (VEusebX BHG 633; date.: fifth century), Matrona
(VMatr BHG 1221; date: around 550), Eudokia (VEud BHG 604; 'date
unknown), Domnika (VDom BHG 562; date unknown), Athanasia of
Aegina (VAthAeg BHG 180; date: tenth century), Ehsabe‘th the Won-
derworker (VElisThaum BHG 2121, date: between the ninth and the
eleventh centuries).’ Two of the nuns, Febronia (PFeb BHG 659; date:
seventh century) and Anastasia the Virgin (P4nastV BHG 76z; date
unknown), undertake also the role of the martyr. The other nuns are
Eupraxia (VEupr BHG 631; date: fifth century) and Theodora of Thes-
salonike (VTheodThess BHG 1737, date: 894).

In the present chapter, only the Lives of two abbesses and four nuns
will be discussed. The abbesses are Melania and Irene of Chrysob.alan—
ton. I have chosen the Lives of these two abbesses because t‘hey' illus-
trate in great detail the “exemplary body of the abbess”, which is onc?
of the subjects of this chapter. One Life of a nun hgs been excluded:
the Life of Anastasia the Virgin. This Life is not discussed here be-
cause the literary treatment of Anastasia and her portrayal_ as a nun resem-
ble those of Febronia, which are more detailed. The Life of Ana§ta51a
the Virgin was modelled on Febronia’s Life which was populfclr in the
Middle Ages and was used as a source for later texts (Halkin 1973:
158; Brock and Ashbrook-Harvey 1987: 151). ‘

Melania’s Life has come down to us in Greek and Latin versions and
it was written by Melania’s disciple Gerontios, a monophysite monk \yho
died around 485 (Clark 1984: 13-24; Gorce 1962: 54-62). Accordmg
to Adhémar d’Alés (1906), the original Life was written in Greek
about nine years after Melania’s death. The versions in Greek apd
Latin that have survived constitute later reworkings of the Gréek orig-
inal written by Gerontios. According to her Greek Life, Melania comes
from an extremely rich and noble Roman family. Seeking to ensure heirs
to their vast fortune, Melania’s parents marry her off at an ez}rly age tco
the son of a Roman prefect, thus ignoring her desire to remain a virgin
and devote herself entirely to God. After the death of their two chl!-

dren, Melania and her husband decide to live in chastity and to sell their

* As we are informed by their hagiographers, Eudokia, Domnika, Athanasia of Ae'glna
and Elisabeth spend part of their monastic careers as nuns. However, they are not depicted
enacting the role of the nun in its development.
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properties in order to distribute the money to the poor. For this reason
Melania and her husband travel to the areas where they possess lands
and slaves. After selling off their lands and slaves, they visit holy her-
mits, found nunneries and monasteries and engage in ascetic practices.
Melania’s ascetic life, as mentioned above (p. 128), is a combination
of the life in solitude and that in a cenobium. She dies from illness and
in complete poverty.

According to her anonymous Life,’ Irene of Chrysobalanton is a young
woman who in the company of her sister leaves her homeland, Cap-
padocia, in order to go to Constantinople, with the intention of partici-
pating in the bride-show that the empress Theodora organises for her son
Michael III (842-867). On the way, the two sisters visit loannikios, the
famous hermit, who appears to know Irene’s name and who tells her that
the nuns of the Chrysobalanton convent need her protection. When Irene
and her sister reach Constantinople, Michael’s future wife has already
been selected. Irene’s sister marries caesar Bardas, while Irene, recall-
ing loannikios’ words, enters the convent of Chrysobalanton where
she is singled out for her piety and obedience. After the abbess’ death,
Irene becomes her successor. As an abbess, Irene hardens her ascetic
practices. She acquires the gift of reading her nuns’ thoughts, and she
performs various miracles.

Eupraxia’s Life is also anonymous. Eupraxia is the daughter of
Antigonos, a kinsman of emperor Theodosius I (379-395) and a pious
woman, Eupraxia. After Antigonos’ death the emperor takes the wid-
ow Eupraxia and her daughter under his protection. When the little girl
reaches the age of five, Theodosius betroths her to the son of a rich
senator. Some time later one of the senators, assisted by the empress,
asks the widow Eupraxia to marry him. Eupraxia, who renounces sex-
ual life while her husband is alive, rejects the proposal. When the emper-
or is informed that his wife has tried to arrange a marriage for the
pious Eupraxia, he becomes angry and has an argument with the empress.
As soon as Eupraxia hears that the emperor and the empress have had
an argument because of her, she takes her daughter and goes to Egypt.
She settles down in the Thebaid. In a nearby town there is a nunnery
which Eupraxia and her daughter visit frequently. At some point the

* On the historical context of the Life of Irene of Chrysobalanton and on issues refer-
ring to the text’s date and authorship, see Rosenqvist 1986: xxiii~xliii.
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young Eupraxia decides to stay in the nunnery permanently by adopting
the habit of a nun. Eupraxia appears to be a pious and obedient nun, who
is frequently tempted by the Devil. She manages to drive the Devil away
by confessing her temptations to the abbess and by performing hard and
humbling tasks. Eupraxia’s spirituality reaches such high levels that she
begins performing miracles. Before Eupraxia’s death the abbess has a
vision in which the Virgin informs her that Eupraxia will be received
in Paradise after ten days. This information causes great distress to the
abbess who does not want to lose Eupraxia. Shortly after Eupraxia’s
death the abbess dies happily, knowing that she will be offered a place
in Heaven through the intercession of her beloved Eupraxia.*
The author of the Life of Theodora of Thessalonike is a certain cler-
ic called Gregory, who wrote not only Theodora’s Life but also a text
about the translation of the holy woman’s relics two years after her death.
He presents himself as the author of both texts towards the end of the
Translation. As Gregory states, he felt obliged to write an account ofthe
life and miracles of Theodora, since no such account had been written,
in order to praise the saint who healed his sister Martha when she was
seriously ill (Translation, ch.20). Gregory’s account was delivered to a
general congregation on the holy woman’s feast day at the convgqt of
Saint Stephen, where, as mentioned earlier, Theodora led her religious
life (Kazhdan 1991; Patlagean 1984; Talbot 1996b: 159-162; Talbot
1996c¢). .
The content of Theodora’s Life is the following. She is born in
Aegina but soon becomes an orphan after the death of her p%ogs moth—
er Chrysanthe. Her father, Antony, adopts the monastic habit 1mm§d1-
ately afterwards and the little Theodora is placed under the protecthn
of her godmother who brings her up. At the early age of seven she is
engaged to a man of a noble family. Theodora gives birth to three chil-
dren. Two of them die in infancy and the third, Theopiste, is given to a
nunnery in Thessalonike. After her husband’s death Theodora too adopts
the monastic habit and enters the nunnery where her daughter leads
her monastic life. During her life in the convent Theodora manages
through her abbess’ disciplinary methods to surpass herself as a moth-
er and to become an ideal nun distinguished for her obedience, hard work

and humility.

* For the content of the Life of Febronia, see Chapter 1 (pp. 26-27).
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The following analysis consists of two parts. In the first part, “The
Exemplary Body of the Abbess” the role of the abbess is investigated
through the abbess’ bodily performances, as manifested in the Lives of
Melania and Irene of Chrysobalanton. In the second part, “The Obedi-
ent Body of the Nun”, the corresponding bodily performances of the
holy women undertaking the role of the nun are examined.

The Exemplary Body of the Abbess

THE ABBESS’ DEEDS

Irene becomes greatly distressed when she is appointed abbess of the
Chrysobalanton nunnery after the death of the previous abbess.
Despite the fact that the undertaking of the abbess’ role is against her
will, Irene feels obliged to accept and become the convent’s superior
because she realises that this is a divine decision from which she can-
not escape. Immediately after her first common meal with the nuns of
the convent in her new status as their abbess, Irene goes to the cell which
is reserved for the superior of the convent and, after closing its door, she
immediately begins to pray in a flood of tears. In her prayer, she asks
God to help her in her new mission. As soon as her prayer comes to an
end, Irene says to herself:

Do you realise, humble Irene, what a burden Christ has laid on your
shoulders? You have been entrusted with souls, and for the sake of souls
God even became man and shed His blood. [...] Now, in the day of judg-
ment everyone shall give account for an idle word. If this is so, can you be
ignorant of the price for a soul that is lost, to be paid by him who has under-
taken to care for her but fails to do all in his power to save her? You must
by all means be utterly wakeful in your prayers and persevere in your fast-
ing and bear the infirmities of the sisters, enduring all bravely and gently.
Take heed to yourself lest one of your faults, although escaping yourself,
13)ecome a cause of destruction for anyone of the sisters. (tr. Rosengqvist 1986:
1, 33)

"Apé ve, Tamewd) Eiprivn, émiyivdoxeic 10 doptiov 8miep cov Xpiorde Emi iy
Suwv Emédeto; Wuxde gvemoTeddng, Orép bv Oede kai GvBpwmog Eyéveto
kol 70 odpa EEéxee [...] 00D Exsivo Ty &yvoeic, 811, & brigp dpyod Adyov
Abyov ExaoTog duioer &v nuépa kpioewe, brigp puxiic dmorhvpévne olo mei-
oetar 6 TV Gpovtida TodTng Avadedeyuévo, i un T o’ avTod Moo
7po¢ TV abTiic cwTnpiav. "Emaypumveiv ot dei TRVTWG TEPIGCOTEPLC vV
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ebxaic, kopTepelv &v vnoteiong, T dodeviuata TGV ddeAdpiy oov Pactdletv
kol tévta dépery yevvaiwe kol mpdwe. TIpdoexe B ceawti, uimote 10 ooV
EAGTTOUO T6 o8 AavIdvov ddopurd Tivi TV &deAGOV dmwAeiag yévnTou.
(VIrChrys, p.30.19-29, p.32.1)

Being enclosed and isolated in her cell, where none of the nuns can hear
her, Irene expresses what she did not dare to say earlier to the nuns when
they saw her distress and thought it was caused by her fear that they
might not be obedient to her. At that point, she said nothing in reply when
they asked her not to be worried about being the abbess:

The sisters begged her not to be so worried and distressed about being
their abbess. “Look”, they said, wholly ignorant of the sorrows she bore in
her mind, “we are all ready for every kind of obedience towards you, and
you will meet with no obstruction from us. No, with God’s will our obedi-
ence will make all your ways easy.” (tr. Rosenqvist 1986: 29, 31)

ai aderdad, “Mi obitw AmeioBon” mapekdrovy adtry, “kol &dnpoveiv mepi
Tii¢ fueTépag”, Aéyovoat, “mpootaciog oo yap HUES Tpdg ooy Driokoriy,
ido¥, ool étoiuwg Exopev’—ayvooloat Tavtwg dmep ékeivny kotht voby €Ao-
yiCeto—, “kai 00dEV EoTon TpdoKopUa TTaR’ NUEY, PEAdia TavTa Tii¢ HuETE-
pog drrakotic Oeod dropamlodong oo portii.” (VIrChrys, p.28.22-25, p.30.1-2)

Irene’s words quoted above explain what the hagiographer means with
his comment that the nuns were “wholly ignorant of the sorrows she
[Irene] bore in her mind”. In fact, Irene was not worried about the
nuns, as they thought, but about herself and about her own responsibil-
ities towards them. As Irene’s self-confessional words reveal, she is
not willing to undertake the role of the abbess because it is a difficult
task from which great responsibilities emerge. Her previous role, that of
the nun, was less complicated and less demanding. Her main tasks were
to obey her abbess, perform ascetic practices and offer services to her
fellow sisters. Then, even the issue of her own salvation was rather a
responsibility of the former abbess than of herself. Now Irene, as the
new abbess and effectively the spiritual leader of the convent, is respon-
sible not only for her own salvation, since her spiritual mother has
died, but also for the salvation of each of her nuns, which is an even more
important and difficult task. Irene believes that her nuns’ salvation, upon
which in turn her own salvation relies, depends greatly on her own behav-
iour. It is crucial that she be especially careful so that she does not behave
in a way that might prove spiritually harmful to the nuns.
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In order to be able to perform successfully the role of the abbess, Irene
has to acquire another self and a new identity which can be seen by both
h.erself and her nuns. A first step towards the acquisition of her new iden-
tity as an abbess constitutes Irene’s physical movement from a nun’s cell
to that of an abbess. This movement should be viewed not only as a ceno-
biticf custom that Irene has to follow but also as an act which has a deep-
er significance. It signifies Irene’s abandonment of the nun’s role and
her undertaking of the abbess’ role. In other words, this movement in
space symbolises Irene’s movement from one identity to another.® Irene’s
new cell used to be inhabited by the previous abbess, who was highly
respected by the nuns and by Irene in particular. As her successor
?r'ene carries on her shoulders the weight of her pious life and of her abil-,
ities as the convent’s superior. A comparison between the former abbess
and Irene is unavoidable both on Irene’s part and on that of the nuns.
Irene expects from herself and is expected by her nuns not only to imi-

tate the life of her spiritual mother but to surpass her in piety.

’ljhe main characteristics of Irene’s new self are high spirituality, exem-
plarity and religious authority. This new self emerges from the relation
which Irene establishes between herself and her nuns, as the following
analysis will show, and from the stricter ascetic life in which she engages.

Irene’s ascetic practices as an abbess are described by the hagiogra-
pher in the following words:

Such were the words she spoke to herself, thereby arousing her soul and
provoking it to a still harder training. The mode of life and conduct she
had chosen was wholly angelic: she performed fasts of many days’ duration
and standing exercises lasting whole nights; she accomplished numberless
genuflections; she slept on the floor, using the bed less as a source of rest
than of discomfort. (tr. Rosengvist 1986: 33)

AN Th pEv Tpdg EavThv TotadTa, ol 31 kal FEaca ™V Ypuxnyv Emi
TOAAD TAgiova Birfyetpe Thv Boxnoty, dyyehikiy idhov Biwory £lopévn kol
moMTEIQY, Vo Telog pEv &dvbovoa movnuépouc, oTéoelc TOVVOX0UE, YOVATOV
E)rtép &p1Budy terodoa khioes, xopevvig Enpd kod uf pEANOY avéoewe
ooov kaxonodeiac ddopud kexpnuévn. (VIrChrys p.32.3-7)

* Space is crucial in the construction of female religious identities. Each role of female

sainthood is inextricably connected with the place where it is enacted. See in particular
Chapter 5.
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The severe ascetic practices in which Irene engages directly after she
becomes the convent’s abbess indicate that she understands her trans-
formation from a nun into an abbess primarily as a bodily transforma-
tion. Of course, Irene also underwent a strict ascetic life as a nun but
always under the control of the previous abbess. As soon as she becomes
an abbess herself, Irene is free to engage in even stricter and more fre-
quent ascetic practices. The ascetic performances described above by
the hagiographer are repeated by Irene continuously as they become
more and more difficult and spectacular. Her body as it is, being
trained by her constant fasting and standing exercises, can gradually
endure more severe ones. This causes the admiration and the astonish-
ment of the convent’s nuns and leads to the establishment of Irene’s reli-
gious authority, since she is the only one in the nunnery who can per-
form such ascetic deeds. Irene’s ascetic endurance, which surpasses that
of her nuns, provides her with the spiritual superiority a good abbess
should possess.

Irene’s fasts, which become gradually more and more strict, allow
her to reach a stage in which she can survive by eating and drinking
almost nothing for forty days. Eventually she obtains a body that is “mere
skin clinging to the bones” (VIrChrys p.76.5; tr. Rosenqvist 1986: 77).
As for her standing exercises, at the beginning of her career as an abbess
they last for a whole night or a whole day (this is the point she man-
aged to reach when she performed this exercise while a nun). Later the
standing exercises are extended to two or three days and in the end she
can remain stretched with her hands directed to heaven for a whole week
without having to lean on a wall or any other support (VIrChrys p.74.21-25).
Thus, Irene manages to surpass even Saint Arsenios whose standing exer-
cises she undertakes to imitate. Saint Arsenios used to stand with his
hands stretched to the east for no longer than one evening (VIrChrys
p.16.20-23). Irene’s greater endurance shows that her devotion to God
is even stronger than that of a holy man like Arsenios and that, in con-
sequence, she is no less holy than he was. At some point, due to Irene’s
severe standing exercises, her body loses its natural flexibility with the
result that she cannot bend her own arms and has to ask some nuns to
do that for her (VIrChrys p.74.25-30).

Through the depiction of Irene’s ascetic life, her hagiographer aims
at presenting his heroine as an example of piety not only for her nuns
but also for the Byzantine audience of the Life, which may also have
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consisted of nuns, who in turn could identify with the fictional nuns.
To achieve this aim, the author of the Life gives a theatrical character
to the scenes where Irene’s ascetic practices are depicted. Due to their
theatricality, these scenes acquire a liveliness which makes them
vividly present before the audience’s eyes. This illusory visibility of
Irene’s pious life and steadfastness in God, created by the theatrical
dimension of the narrative, results in the better perception and under-
standing of Irene’s religious life and effectively its better imitation. An

example of a theatrical episode concerning Irene’s acetic life is the fol-
lowing:

Once, when she had begun her exercise about sunset, raising her holy
hands to heaven, as was her wont, a horde of demons suddenly appeared
before her—it was about midnight—and tried with inarticulate shouts and
agitated cries to shake her so as to prevent her immobile standing. One of
them, being more evil as well as more insolent than the others, seemed to
approach her and sneer at her, shouting such words as mimes use to utter.
“Irene is made of wood”, he said, “she is carried by wooden legs”, and he
spoke still other nonsense. Again he changed his tone and lamented, “How
long will you oppress our race? How long will you lash us with your pro-
tracted prayers? How long will you burn us? How long shall we have to
endure you? We have enough of the distress that you cause us.” Then also
the rest of them seemed to be afflicted and gave vent to loud lamentation,
slapping their cheeks as if a great calamity had befallen them. But they made
no progress towards the goal which they strived for, whereas Irene, as if
caught up to heaven, had her whole mind there with God, standing wholly
unshaken and undaunted. Then the demon stretched out his hand and kin-
dled a stick against the lamp-wick. He dropped it around the neck of the holy
woman, and it burnt up as if fanned, violently inflaming her whole hood along
with the scapular and the shift, and began even to lick her flesh. It went
over her, scorching her shoulders, her breast, her spine, her kidneys, and
her flanks. [...] One of the sisters, who was awake for the nocturnal
prayers, smelled the smoke from her flesh and left her cell in fear, thinking,
“In what part of the convent can the fire be?” Tracking the scent she followed
the odour to the cell of the abbess and stopped there. Looking in and seeing
that it was filled with smoke and steam she only just managed to fling the
door open and entered. She found—a terrible sight!—Irene all in flames
but standing immobile and unwavering and unconquered, paying no heed
whatever to the fire. As the sister, striving only to quench the flame and
remove her teacher from the fire, began to agitate and shake her, extinguishing
the fire and putting out the flame, at last she lowered her hands from their
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extended position and remarked, “Why did you do this my chil'd? Why‘ dzid
you deprive me of those great good things through your untimely kind-
ness? We ought to savour not the things that be of men, but those. tllxat be of
God. Behold, before my eyes there appeared an angel of God twining me a
wreath of flowers that eye hath not seen not ear heard (1 Cor. 2.9), and he
already kept his hand extended to put it on my head. But becagse of your
concern he left me and went away with his wreath. Why, my child, d‘ld you
render me an act of consideration worse than ingratitude? I hate a gift tbat
causes me a loss.” When the disciple heard this she began, tear§ falh'ng
from her eyes, with her fingers to pull away the Saint’s clothes which, still,
glowing, stuck to her flesh. And a strange fragrance was exbaled from
them, incomparably more fragrant than any perfume and precious scents,
which filled the whole convent. (tr. Rosenqvist 1986: 45, 47, 49)
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KaTAOTEMNOVON TNV PASYa TC Xeipog dwé mote Tiig ExTdoEWC éxetvn xate-
veyxf)ﬁoa, “Ivo ti T0bT0 MEMOiNKAC, TéKVOV LHOV;” amekpivato, “1i ue Togon-
TV afrec‘rs’pncag T} ebvoigt gov TabTy TH dxotipe TidV ayoad@dv; O déov fudc
fj')povew TO TGV VPOV MY T T0D O0T- 1o YOp TP TGV UV SPIoAUGY
ayye);og dip&fo Ocob mAékwv 1ot oTédovov EE dvSéwy Hv odForude ok eide
!,CO(I ov:>c OUK TKOVOE, kol 1idn ThHv xeipa dratewvougvny eixe i éuii TobTov
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cn}rav kot 1800 Eévn Tic éx ToOTWY GVEMEUTETO EDWDIA ubpovL TIOVTOG Ko dpeo-

HATWY TTOALTIHWY doVYKPiTEC EbwdEsTépa, fiTic 8Anv emiipwoe TV povry

(VIrChrys p.44.14-27, p.46.1-26, p.48.1-9) ™

This episode can be divided into three scenes. The first scene is set in
Irene’s cell. There appears Irene’s figure which has the characteristics
of a statue; the heroine is standing speechless and immobile having her
arms stretched to heaven. Obviously what marks this setting is a lack
of both movement and sound. This situation changes dramatically when
a group of demons appear unexpectedly in Irene’s cell. The demons’
entrance to the scene is accompanied by loud sounds which attempt to
destroy Irene’s peaceful contemplation. While the acoustic chaosire-
ated by the demons presents a striking contrast to Irene’s silence, the
movements made by the demons are opposed to her immobility. ,
The'demons’ movements and behaviour, which are described vivid-
ly and }n detail, have a dramatic character. The most evil demon sepa-
re‘ltes himself from the group and approaches Irene seeking to comrri)u-
nicate with her. In order to achieve that, he has to imitate human lan-
guage. Thus he transforms the inarticulate and incomprehensible sounds
that he has emitted so far, into understandable phrases and sentences’
The vocabulary he employs is, according to the hagiographer, borroweti
from that of the mimes. The presentation of the demon as an, actor is in
accordance with the way the Church Fathers viewed the performance

put on by Satan to deceive human bein i ;
. gs and divert piou
from righteous ways.* pious persons

¢ For John Chrysostom, for instance, see Leyerle 2001: 4445,
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The demon calls Irene “wooden”,” an adjective which in fact describes
the substance of Irene’s new body and is in accordance with her por-
trayal as a statue.’ As has been stated above, Irene’s body is exercised to
such a high degree that it loses its natural flexibility. Later in the narra-
tive Irene is called “night-eater”, “wooden leg”, “insatiable stander”,
“ironhearted” and “subduer of stones” by the devil who inhabits a man
whom she cures (VIrChrys p.70.19-22). These phrases are obviously
addressed to Irene in a hostile and ironic manner, since they are com-
ing from her enemy, the devil. They, however, express the truth about
Irene’s new self, which the hagiographer does not fail to depict and praise.
The demons try to tempt Irene by reminding her of the natural body
she renounces and of the one she possesses while performing her
standing exercises.

The most evil demon of the demons’ chorus, who goes near Irene,
appears at the beginning to assume a powerful position. This very fact
is also proved by the discourse he employs and the mocking tone of
his voice. The demon’s presentation of himself as powerful, however, is
just a pretence. In fact, he sees himself and his fellow demons being in
a powerless position before Irene, as the sudden change of his mood and
behaviour shows. Behaving as a talented actor, he immediately trans-
forms his mocking tone into lamentation through which Irene’s power
over the demons emerges. Her power, according to the demon, takes the

form of violent acts such as whipping and burning. On seeing and
hearing the demon’s words, the other demons also begin lamenting.

The demons’ theatrical behaviour, which aims at undermining Irene’s
ascetic practices, has no effect on her since she remains motionless
and concentrated on her communication with the divine. Not being able
to convince Irene with words and theatrical behaviour to interrupt her
standing exercise, the demons employ violence. The most evil demon

7 In the Life of Andrew the Fool, Andrew is described by the prostitutes as “wooden”,
as a piece of stone for, despite their attempts, they do not manage to make him feel any
sexual desire (VAndr p.34.311-312).

* The holy person’s image as a statue is a common motif in monastic literature (Gorce
1962: 213-214, n. 2). In the Life of Melania, during one of Melania’s teachings addressed
to her nuns referring to the steadfastness in faith, she mentions the apophthegma of a holy
father. According to this apophthegma, one can be saved only if one behaves like a statue,
namely if one, like Irene here, does not react against the insults and the beatings directed
to him or her by the enemies of Christianity (VMel ch.44).
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sets fire to Irene’s body and in this way he literally burns the heroine
who “burns” the devil and his disciples with her steadfastness and
ascetic life. His movements, which are described very vividly and in
detail, make the dramatic character of the whole scene more prominent:
first he stretches his hand, then he kindles a stick against the lamp-wick.
Immediately afterwards he puts the burning stick to her neck, which
takes fire at once. The fire goes down to her clothes and touches her
flesh. It then starts burning her internal organs. At this point the first
scene closes.

In the second scene, which is the shortest one, the protagonist’s role
is played by a nun of the convent whose name is not given by the hagiog-
rapher but whose actions, like those of the devils, are presented in detail.
Following the example of her abbess, yet not in the same spectacular
and uncommon way, the nun performs her nocturnal prayers. Unlike
Irene, who does not interrupt her contemplation despite the incidents
occurring in her cell and the fact that her body is about to burn, the nun
breaks off her prayers in order to find the origin of the smell of burnt
flesh that reaches her nose. Following the smell in the darkness, the
nun ends up in Irene’s cell where the third scene takes place. In this
last scene, the nun becomes witness to a spectacle which is forbidden
to her because it leads her to undertake actions that are against her supe-
rior’s will. By entering Irene’s cell and shaking her to extinguish the fire,
the nun manages to do what the demons did not achieve earlier; to make
Irene interrupt her standing exercise. Of course, the nun’s initiative pro-
vokes Irene’s angry reaction and this brings about her transformation
from a statue into a living person. Now she moves and talks to the nun,
blaming her for destroying her divine vision. While she was burning,
she saw an angel who was twining a wreath of flowers which he was
about to place on her head.

The demons’ crying in the first scene is substituted by the nun’s
crying in the third scene, for causing her superior’s anger and because
she feels sorry for her behaviour. In both cases, however, crying is strong-
ly associated with power and powerlessness. The characters who Ccry are
the ones who find themselves in a powerless position before Irene. Both
the demons and the nun attempt unsuccessfully to exercise a form of
power over Irene, directed at her body. The demons appear to be able

to burn Irene’s body, whereas the nun is the one who saves it from being
burnt.

Gl L
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to motivate them to perform even better deeds by praising their good
works.

As already stated, the abbess’ main task in the convent is the teach-
ing of Christian ethics through which the religious lives of her nuns
can be directed and formed. The abbess’ teaching project, which is found-
ed on her body, takes two forms: a practical and a theoretical form,
both of which take up a considerable space in the narrative, a fact that
underscores their importance. The practical form, which is related to the
abbess’ actions and general behaviour, has been examined in this sec-
tion through the example of Irene. It is to the theoretical part of the abbess’
teaching project that we now turn.

THE ABBESS’ WORDS

The theoretical form of the abbess’ teaching refers to her didactic dis-
courses addressed both to her nuns and to the visitors of her convent.
In most cases, the hagiographers choose the narrative technique of telling
in order to depict the abbesses’ exemplary acts of bodily subjection
through asceticism, whereas they employ the technique of showing for
the abbesses’ edifying acts of speaking.’ In telling, the omniscient nar-
rator presents in his or her discourse the characters and their actions. In
showing, the author silences the narrator’s voice in order to give voice
to the characters whose own discourse is quoted. In other words, as far
as the technique of telling is concerned, the episodes of the narrative
marked by the characters’ behaviour and actions are presented from
the narrator’s point of view, while through the technique of showing,
these episodes are depicted from the perspective of the characters. Thus,
during most of the theoretical part of the abbess’ teachings, it is her voice
which speaks and not that of the narrator. In this case, the employment
of the technique of showing, in which the narrator “shows” to his or
her audiences the way by which the abbess preaches both to her nuns
and to the laity, provides the texts with a vividness that has effects on
the actual audiences of the Lives. In her sermons, the holy abbess speaks

either in the first person plural, namely as “we”, or in the second per-
son plural, that is “you”:

* The narrative terms telling and showing were coined by Wayne Booth in his book
The Rhetoric of Fiction (1961 ). Gérard Genette (1980) equates telling and showing with the
Platonic terms diegesis and mimesis.
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Sisters, recall how the subjected stand before their mortal and worldly rulers
with all fear and vigilance; so we, who stand before the fearsome fmd
heavenly King, should perform our liturgy with much fear and trembling.
(tr. Clark 1984: 56; emphasis added)

Karavorjoate, adeAdai, mdhg 101 pdaptoic kai émyeioig :d(p)sou?tv ueu‘}
TovTOg GpdBou kad vijpewg TrapioTavTat ol broTeToypévor ﬁum? i3 Tw ¢o6€pw
kai émovpaviw Baoihel mopioTduevol, LET TOo0L GéBov ki Tpouou Ogei-
Aougv EKTeNEV EauTQV TV Aertovpyiav. (VMel ch.42; emphasis added)

The fact that the abbess’ words are addressed to “us” and “you” greates
the illusion that they are not only directed to the texts’ intemal audlenges,
the nuns and the laity, but also to the texts’ external 'audlences wl_nch
possibly also consisted of nuns and laypeople. Accor'dmg to the haglqg-
raphers, the heroines’ sermons always have a large impact on their lis-
teners who are inspired by divine zeal and who then transform the hf)l,y
women’s words into practice. In Melania’s Life, after quotmg Melania’s
sermon on chastity addressed to laypeople, the haglographer sta'tes:
“Many who heard these things were zealous for purity and‘ l?apeld into
the arena of virtue” (tr. Clark 1984: 47; Tabdta d¢ TcoMcln AKOVOVTEG
¢ChAwoav ThHv dyveiay ki Toic orkAupaoty T dpetiic Enenidnoav. VMel
Ch.lz\/lgz.lania’s didaskalia to her nuns has a similar inﬂuence..Referrmg
to Melania’s words on the nuns’ participation in nocturnal liturgy, the
hagiographer points out:

By thus saying these things, she affirmed the sisters’ zeal throu.gh he}r tez}cb-

ing, so that when the blessed woman wished to spare them in their vigil,

because of the great toil which they had had ..., they would not agree. (tr.

Clark 1984: 60)

Kai tabroa Aéyovoo obitwg adTtdv Ty mpodupiay Emeppivvuey Tf KA 6160(:
okoAiQ, GoTe, ei kai mote NBovAeTo 1y pakapio peicacdon cxvm)v’sv i
&dyporvig didx 1O givon odTaG &TTd TOAAOD KOTIOL ..., DTl O CLVEXDPOLV.
(VMel ch.48)

Taking into account the edifying function of sa.ints’ Lives in l’?»y'zantme
society, one cannot avoid seeing the effec?t which the abbess dzdask}clz—
lia appears to have on the text’s internal listeners asa metaphor for t e
effect that the hagiographer aims at having on hlS.OI" her own audi-
ences by employing the technique of shovying. Since the Lives of
saints used to be read out loud, the external listeners of the texts could
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identify with the internal listeners of the abbesses’ discourses.

The success of the abbess’ sermons can be attributed to two impor-
tant factors: the accordance of her words with her life and the highly
rhetorical character of her speeches. The abbess’ words find their first
application in her own deeds. Her act of telling is at the same time a ges-
ture of showing. She talks about fasting, vigils, prayers and virtues, while
she herself is the living example of all these. Her speaking body, which
stands before the nuns, reveals through its appearance her ascetic life (it
is skinny and tired) and her lack of vanity (her garments are of hair-
cloth [Melania] or she possesses only the one garment she wears [Irene]).
Thus the abbess’ language does not constitute just an instrument of
representation but it places the addressees under the obligation to respond
to her words with actions. As stressed by Irene in one of her teachings,
words without actions are meaningless:

Endure the words I speak in my humility: they are brought to you in love.
For unless we lead this ascetic life, to which we have submitted ourselves
voluntarily, in accordance with the laws laid down for it, we shall have no

profit even from faith itself. Yes, faith without works is dead. (tr. Rosengvist
1986: 33)

avéxeodon 1oV prudrwy Tic Eufic Tamevdoews 3t dydany duiv TPOoHEPO-
HEvwV' kal yap Eav 1OV Biov TobToV TOV doKNTIKGY, Y briASouey ékovoiwe,
1) Kol TOUG AT KEWEVOLG HETEABWLE vOUOUCE, ODBE iy Sderog odd adtiic
¢ TrioTews. Xwpic yap Epywv f) mioTic vekpd. (VirChrys p.32.19-23)

The abbess’ edifying discourses are also influential and persuasive as
linguistic products. The abbess appears to be rhetorically competent and
can manipulate language in ways that give rise to powerful effects.
The following extract from one of Irene’s sermons addressed to her nuns
is a good specimen of an abbess’ rhetorical talents:

We have heard of a Kingdom of Heaven, an eternal and endless life, and
an enjoyment of undefiled and everlasting good things. We have come to
believe in Jesus our God and Lord who brought these good news and gave
these promises: in Him we do believe. [...] The Lord said, “No man can
serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or
else he will hold to the one and despise the other” (Mt. 6.24; Lk. 16.13).
Being one, the soul cannot be divided into two, nor can the same soul simul-
taneously enjoy herself and restrain herself, both live in poverty and be rich,
both seek the Lord’s humility and win the futile glory of men. We, then,

G e
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have forsaken all and followed Him. To follow Him will be of no avail to
us if we do so merely corporeally, but only if our soul and our whole inner
being follow Him too. Yes, we must dispel all desire and attachment to
this life from our souls, lest we, outwardly appearing to have fled this world,
be inwardly in the very middle of the world. [...] Let it be our work a.nd
our hard struggle to acquire such virtues as will save us, namely, purity
and holiness, without which no man shall see the Lord (Heb. 12.14) but shall
hear, “Away with the ungodly one lest he behold the majesty of the Lord!”
(Is. 26.11). Humility, for whosoever exalteth himself shall be abased, as th'e
Lord said, and that humbleth himself shall be exalted (Lk. 14.11).[...] puri-
ty is above nature, above nature is also freedom from passion. But when He
came who is above nature, being both God and man, He gave these things
above nature to those who believe in Him. They are given, however, only
to those who pray for them, and even to them not when in doubt of the hea?'t;
for a double minded man is unstable in all his ways. (Iac. 1.8; tr. Rosenqvist
1986: 33, 35,37)

"Hrovoouev yp Baoiieiov obpoviv,
Loty &idiov kai &teredTNTOVY,
Tpudny dxnpdTwv alwviov dyadov:

EmoTedooey T EDOYYEATOUEVE
xai Drooxopéve "Inood

10 O kai kuple MUY,

eic Ov kol TETIOTEOKOUEY.

[.]

Eine yop 6 xdprog

“Ovdeic divaton duat kupiolg dovhederv:

A yip 1OV Eva piorioer kal OV ETepov dyamrioet

fi ToD évdg av¥éEeton kol ToD ETépov kaTOdPOVNOEL

Mio yép odoa ) yoxh gig dbo puepiodijvon od ddvatar

ol dbvarton 1y adTh &v TadT® kot TPLPEY Kol EykpaTebeoda,
kol Trtwxetoy xpnuéTwv Exev kol TAOLTEIV £V XpriLaoL,

xaid Toureiveoty Tob kupiov peTiévat

kol THY keviy 1@V dvBpdmwy JepiCev d6Eav.

‘Huelc odv ddrikopey mavia xai Arorovdioopey av1®.
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A déov b maoay dord Tiie Yoxiic didEon

Grotikfv Emdupiav kai mpoonddeiay,
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tvor i) o Ew pouvipevar TV kéopov dvyoboan
& EvBOV péoov Ouev Tod kbouou.

[...]

To 8¢ Epyov Audv kad TO &ydviouo 1o uéya ékeivo &v ein,
0 UG ApeTaC Ekefvag kThoaoan, of o@Covov Hudc

™V ayveiav te kai TOV dytaopdy,

0b xwpic 0ddEiG Byeton TOV Kbpiov

AAN dxovoEr

“Apditw 6 doebrig, var i) idn v B6Eav kuplov,”

TNV Tamewvodpoodvy, tt

“II6c 6 bypdv Eavtdv TamevwdioeTon,”

gimev 6 xOpiog,

“6 B¢ TamevdvY Eavtdv dpwdiceTon,”

[...]

Yngp dpoowv yop 1 dyveia,

bmép ooy kad 10 &épynrov.

‘A’ 00 8 6 brtp dpvo mapeyéveTo,
Bedc G kai dvdpuwmoc,

xod o Omép oo TadTa

T01G MOTEVOVOIY €l AdTOV EdwpricaTo"
Bwpeitat B¢ Toic atitobor pdvorc,

Kati T00T01¢ ) &v B1oTayud kapdioc:

“Avip Yap diyvxoc dkatdoToToc év naooug taig 65oic adTod.”
(VIrChrys p.32.24-27, p.34.3—14 and 23-30, p.36.10-15)®

Irene’s sermon is characterised by its prominent biblical style that becomes
obvious from the very first sentence opening with a verb in the first per-
son plural: fkoboapev. The biblical tone of the sermon is not only to
be recognised in the repetitive use of verbs in the first person plural
but also in the biblical citations employed by Irene which are so suc-
cessfully incorporated in her speech that they become inseparable
parts of it.

Irene mentions only one of her sources, namely Christ in the Gospels.
She quotes some of the aphorisms he employed during his teachings.
After each quotation of Christ’s words, Irene’s own discourse imitates

T .
I print the Greek text in such a way as to make its poetic elements more obvious.

.
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the style of Christ’s speech. Such an example is the following:

No man can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the
other, or else he will hold to the one and despise the other. (Mt. 6.24; Lk.
16.13) Being one, the soul cannot be divided into two, nor can the same soul
simultaneously enjoy herself and restrain herself, both live in poverty and
be rich. (tr. Rosenqgvist 1986: 35)

“Ovdeic dovaran duoi kupioig dovAsdey:
i yop 1oV Eva piorioet kol TOv ETepov dyarrioe:
1} T0D évdg dvBéEeTan xai T0b £Tépov xaTagpovrioer”

Mia yap oboa fy yuxh eic ddo pepiodivan ob ddvaror:

o0 ddvaroun 1y abTh &v TadTE kol TPUPAvY kod éykpateleadal,
Ko wrwxeioy xpnudtwv Exev kal rrAovTelv &v Xpriuaot.
(VIrChrys p.34.4-8; emphasis added)

Here Irene follows the paratactic structure adopted in the speech that is
supposed to belong to Christ. Like Christ’s speech, her own is based
on binary oppositions. She also repeats words from Christ’s text. The
biblical style of Irene’s sermon achieves a double effect. On one hand
it provides the sermon with religious authority which establishes Irene’s
role as a preacher. On the other hand it makes her sermon acoustically
pleasant and therefore easier to learn and to apply. Irene’s sermon con-
tains an abundance of rhetorical devices, such as aphorisms, pleonasms,
repetition of the same words which create a rhyme, metaphors,
images, symbols and stylistic symmetry which is formed by binary oppo-
sitions.

In the Life of an abbess, the techniques the abbess employs for spir-
itual instruction are mainly directed towards a number of anonymous
nuns whose existence and actions acquire importance in the narrative as
long as they highlight the abbess’ exemplarity and allow her to attain
higher levels of spirituality." The nuns’ anonymity, and the lack of any
episodes or subplots referring to their bodily subjections and spiritual
achievements mark their unimportance as individuals in relation to the
holy abbess. Thus, in the Life of an abbess, even though her disciplinary
project is addressed to her nuns, it serves in fact her desire to become a

" There are some cases in which a nun’s name is given, but these cases are not related
to the abbess’ disciplinary project. Such an instance is when the abbess lying on her deathbed
names the nun who will succeed her.
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saint: she is sanctified because she is exemplary. She is the one who is
singled out through her disciplinary strategies, and not her nuns, since
the locus where these strategies are performed is her own body, which
shows and tells. In other words, in an abbess’ Life the empbhasis is placed
on the one part of the disciplinary project that is the teacher and not on
the second part which consists of the disciples.

In their attempt to present the abbesses as heroines belonging to a
divine rather than to a human world, the hagiographers provide them
with godly attributes. The abbesses’ approach towards their people, name-
ly the nuns, resembles God’s treatment of his people. Like God, the
abbesses see their nuns from a distance and in secret and they develop
no personal and close relationships with any of them. The lack of any
personal relationships between the abbess and some of her nuns of course
reinforces the abbess’ individuality and spiritual distance which mark
her protagonist’s role in the narrative and in the end effect her sanctity.
The situation changes in the Life of a nun.

The Obedient Body of the Nun

THE NUN UNDER THE ABBESS’ CONTROL

In the Life of a nun the abbess’ disciplinary strategies appear to be direct-
ed not to a number of nuns, but to a particular nun, on the body of whom
these strategies are manifested thus making this nun the central hero-
ine of the narrative. For a large part of the protagonist nun’s cenobitic
career, the abbess appears to manipulate, to train, to punish the nun’s
body, to make it obey, respond and become pious. In the nun’s Life,
the abbess’ didaskalia loses the public character it has in the Life of an
abbess and takes a private form. The abbess appears to build up with her
didactic discourse only the protagonist nun, and her divine gaze focus-
es mainly on this specific nun whose actions and behaviour jt carefully
examines and corrects. In contrast to the Life of the abbess, in a nun’s
Life the disciplinary practices exercised by the abbess seek to improve
and lead to holiness only the protagonist nun.

In the Life of a nun, the form which the abbess’ approach towards her
nuns takes constitutes a combination of two different types of behav-
iour: she behaves both like the Christian God, as she does when she is
the central heroine of a Life, and like a mother. She appears to be the
distant, religious authority before all the nuns except for the central hero-
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ine, with whom she creates a mother-daughter relationship through the
disciplinary strategies she applies to her. The image of the abbess as both
God and mother is in accordance with God’s image in the Old Testament
where God is sometimes presented having motherly behaviour to-
wards his chosen people, the Israelites (Bynum-Walker 1982: 125)."
Like God who in the Old Testament “chooses” his people, the abbess
“chooses” the central heroine, who is distinguished among the other nuns
for her beauty, divine zeal and obedience, and devotes her life rather to
this nun’s salvation than to her own. By doing this, the abbess behaves
not much differently from a mother who is prepared to undergo self-sac-
rifice in order to protect her children whom she loves more than herself.
An abbess also shares an agony similar to that of a mother, which is man-
ifested in a continuous struggle to bring up her children rightly so that
they prove successful in their social roles when they grOW up. The abbess
struggles to provide her favourite nun with the condlt‘lons and means
needed in order to offer her a place in the society of saints. '

The nun, on the other hand, like an infant that is incapable of satis-
fying its own needs and consequently depends absolutely on its rpoth-
er’s care, relies for a long time on the abbess’ advice and 1n§@ct10ns.
Through her abbess’ help, the nun attempts to construct he‘r spiritual self.
Eventually the nun becomes spiritually independent. This occurs When
the nun identifies with the abbess and becomes her double, as it will be
shown later. .

In two Lives out of the five in which the role of the nun is depicted,
the chosen nun is a blood relative of the abbess, a fact that reinforcejs the
abbess’ motherly feelings towards her. Febronia, the first examp'le, is the
daughter of the abbess Bryene’s brother. Bryene takes Febromq under
her protection from the early age of two and brings her up, replaf:mg her
physical mother. The second example is Theodora of Thgssalomke. Th.e
abbess of the convent of Saint Stephen, Anna, is her relative and for this
reason she treats Theodora, who lost her natural mother in infancy, as
her own child. She says to Theodora when the latter asks her to include
her in the group of her nuns:

2Cf. Is. 49.15:
“The Lord has forsaken me; my God has forgotten me.”
Can a woman forget the infant at her breast,
or a loving mother the child of her womb?
Even these forget, yet I will not forget you.
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Since yog are my blood [relative] and my child and I am well aware of the
mode of life [you have led] since you were in swaddling clothes, how should

I not welcome you and embrace i i
you as if you were one of ?
Talbot 1996b: 181-182) oy fmbs? (i

Alpa Eudv o xai Tékvoy bridpyovoay kai Ty éx oTapydvwy oov eidvia dig-

y;)yﬁv, 763G 00 TTPOGBEEOUA KOt ()¢ oikETOV korapiidow uéhog; (VTheod Thess
ch.21.2-4) ’

Theodora returns Anna’s motherly feelings towards her by appearing
to be a real daughter to her: she takes responsibility for her when Anna
reaches very old age and needs to be looked after. Theodora’s portray-
al as the good daughter who takes care of her old parents is accentt}ll-
ated by the hagiographer’s statement that Theodora was:

Mi}ldful .to the One Who says, “Child, help thy father in his old age, and
gru?ve hlm.not as long as he liveth. And if his understanding Jails, have
patience with him, and despise him not when thou art in thy full Strength.

For compassion for a father will not be forgotten. ” (Si
-7 (Sir. 3.12-14;
1996b: 196) g (Sir. 3.12-14; tr. Talbot

peu\inpévn’rof) AgyovToc “tékvov, dvTiAaBod Ev viipe Tatpde gov, kai un
N‘m,ncng’ abtov Ev i) {wf] cov” kai &v amoAinn ovveoty, ovyyvwuny &xe, xai
un c')muaong abTOV €v o ioxsi ov. "EAenuoctvn yép matpdc ook £MIAR-
odoetar.” (VTheodThess ch.37.27-3 1)

Tbe main difference between a mother and the abbesses appearing in the
Llyes of nuns lies in the fact that a mother has in mind the welfare of her
children, whereas abbesses seek to lead their chosen nuns to a total indif-
ference of worldly things so that they might achieve holiness. An abbess’
mqtberly affection towards her favourite nun is translated into an ascetic
tralpmg which is harder than the one imposed on the other nuns. Bryene
for instance, orders Febronia to eat only once every second day. Where:
as all the other nuns are allowed to eat every day. This differe’nt treat-
ment of Febronia by the abbess serves as a motivation for Febronia to
restrict herself to an even stricter regime and she refrains from bread and
water. In addition, unlike the other nuns, Febronia sleeps on a narrow
§t001 and sometimes she makes her sleep even more uneasily by sleep-
ing on the ground (PFeb ch.5). YR
With the consent and even the encouragement of the abbess, the cho-
sen nun’s ascetic life appears to violate the convent’s rules acc;rding to
which all nuns should be treated in the same way and s,hould follow
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the same ascetic practices. Theodora of Thessalonike knows that she
breaks the convent’s rules by fasting more than the nuns who had entered
the convent before her. For this reason she keeps her fasting secret. How-
ever, when the abbess realises this she not only approves it but also
encourages Theodora to fast openly:

Desiring to increase [her exercise of] this virtue even more in the convent,
and not being bold enough to ask the superior [for permission] to fast
more than the nuns who had come there before her, nor daring to break the
monastic rule, lest she thereby give offence to the nuns, she used to sit in
the refectory with the nuns, but hardly touched food. And often she did
not drink water for an entire week. But she did not do this for long without
the knowledge of her superior. For she [Anna] bade her to practice openly,
as best she could, this [fasting] and whatever else was profitable to her,
because she loved Theodora. (tr. Talbot 1996b: 183)

Ard to1 ko v TQ xowvobBiw EmSvuoboa TavTnY Kai paArov abEe, ko pn
Sappodoa thv mpocordoav eEaithoaodat Tod eptoooTépwe TV PO
abTiG Ekeioe TeTayuévov aderddv Eykpatedeodat, uite TohuGoa TOV 1A
poviig xortoAboot kovéva, fva ufy okdvBorov Taig dderdaic €k ToVTOL TIPO-
OAWEIEY, EKAIMTO pév peTd TV AdeAdOV Ev T Tpaméln, Euevev B¢ mopd
ikpdVY VA TIC Kol TOAANAKIG TTdoav T £6Doudda obdE Bdatog Eyedeto. AAN
oUK &7rd oxomoD TAC TPosoTWONG Uxpt TTOAAOD ToDTO dieTeheito. 'Eveteila-
70 yip kai 10070 Kol v 6 AvotTeheg £in adTH Gpavepde moieiv don dbvaylg,
811 Aydmoa tiv Ocodpov. (VTheodThess ch.22.12-22)

The fact that there is a nun in the convent who has different ascetic rights
from the other nuns and is provided with more spiritual affection, at times
provokes the envy of some of the other nuns and disturbs the relations
between them and the protagonist nun or the abbess. In Febronia’s
Passion, the nuns of the convent turn against Bryene, who because of
Febronia’s illness is not prepared to let them leave the nunnery so that
they can avoid being arrested by the pagan soldiers (PFeb ch.10).

In Eupraxia’s Life, Germana, a fellow nun of Eupraxia motivated
by envy tries to tempt Eupraxia. She presents Eupraxia’s strict and dif-
ferent ascetic life as false and claims that Eupraxia undergoes harsh ascet-
icism in order to distinguish herself from the other nuns because she
wants to be chosen as the future abbess of the convent (VEupr ch.20).
Germana’s thought that Eupraxia’s ascetic performances would allow
her to become an abbess reflects a reality that is strongly supported by
the Lives of nuns. As we will see later, the abbess views the protago-
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. , .
histnun’s salvation as a personal matter because she intends to make her

her successor.

. The differgnce beWeen a physical mother and an abbess behaving
like a mother is grgphlcally illustrated in Theodora’s Life, where Theodo-
ra leads her cenobitic life in the same convent as her daughter Theopiste.

Being tempted by the devil, Theodora begi i .
g g1ins worrying about Th )
welfare. She says to the abbess: g about heopiste’s

My Lady Mother, you who alone are concerned with my soul, I cannot endure
to see the daughter born of my womb clothed in a cheap and tattered gar-
ment and subsisting on so little food. Please arrange for her to be transferred
to another convent, since I cannot bear the fire in my heart. For [ am a moth-

izrg,sand like all [mothers], I am too devoted to my child. (tr. Talbot 1996b:
—-186) .

K})pifx Liﬁrsp, 000 Tf¢ Yoxiig uévng motodone Thv Emuéreray, od dpépw ™y ék
TV epdY OTAGYX VWY Texdeioay xaBopdv edtehel kad dieppnyuéve pakiew
nsE)ma}\vmouévnv Kkad BporxuTdTy drontwpévny Tpodii. Kéhevoov 01’);' 'at’nr{v
ETépe Hovaotnpiw dodfiva, émel 0d pépw ThH TGV GTAGLYX VWY 1oL Thpe-

oW prtnp yép i, kad dog maioan kéeyés Tmepl T Téxvov Sider
o (VTh
ch.25.14-20) uon. (VTheodThess

Here Theodora, being influenced by her motherly instincts—she is a
mother who suffers by seeing her daughter’s body suffering—misun-
derstands the abbess’ role as a mother. She seems to expect that the abbess
would behave towards her in the way a natural mother like herself does
one who would do everything to avoid her child’s bodily sufferings Thu;
she asks the abbess to send Theopiste away so that she can be rel.eased
from her own sufferings as a mother. The abbess replies to Theodora’s
request by engaging in a long private edifying speech in which she
pres.ents Theodora’s motherly behaviour as worldly and as such that con-
gadlgts t}l;e angelic habit of the nun which she has decided to adopt. She
Inally threatens Theodora with i i i
Theopise as her st punishment if she goes on treating
After this incident, Anna, as a genuine spiritual mother and relative
of Theodora, who is highly concerned about her salvation seeks to
find a way to free Theodora from her emotional attachment to h,er daugh-
‘ter T heoc?T hess ch.27.2-7). She therefore examines Theodora’s behav-
lour more 1ntensively in order to find an instance in which Theodora
shows motherly affection towards her daughter. When such an in-
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_ stance occurs, Anna orders the two women not to talk to each other
_any longer (VTheodThess ch.27.36-39). Through this punishment both

women are disciplined, especially Theodora who is not interested in her

~ daughter’s welfare any more but only in her spiritual improvement.

The protagonist nun’s spiritual dependence on the mother-abbess,
and the complete control of the latter over the nun, are manifested main-
ly in two disciplinary methods employed by the abbess: punishment and
confession. The abbess utilises punishment when her favourite nun fails
to follow her instructions, as the example of Theodora demonstrates.
In fact, Theodora of Thessalonike, being punished twice during her ceno-
bitic career, is the only protagonist nun who undergoes punishment.

Punishment as an instrument of discipline is also directed at holy
women enacting other roles of sainthood, such as the martyr (Chapter
1) and the pious wife (Chapter 5). The difference between the punish-
ment of a nun and those of a martyr and a pious wife is that in the first
instance the punishment has a positive connotation, whereas in the
second it acquires a negative meaning. Both the martyr and the pious
wife are punished by violent and hostile male authorities in order that
they either renounce their faith (martyr) or give up their God-pleasing
activities (pious wife). The nun, however, is punished out of motherly
love in order to become spiritually better.

Theodora’s second offence is the following: on a cold winter’s night,
without informing her abbess, Theodora removes her rush mat from its
usual place because the place gets wet. The abbess sees this movement
of Theodora as a form of selfishness. Aiming at striking at the root of
Theodora’s offence based on selfishness and at offering an example of
obedience and humility to the other nuns, the abbess imposes on Theodo-
ra a punishment both humiliating and painful. She orders Theodora to
spend the night outside in the severe cold. Theodora’s punishment,
witnessed by the nuns and seen by the angels, is quite spectacular:

She went out to the assigned spot, paying no heed to the extremely bitter
weather and the torrential downpour of rain at that time and icy cold and
violent blasts of wind. Thus from evening on she spent the night outdoors,
sitting on both feet. For she was unable to sit down all the way because of
the rainwater flowing beneath her. O, what a marvel! The angels were aston-
ished to see such a terrible sight, a woman, the soft and weakest vessel (1
Pet. 3.7), thus spending the night in the open air, being assailed by con-
stant pelting of rain and frozen by the cold because of the order of the moth-
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er superior. [...] Around midnight when the rain stopped and the bitter air
became even colder because a lot of snow had fallen, the raindrops froze
and stuck to the tattered garment that covered her head and shoulders. (tr.
Talbot 1996b: 192)

gl¢ OV 6p1o9évra témov &€rer Tii¢ dpruvtdTne Gpac katadpovicaca kol 100
paydaing 161e KaTadpepopivoy BeTOD Kal TAG KpLpddoUg éketvng kari Biadac
T®V &dvépov mvofic. Toryapodv &gy’ gomépoc &’ dudotépoic kadeoSeion oo,
dievukTépeve aidpioc. OUdE yop Téheov Kadeodiivan AdOvato Biit T éx 10T
beTod k&Twdev brroppéov Bdwp. *Q 0B Badpatoc Eéotnoav &yyerot Totto
0 pixTdV Spapa BAémovTec, yovaika, 10 &odevisToTov kol pohakdy oxeboc,
ot aidpiov dravuktepedovoay, TUKVoiG 66Ao1g BaAhopévy 10D BuBpov kal
ni]yvvgé’v?v 0 kpleL Dt TNV THC unTPdC EvTondv. [...] Tepi & 10 pecovikTiov
TAG 'r(?u aepog mikplog did 1o kai x1éver kataBAndiivon oAy, ai Tod §ubpou
OTAYOVEG KoTh 70D &l Tfig kepaAiic adTiic Ko @ BUwV KEWEVOL pkove
KpvoToAwdeioo Expépavto. (VTheodThess ch.33.8—17 and 19-22)

The situation of Theodora’s body as described in the above passage pro-
fiuces the truth of her sin. She attempted to protect her body by avoid-
Ing getting wet through sleeping on a wet floor: now, not only is water
a.ll around her, but she is also exposed to extremely bad weather condi-
tions. Theodora’s long stay outside in the cold results in her head and
shoulders being turned into an icy bust.

As for confession, in the monastic contexts depicted in the examined
texts,.lt sometimes appears to be a painful experience which the pro-
tagonist nun tries to avoid. Eupraxia, for instance, does not inform her
abbess about her first temptations because she is ashamed of talking
about them (VEupr ch. 14). Part of the nun’s monastic training is also
to Ieam to confess. Anna, the abbess of Theodora of Thessalonike, “exhorts
her night and day to confess her deeds and her thoughts, her words and
her movements, and not to do anything without her approval” (tr. Talbot
}996b: 183; xoi mapriver vioktwp Te xad ped’ fuépav t&g mpdEeic xai
EYSUMI"]O'EIC, 10 prinaTa ked ToC Kivijoeic gEayopedetv ko pundév &vev
T yvoung odtic dpav. VTheodThess ch.22.26-28). The act of confes-
sion becomes easier for the nun as she realises that nothing escapes the
divine gaze of her abbess.

Conf'ession appears as a necessity for the nun. By verbalising her
temptations and the thoughts that preoccupy her mind, she can see
what occurs inside her and learn about herself. The abbess, who is
there to listen, gives advice deriving from her own experience about how
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to overcome temptations. The ways suggested by the abbess for defeating
temptations are related to stricter ascetic practices or labour through
which the heroine is humiliated and her body suffers. Eupraxia, for exam-
ple, is once asked to abstain from eating for one more day and thus she
ends up eating only two days a week (VEupr ch.15). At some other point,
when Eupraxia is again tempted and she confesses to the abbess, her
abbess orders her to remove some heavy stones from their original place
next to the convent’s oven, and from the oven back to their place, and
repeat this task for thirty days while she is seen and mocked by the
other nuns (VEupr chs.16-17).

In contrast to the nun, the abbess does not need confession, since she
possesses such high levels of spirituality, as the example of Irene as
abbess that was discussed earlier, indicates. While she is a nun, how-
ever, Irene cannot defeat her temptations without confession:

But with her pure spiritual eye she [Irene] perceived this to be part of the
Evil One’s plot and immediately revealed all these thoughts to her guide
and abbess. Finding relief from the attack through her confession, she per-
severed in her struggle as before. (ir. Rosenqvist 1986: 21)
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After having been trained for a long time under the close supervision
of her abbess, the nun “grows up” spiritually and reaches a stage at which
she does not need her abbess’ disciplinary methods. In other words,
she ceases to be the “infant” for which life is impossible without a moth-
er’s care and she becomes capable of taking care both of herself and oth-
ers. It is to this new stage of the nun’s life that we now turn.

THE NUN AS THE ABBESS’ DOUBLE

That in the texts devoted to the nun’s role the abbess takes many pains
to create the ideal nun so that the latter proves to be the abbess’ own plant
is very graphically expressed in Febronia’s Passion:

Febronia said, “I have faith in God, mother; just as in the past I have nev-
er transgressed your commandments, so now I will not do so or be neglectful
of your admonitions. Rather, let the peoples see and be astounded, let
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them congratulate the a i
ged Bryene and say, truly this is a plant belongi
to Bryene.” (tr. Brock and Ashbrook—Harvey 1987: 163) ’ T
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;I‘he creation qf thg ideal nun is associated with the abbess’ desire to
ecure ihe conflnulty of the convent’s spiritual life according to her own
srn;clp es. Being aware of the fact that one day she will die, the abbess
t ei s to prepare her successor, who should be a nun with the potential
a(t)) : stc;)lme an even better abbess than herself. To be highly concerned
€r successor is one of the abbess’ res ibiliti

ponsibilities towards her

g;rlls ::r. V\é}‘lon: t(lile? p;esence of a pious and exemplary abbess is cru-

» @5 Indicated in Irene’s Life. On the deathb

. ed of the abbess of

t(lilhl"ysc?balanton, Irgne and her fellow nuns eXpress in tears, on one hand
eir distress at losing their abbess who proved ideal for their instruc:

tion, and on the other. the i i i
, they show their anxiety conce i
of an abbess equal to her. They say to her: N ine fhe finding

What will become of us when you |
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and fulfil the law of Christ
1986 29 TSt amongst us as you have done? (tr. Rosengvist
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The abbess, however, does not share th

€ nuns’ anxieties, since sh
e
arranged for her successor. She replies ’ s

to the nuns:

Why do you disquiet my soul with your crying? In fact, my children you

?Olready Possess your future good shepherd. Believe me, she is as superior
. mIefas I'am to you ow.mg to my age, and the spirit of God resteth upon
er. It you obey my advice not to look for anyone else—

, it i
Irene I mean. (tr. Rosenqvist 1986: 25) oo
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The notion of continuity is an integral part of the cenobitic life. The
abbesses, who in the nuns’ Lives choose a nun whom they undertake
to train so that she can succeed them, behave like the abbesses whom
they themselves used to have. The abbess of a nun’s Life was once a nun
herself who was also chosen by her abbess and instructed by her in such
a way in order to become an abbess herself in due course. Thus the abbess
of a nun’s Life is recreated in the person of the protagonist nun herself
while she was a nun, or causes such a recreation. In Febronia’s Pas-
sion, the abbess Bryene, who as a nun used to be the favourite of the
abbess Platonis whom she finally succeeded, orders her own favourite,
Febronia, to perform the tasks she herself used to undertake as the dis-
ciple of Platonis. When she was a nun, Bryene was asked, for instance,
to read out loud passages from the Bible before the other nuns every Fri-
day (PFeb ch.4). Febronia is in turn asked by Bryene every Friday to do
the same (PFeb ch.6). In her Life, Eupraxia appears to fight against temp-
tation in the same way in which her abbess used to overcome tempta-
tion when she herself was a nun (VEupr ch.21).

As stated earlier, at some point of her cenobitic career the nun acquires
her spiritual independence. This occurs when the nun becomes an abbess
herself (Irene of Chrysobalanton) or when she starts behaving like an
abbess. Except for Febronia, whose role as a nun is violently interrupt-
ed after she has been arrested by the pagan persecutors of Christians, the
other heroines examined here become their abbess’ doubles.

In the Lives of Irene of Chrysobalanton and Theodora of Thessa-
lonike, the central heroine’s independence is associated with the abbess’
death. In the case of Irene, her enactment of the role of the abbess after
the death of the previous abbess has been examined in the first part of
this chapter. As for Theodora, she feels that her real ascetic struggles
begin after Anna’s death because she is no longer subject to Anna’s will,
but to her own (VTheodThess ch.39.1-4). Theodora does not become
the spiritual master just of herself but also that of the other nuns:

Therefore she endured nobly and persevered mightily and fearlessly in the
holy monastery like a champion of a battle formation, in no way fright-
ened by the enemy phalanx, but thrusting aside every assault of afflictions
which attacked her and her companions and she anointed the souls of the
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weaker [sisters] with her own unyielding and steadfast purpose to pre

tl}em for deeds of manly valour and battle against the unseen fge P;re
Since most of those marvellous nuns had departed to the Lord s'o .
befor.e the great [Anna], others after her, no one was left to urge an(; in r?;e
the SlS'te.rS to obedience with a zeal like hers. [...] She did not cease f; om
ber spiritual labour. But she shared with her sisters all the tasks that v::z:n
?mposed on them, zealously sharing their duties, and voluntarily li htene
Ing most of their labours. |.. .11t was her endeavour [...]by her eximple;

,Ecbt':ps Tofvuy vevvaig ko Diekaptépet &y (0 ebayel povastnpie domep g
(X,Tpﬁ;l(ftq TapatdEewe adntig Kpataidtaty, v oddevi Tfic évé TOV Evoy
:HOJV ?a)\ayyog DeIUaTOVMEVT, dAAX Kol TTdGaY SAiBepidv 71pocBoARV émoﬁcm(\;
savmﬁ KoEi OV UET’ adTiig &rwdouvuévn, T kod EavThv AvevdSTe Te ko
cn:sppcp TG podéoewe TdOV &odeveotépwy Tig Yuxie mTpdeg dvﬁp?:icxv xai
na)\I]v Tc’bv &opdrwv ExIpiv Enaeipovoa, "Eneidd yop ai mieiouc iy Sav-
u()fcnwv fxs{vwv bokovo®dv ai pty PO ThC ueyaAne, ai ot HET adthv mpd
¥(vp10v e€edriuncay, drereineto 52 obdepia, ff T kat’ adthv (Arw p‘ :
a6€7\d)~(‘xc’ 7pOG brakony Savicta ko diifyepey [] ok Enadeto ng nv‘:[f
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nov:uv 0 mpoapécer Emikovdilovoa. [...] Tobto b2 map’ adTiic omovddle-
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Theodora’s portrait, as it emerges from the above passage, is that of a

abbe,ss. Thg phalanx of the enemies, against which Theodo;a as the conn
vent's spiritual superior fights, has a parallel in Irene’s fight against )
phalanx of demons that enter her cell. Like an abbess Theodorf sho :
to ?hose nuns who are spiritually inferior the ways to ﬁ,ght against temWS
tatlc?ns, as she once was taught about them through the former abbesi-
As is the case with an abbess, Theodora is the exemplary figure of the:
nunnery through whom the other nuns are disciplined and led to high

er levels of spirituality. As the abbess’ double, Theodora does everythg ,
that would contribute to the salvation of the nuns. Even though the ha ilng
.rapher calls Theopiste, the new abbess, Theodora’s spiritual moth%zro g;
1s1n essence Theodora who becomes Theopiste’s spiritual mother sin’cle
she appears to have more religious experience and higher spirit,uah'ty
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For when all the nuns were sleeping in the narthex of the church, she would
often quietly rouse Theopiste and say, “Did you hear the very sweet and
melodic angelic psalmody inside the church?” She used to do this, not show-
ing off or boasting of her spiritual favour [granted to her], but, in my opin-
ion, to prepare her own daughter to desire the divine spiritual gifts. (tr.
Talbot 1996b: 199)

"Ev vop 10 Tic éxkAnoiag vapdnki, mac®dv 1dv ddeAPOV KOWWUEVWY, THV
BcomioTnyv TOANGKIC dravicTdoo fpéupa ko Eleyey Axrikoag Thg Evdov v
T va@ yevapévne uett péhovg ABLTATNG Gyyeiikiic wouwdiag; Tobto dE
grroier o0 pavnTidoa oddE xouralovoa TR Xapiopott, GAN G¢ EyQuot THV
adriic Quyarépa pdg Edectv Thv el xaproudtwy Eroieidovoa. (V' TheodThess
ch.40.18-25)

By waking up only Theopiste out of all the nuns in order to make her
listen to the divine voices, so that, according to the hagiographer’s com-
ment, she might be motivated for the acquisition of the divine gifts,
Theodora appears once again to behave like an abbess who has her
favourite nun.

In the case of Eupraxia, her spiritual independence is manifested in
Eupraxia’s miracles and ascetic exercises which are even stricter than
those of her abbess. Becoming able to perform standing exercises for
longer than her abbess, Eupraxia is considered unbeaten by the devil
who changes the form of attack he used against her. Instead of attacking
her mind, from now on he undertakes to attack her body. Her body proves
miraculous, since despite all the violent attacks of the demon nothing
serious occurs to it (VEupr chs.22-25). Since the demon’s attacks are
directed at Eupraxia’s body only, confession proves useless for her. Final-
ly Eupraxia substitutes the abbess in her role as miracle-worker (VEupr
chs.26-27 and 30-31).

The issue of the nun who behaves like an abbess brings us back to
the beginning of this analysis, which refers to the role of the abbess. At
this point it becomes quite clear that the Life of the abbess and that of
the nun are complementary: the one can be read through the other and
vice-versa. During her life in a convent, a holy nun acquires in the first
place an obedient body, that is a body, which acts according to the rules,
the orders and the teachings of the abbess whose exemplary body pro-
vides her with religious authority. When the holy nun becomes spiritu-

ally independent, she performs the role of the abbess without being an
abbess. The nun’s initially obedient body, which after her spiritual inde-
pendence becomes miraculous and exemplary, provides her with the reli-
oious authoritv that the holv abbess nossesses.





