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STETHATOS' PARADISE 
IN PSELLOS' EKPHRASIS OF MT OLYMPOS 

(ORAL MIN· 36 LITTLEWOOD) 

Psellos wrote four short orations describing the beauty of nature of Mt. Olympos 
where he retired as a monk in 1055. His description reveals his opinions about 
monasticism and especially the relation between nature and the divine. Therefore they 
allow one to understand his criticism of Keroularios and Xiphilinos and his endorsement 
of the ideas of Nicetas Stethatos as expressed in the Contemplation of Paradise. 
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Михаилом Пселлом были написаны четыре короткие речи, посвященных 
описанию красот природы горы Олимпа, где он постригся в монахи в 1055 г. 
В этих описаниях обнаруживаются взгляды Пселла на монашество и, в особен
ности, на соотношение природного и Божественного. Как следствие, эти речи 
позволяют понять критику Пселла в адрес патриархов Михаила Кирулария и 
Иоанна Ксифилина, а также его приверженность взглядам Никиты Стифата, 
выраженных в "Созерцании рая". 

Ключевые слова: φυσική θεωρία, Михаил Пселл, Никита Стифат, Михаил 
Кируларий, Иоанн Ксифилин, гора Олимп (Вифиния), монашество. 

The four monastic orations on Mount Olympos written by Michael Psellos 
(1018-1081?)1 are a masterpiece of concision and clarity and delineate with care 
and precision his views on contemporary mysticism. They endorse contemplation 
of creation (φυσική θεωρία) as a step towards the divine as expressed specifically 
by Niketas Stethatos2. Moreover, they allow one to establish Psellos' monastic 
ideal as well as defining three types of monastic life possible at the time. According 
to Paul Moore's Iter Psellianum3 these four works have never been the object 

1 Fundamental monographs dedicated exclusively to the figure of Psellos remain the following: Ee-
зобразов П. Византийский писатель и государственный деятель. СПб., 1890; Любарский Я.Н. 
Михаил Пселл: личность и творчество // Две книги о Михаиле Пселле. М., 2001. For the 
period 1025-1081 specifically as a context to Psellos' writings and ultimately the inspiration for 
the previous two works see Скабаланович H.A. Византийское государство и Церковь в XI веке, 
от смерти Василия II Болгароборцы до воцарения Алексея I Комнина. СПб., 1884 (переизд.: 
СПб., 2004). 

2 Some of the recent works on Stethatos are the following: Krausmüller D. Private as communal: 
Niketas Stethatos's Hypotyposis for Stoudios, and patterns of worship in eleventh-century Byzantine 
monasteries // Work and worship at the Theotokos Evergetis 1050-1200 / Ed. M. Mullett, A. Kirby. 
Belfast, 1997. P. 309-328; Ким H. Рай и человек: Наследие преподобного Никиты Стифата. 
СПб., 2003. Pavel Ermilov has kindly pointed out the following edition: Первое обличительное 
слово Никиты Стифата против армянской ереси / Публ. греч. текста, пер., вступит, ст. и 
примеч. игум. Дионисия (Шленова), публикация грузинского текста М. А. Рапава // Бого
словский вестник. 2008. № 7. С. 39-103. 

3 Moore P. Iter Psellianum. Toronto, 2005. P. 357 [930]. 
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of a single article, though they were first edited by F. Creuzer in 18234. They 
were written when Psellos retired to Mount Olympos in the year 1054, following 
the example of John Xiphilinos (ca.1010-1075)5. The mountain was the seat 
of innumerable monasteries and had also been an important seat of iconodule 
worship during the iconoclast period6. Psellos seems to have connections with a 
number of the holy mountain's monasteries7, and it seems probable that he retired 
to the Monastery of the Beautiful Source (Ωραία Πηγή)8. Retirement to Mount 
Olympos could mean political exile as had happened earlier in the century9, and 
his retirement may have also been political10. Psellos became a monk at the end 
of 1054 before Constantine IX Monomachos died11, he left for Mount Olympos 

4 The edition employed is that of Littlewood A. Michaelis Pselli Oratoria Minora. Leipzig, 1985. 
P. 136-137. The edition was reviewed by R. Anastasi (Orpheus. 1987. Vol. 8. P. 175-190), 
P.K. Georgountzos (Πλάτων. 1986. T. 38. P. 198-199), J. Irigoin (Bulletin de l'Association 
Guillaume Bude. 1985. Vol. 4. P. 310), A. Leroy Molinghen (L'Antiquité Classique. 1987. Vol. 56. 
P. 495), Places E. des. Chronique de la philosophie religieuse des Grecs (1983-1985) // Bulletin 
de l'Association Guillaume Budé. 1985. Vol. 4. P. 400; Schamp J. Michel Psellos à la fin du XXe 

siècle: état des editions // L'Antiquité classique. 1997. Vol. 66. P. 353-354. 
5 έκείνω δέ συγγενόμενος και πολλούς κατασπείσας δακρύων κρουνούς, κατήλπισα ώς αύτίκα 

έψόμενος· και ό μέν έτέραν αύθις πλάσιν σκηψάμενος, ώς ομού τε το σχήμα έπενδυθείη και 
τετυχήκοι θειοτέρας ίάσεως, ουδέν άναμείνας ευθύς άπαίρει προς το θείον 'Όρος τον Όλυμπον. 
6.197 'Εγώ δέ παράδειγμα εκείνον θέμενος της όμοιας μεταποιήσεως, ήπατος τε πόνον ευθύς 
σκήπτομαι και καρδιαλγίαν δεινήν, τό τε φρονούν μεταπλάττω, και ώς έφεστηκόσι τοίς 
πράγμασι τή ψυχή διαλεγόμενος ην, και τήν φωνήν επέχων τοίς δακτύλοις τήν των τριχών τομήν 
έσχημάτιζον (Psellos Chronographia 6.196.3-197.6 Impellizzeri in: Impellizzeri S. Imperatori di 
Bisanzio. Milano, 1984). On the relation between Psellos and Xiphilinos see Любарский Я.Н. Ми
хаил Пселл... Р. 248-257, though he only briefly and incidentally mentions Mount Olympus. 

6 Talbot A.-M. Olympus Mount // ODB. Vol. 3. Oxford, 1991. P. 1525. 
7 He had control over the following monasteries on Mount Olympos: Medikion (του Μηδικίου 

ήδη δεσπόζομεν. Psellos Letters: Σάθας Κ. Μεσαιωνική Βιβλιοθήκη. Τ. 5. Βενετία, 1874. 
Σ. 29.264, Laura of megala kellia (τής δέ λαύρας των Κελλίων δοθείσης μοι. Psellos Letters: 
Kurtz-Drexel. Michaelis Pselli Scripta Minora. Milan, 1941. Vol. IL P. 273, 318.2-3; (Σάθας). 
Σ. 36.270; Kathara, Medikion and new Megala Kellia (Psellos Letters. P. 77.311, Sathas). For a 
survey of these monasteries most recently see: Auzepy M.-F. Campagne de prospection 2005 de 
la mission monastères byzantins de la côte sud de la Marmara // Anatolica Antiqua. 2006. Vol. 14. 
P. 369-398; Geyer В., LefortJ. La Bithynie au Moyen Age. Paris, 2003 (Réalités byzantines, 9). 

8 Gautier P. Eloge funèbre de Nicolas de la Belle Source par Michel Psellos moine à l'Olympe // 
Βυζαντινά. 1974. T. 6. P. 19. Other references to this monastery are (Kurtz-Drexel): P. 177, 
199.17,228,272.7. 

9 τότε και Συμεών πρωτοβεστιάριος, ό των θεραπόντων τού βασιλέως εις Κωνσταντίνου, οτι 
μη ήρέσκετο τοις δρωμένοις, άλλα τήν εις τον Δαλασσηνόν άδικίαν έπεβοάτο και τήν των 
όρκων άθέτησιν των βασιλείων, διώκεται και τής πόλεως, κάν τω Όλύμπω γενόμενος τήν 
κοσμικήν άπέθετο τρίχα, καρεις έν τω παρ' αυτού νεουργηθέντι μοναστήρια) {Ioannis Scylitzae 
Synopsis Historiarum / Rec. I. Thurn. Berolini; Novi Eboraci, 1973 (CFHB, 5). Mich. 4.5.28-32. 
P. 396). In the Prosopography of the Byzantine World (www.pbw.kcl.ac.uk) he is identified as 
Symeon(102). 

10 Psellos implies that the cause was connected with politics: γίνεται б' ούν ήμίν ό αυτοκράτωρ 
ταύτης πρωταίτιος, τον άρχικόν εκείνος έπι πάσι τοίς έπιβεβηκόσι τροχόν κινών και τους γε 
πλείονας άποκρημνίζων και κατασπών έπει δέ και αύτοι τω κύκλω ένεβεβήκειμεν, ίκανώς 
διεπτόησε μήπως έπι μάλιστα διασείσας τήν ίτυν και ημάς άπορράξει εκείθεν, ού πάνυ άπριξ 
έχομένους τής άντυγος. (Psellos Chronographia 6.193.7-12, Impellizzeri). 

11 έπει προ βραχέος τινός καιρού τής τού Μονομάχου άποβιώσεως τό θείον ένεδύθην σχήμα 
(Psellos, Chornographia, 6. Theod. 10.3-4 Impellizzeri). The Chronology of Psellos' monastic 
retreat is described in: Gautier P. Eloge funèbre de Nicolas de la belle Source par Michel Psellos 
Moine à l'Olympe // Βυζαντινά. 1974. T. 6. P. 15-22. 
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shortly afterwards12. He stayed there a short time, less than a year13, when he was 
recalled by the empress Theodora, probably during the second half of 105514. 

Psellos' monastic retreat was a time also for meditation and writing as is 
witnessed by four short orations. They argue that the spiritual dimension of Mount 
Olympos is also due to its physical beauty, its fruits, trees and animals: 

ου τα κρείττω δέ, άλλα και τα προς αίσθησιν τούτω πάσης άλλης ήδίω 
τέρψεως τε και χάριτος- υδάτων πηγαι καθαραί, πόαι μαλακαι, εύθαλείς 
δένδρων τρυφαί, ορνίθων ωδαί, εΰπνους αήρ, ηλίου βολαΐ διαυγείς, ωρών 
συμμετρία, πνεύμα μη λυπούν {Psellos. Orat. Min. 36.16-19, Littlewood). 

The mountain is most pleasant, not only for the moral improvement, but also 
for perception of all other enjoyment and grace - the pure sources of waters, the 
soft grass, the luxuriant bloom of trees, the bird songs, the sweet air, the bright 
sunrays, the harmony of the seasons, the harmless wind. 

For this reason they enter clearly into the category of an ekphrasis of a place15. 
However they are mainly theological statements representing Psellos' specific 
view on monasticism. 

The main aim of Psellos' short treatises is to endorse the theory of natural 
contemplation (φυσική θεωρία). He is interested in pointing out that nature, and 
specifically Mount Olympos, can make man closer to God16. He is quick to add 
that the proximity to the divine is not simply due to the spiritual nourishment one 
can find and receive, but also the physical17: 

ο τε καρπός αύτω ξύμπας των αρετών ουκ εδώδιμος μόνον, άλλα καΐ 
τρόφιμος και πιαίνων τον νουν τω τε γλυκει και ζωηφόρω του πνεύματος 
{Psellos. Orat. Min. 36.14-16, Littlewood). 

Each fruit of virtues is not only edible, but also nourishing and feeds the 
intellect by the sweetness and life bearing quality of the spirit. 

The idea that the physical beauty of Olympos is important, but is not limited 
to fauna and flora, music is also included18. These two elements of nature and 

12 έγώ δέ έξ ημισείας έδόκουν τώ φίλω προστίθεσθαι, κοινωνήσας μέν έκεινω του σχήματος, 
πόρρω δέ καθιστάμενος* και ην αν μέχρι παντός εν μεθορίω πόθου και τυραννίδος, ει μη τον έξ 
αγάπης με τυραννοΰντα μετήνεγκεν εις εαυτόν ό θεός. Psellos, Epitaph for John Xiphilinos in: 
Σάθας. Μεσαιωνική Βιβλιοθήκη. Τ. 4. Σ. 441. 

13 The prologue of poem 21 refers to the criticism that a monk on Olympus had made to Psellos 
saying that he did not manage to stay in a monastery for a whole year. Του Σαββαΐτου προς τον 
Ψελλόν | Όλυμπον ουκ ήνεγκας, ουδέ καν χρόνον | ου γαρ παρήσαν αϊ θεαί σου, Ζεΰ πάτερ 
(Michaelis Pselli poemata / Rec. L.G. Westerink. Leipzig, 1992. Prol. 21.1-3). 

14 έπει δέ ή Θεοδώρα του κράτους έπείληπτο, ευθύς με μετακαλεσαμένη έκτραγωδεί μέν και ά 
παρά του γαμβρού πεπόνθει (Psellos, Chronographia, 6. Theod. 13.4-6 Impellizzeri). 

15 One may see Hermogenes' Progymnasma (Hermogenis opera / Ed. H. Rabe. Leipzig 1913. С 10; 
Aphthonii progymnasmata / Ed. H. Rabe. Leipzig 1926. 10.36.21-10.41.11). The main work on 
ekphrasis is now: Webb R. Ekphrasis, Imagination and Persuasion in Ancient Rhetorical Theory 
and Practice. Farnham; Burlington, 2009. 

16 το δέ γε θείον τούτο καΐ πάμφορον ορός ανάγει μέν ανθρώπους θεώ, κατάγει δέ άνθρώποις θεόν 
(Psellos. Orat. Min. 36.1-12, Littlewood). 

17 και σε κράμα πεποίηκεν ό θεός της διπλής αρετής, οση περί τον ούρανον καΐ οση περί τήν γήν 
(Psellos. Orat. Min. 36.29-30, Littlewood). 

18 οίον μέν γαρ σοι του Δαυίδ το ψαλτήριον δέκα φθόγγοις έντεταμένον και τάς Ισαρίθμους 
αισθήσεις τής τε ψυχής και του σώματος άντι χορδών προβαλλόμενον καί εκαστον έκάστφ και 
πάντα προς άλληλα ποιούν σύμφωνα· οί'α δέ ή τής άηδόνος ήχώ. (Psellos. Orat. Min. 36.30-33, 
Littlewood). 
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music being emphasized, direct one's attention to the aesthetic side of life. The 
perception of vision, touch, taste, smell, and sound are all elevated to a high rank 
in the four speeches dedicated to Mount Olympos: 

ώς παντοδαπος ει ου τάς θειοτέρας μόνον χάριτας, άλλα και τάς άνθρωπικάς 
και θελγούσας την αϊσθησιν {Psellos. Orat. Min. 36.27-29, Littlewood). 

You are rich not only in divine graces, but also in human ones and those which 
enchant perception. 

The expression "which enchant perception", seems without consequence but 
is actually a statement of purpose. Firstly it defines perception as passive19. This 
is important since it states that perception is a recipient of divine action. Secondly 
it associates a non rational element by referring to enchanting. This choice of 
words is not accidental. The passive part of the soul is that which is irrational20. 
Therefore the expression "enchants" is referring an affectation to the non rational 
part of the soul. Thus perception is important to be in relation with the divine. By 
contemplating nature one is contemplating elements which are in connection with 
the divine. This doctrine is known as contemplation of nature (φυσική θεωρία) and 
is most clearly explained and defended by Maximus the Confessor (7th century): 

Τήν όρωμένην άπασαν φύσιν ό θεός ύποστήσας, ουκ άφήκεν αυτήν 
κατά μόνην κινείσθαι τήν αϊσθησιν, αλλ' έγκατέσπειρεν έκάστω των αυτήν 
συμπληρούντων ειδών και σοφίας λόγους πνευματικούς και αγωγής αστείας 
τρόπους, ώστε μή μόνον δια των σιγώντων κτισμάτων μεγαλοφώνως κηρύττεσθαι 
τον ποιητήν των κτισμάτων τοις των γεγονότων μηνυόμενον λόγοις, άλλα 
και τον άνθρωπον, τοις κατά φύσιν των όρωμένων θεσμοίς τε και τρόποις 
παιδαγωγούμενον, εύ μαρώς τήν προς αυτόν άγουσαν όδον τής δικαιοσύνης 
εύρείν (Maximi confessoris quaestiones ad Thalassium / Ed. С Laga and С. Steel. 
Brepols, 1980. 1.51.7-17). 

Since God established the whole of visible nature, he did not let it move only 
according to perception, but also interspersed in each of the forms completing it 
with spiritual words of wisdom and manners of civil behaviour, so as to announce 
loudly, through silent creatures, the maker of creatures by the words of those 
passed, but also to announce that man was educated with the natural laws and 
manner of what is visible, in order to find easily the path of justice which leads 
to God. 

The point presented by Maximus is that there are rational elements (λόγοι) 
within nature which one may contemplate and which by analogy help one to 
approach God21. This doctrine also explains why Psellos refers to rational natures 
(λογικαις φύσεσι) in his first oration for Olympos: 

ό δε λογικαις κατακεκόσμηται φύσεσι προκοπτούσαις άει καΐ εις θεον 
άναβαινούσαις δια τής των αρετών κλίμακος. {Psellos. Orat. Min. 36.5-7, 
Littlewood). 

19 On the question there is an entire essay Psellos (Michael Psellus. Philosophica Minora // Ed. 
D. O'Meara. Vol. II. Leipzig, 1989. II, 73). 

20 To αλογον μέρος τής ψυχής παθητικον καλείται και όρεκτικόν (Psellos. Phil. Min. Π.27.28, 
O'Meara). 

21 For an introduction to the theory of φυσική θεωρία see: Епифанович С.Л. Преп. Максим Ис
поведник и византийское богословие. М., 1915 (reprinted in 1996). С. 112, п. 2, 127-129 and 
Balthasar Η. U. von. Cosmic Liturgy. The Universe according to Maximus the Confessor. San 
Francisco, 2003. P. 303-308. 
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Heaven is adorned by rational natures which always progress and ascend to 
God by way of the ladder of virtues. 

Thus Psellos is employing expressions which recall specifically the doctrine 
of natural contemplation as originally formulated by Maximus the Confessor. 
Niketas Stethatos had also employed the notion of contemplation of nature as a 
main theme for the Contemplation of Paradise (θεωρία εις τον παράδεισον). This 
doctrine does not concern simply the role of physical, scientific or mathematical 
knowledge, it defines one of the ways in which monks may progress on their 
religious path. Stethatos points out that his treatise is a discussion on monastic 
practice: 

Παράδεισος έστι και άλλως, το μέγα πεδίον της πρακτικής φιλοσοφίας 
(Niketas Stethatos. Contemplation of Paradise. 30.1-2. P. 190, Darrouzès). 

In another sense, Paradise is the great plain of practical philosophy. 
This is the underlying theme of all four of Psellos' orations on Mount 

Olympos. They represent an endorsement of φυσική θεωρία in terms anticipated 
by Niketas Stethatos. They are in tune with the theologian's work in the belief 
that intellectual readings of biblical events are possible and constructive also for 
defining monastic practice. 

Each one of them alludes to different concepts described and defined by 
Niketas Stethatos in his Contemplation of Paradise. Both writers employ the 
notion that Creation (Stethatos) or Mount Olympos (Psellos) are intellectual 
gardens of Eden. 

Psellos' first oration deals with the notion of Mount Olympos as a physical 
paradise which allows one to be in proximity with the heavenly one: it is a place 
which unites the spiritual with the physical22. This point of view is reinforced 
by the unusual strategy of comparing Mount Olympos with Eden, pointing out 
the spiritual and physical fruits of which one may benefit23. Niketas Stethatos 
employs the same strategy. Though he believes that the historical Eden has passed 
since Adam and Eve were expelled from it24, the place currently inhabited by 
humans is an intellectual Eden which unites both physical and spiritual spheres 
of life. In the Contemplation of Paradise one also finds a long discussion on the 
nourishment derived from spiritual fruit of the Garden of Eden: 

ώς αν διπλών όντων ημών διπλή και ή πανδαισία ήμίν εξ αύτου γίνηται, 
αισθητώς τε αμα και νοητώς· αισθητώς μεν, από τών σπερμάτων καΐ καρπών 
αύτου και τετραπόδων και πετεινών, νοητώς δε, από τών όρωμένων πάντων 
αύτου ποιημάτων, κατά τον σοφον Σολομώντα* Έ κ γαρ της καλλονής, φησί 
τών κτισμάτων αναλόγως προς τον γενεσιουργον άναγόμεθα (Niketas Stethatos. 
Contemplation of Paradise. 8.13-19. P. 162-164, Darrouzès). 

Since we are twofold, our banquet is twofold, both by perception and intellect. 
It is sensible because of the seed, its fruits, animals and birds, intellectual because 
of all visible creatures, according to what Solomon says: 'from beauty or creation, 
he says, we are lead upwards by analogy to the creator ". 

22 το δέ γε θείον τούτο και πάμφορον ορός ανάγει μεν ανθρώπους θεώ, κατάγει δέ άνθρώποις θεόν, 
και κοινόν έστιν οίκητήριον τών τε ύπερφυών τάξεων каі τών τεταγμένων φύσεων (Psellos. 
Orai. Min. 36.11-14, Littlewood). 

23 Psellos. Orat. Min. 36.14-16, Littlewood quoted at page 4. 
24 Stethatos answers the question of the relation between historical and intelligible Paradise in: 

Darrouzès J. Nicétas Stethatos, Opuscules et Lettres. Paris, 1961. VI. P. 261-273. 
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Thus both authors believe that Creation or Olympos bear fruits which provide 
both spiritual and physical nourishment. 

Psellos' second oration on Olympos refers to Mount Sion and the river Aermon 
which flows from it. These are not simply geographical points since he also talks 
about the intellectual Jerusalem. Such references are allegorical, and the only 
passage in which one finds Sion and Aermon side by side in the Bible is a short 
psalm written by King David (132)25. Psellos' allusion to the psalm is emphasized 
by his discussion of David as a musician in the same oration. Psellos' strategy is 
to point to Mount Olympos as the place where heaven and earth meet: 

και σε κράμα πεποίηκεν ό θεός της διπλής αρετής, οση περί τον ούρανον και 
οση περί την γήν {Psellos. Orat. Min. 36.29-30, Littlewood). 

Moreover, God made you a fusion of a twofold virtue, one heavenly, the other 
earthly. 

The idea that there is a place where heaven and earth meet is one of the main 
themes of the Contemplation of Paradise. However Psellos' passage also employs 
the term fusion (κράμα) which is elsewhere used to define the union of body 
and soul26. Stethatos had employed the notion in order to discuss the idea of the 
earthly paradise. His argument was that since Adam and Eve were humans and 
lived physically in the spiritual paradise, and since they were both earthly and 
heavenly, that means that the spiritual and the physical are fused in humans: 

Πλάσας άνωθεν τον ανθρωπον διπλούν ό θεός, εξ ορατής λέγω και 
αοράτου φύσεως, όρατον και άόρατον, αίσθητον και νοούμενον, τοιούτον άρα 
πεποίηκε κατάλληλον των αυτοί) φύσεων και το τούτου σαφώς ενδιαίτημα, τον 
παράδεισον, αίσθητον και νοούμενον, όρατον και άόρατον, το τής ζωής ξύλον 
και το ξύλον τής γνώσεως, ο καλείται γνωστόν καλού τε και πονηρού, έν μέσω 
φυτεύσας αυτού. Τούτων τον μεν έφύτευσεν έν Εδέμ κατά τον όρατον κόσμον 
τούτον, έν ανατολή κείμενον, ύψηλότερον πάσης τής γής είς τρυφήν τού Αδάμ -
τρυφή γαρ ή Εδέμ ερμηνεύεται - , περιλαμπόμενον αέρι λεπτώ εύκραεί τε και 
καθαρωτάτω, φυτοίς άειθάλεσι κομώντα, πλήρη φωτός καΐ ευωδιάς άρρητου, 
ώρας τε πάσης αισθητής και παντός κάλλους υπερβαίνοντα έπίνοιαν, οίον άρα 
και έδει τω κατ'είκόνα πλασθέντι Θεού είς ενδιαίτημα είναι* τον δέ, κατά τον 
νοητον και άόρατον, εντός 'Όντα και κείμενον τού ανθρώπου, ανθρώπου τού 
επί μικρω τω όρωμένω είς μέγαν κόσμον κτισθέντος και προς Θεού τεθέντος 
έπι τής γής (Niketas Stethatos. Contemplation of Paradise. 3.1-18. P. 156-158, 
Darrouzès). 

God, from above, created man in two ways, I mean from a visible and invisible 
nature. He made him visible and invisible, perceptible and intelligible. Therefore 
he clearly connected the two natures also in his abode, Paradise, and made it 
perceptible and intelligible, visible and invisible, and planted in the middle the 
tree of life and the tree of knowledge, which is called the knowledge of good and 
evil. Of these he planted one in Eden according to this visible world, lying to the 

132.1 Ώιδή των αναβαθμών τώ Δαυίδ. | Ιδού δη τι καλόν ή τι τερπνόν | άλλ' ή το κατοικείν 
αδελφούς έπι το αυτό; | 132.2 ώς μύρον έπι κεφαλής το καταβαίνον έπι πώγωνα, | τον πώγωνα 
τον Ααρών, | το καταβαίνον έπι την φαν τού ενδύματος αυτού· 1132.3 ώς δρόσος Αερμων ή 
καταβαίνουσα έπι τα Όρη Σιων· |οτι εκεί ένετείλατο κύριος την εύλογίαν | και ζωήν εως τού 
αιώνος. 
Lampe G.W.H. A Patristic Greek Lexicon. Oxford, 1961. P. 774: "κράμα, 2. union of body and 
sour. 
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east, higher than all land for the benefit of Adam (Eden means benefit) and it 
shines of fine pure air and most pure, cultivated with evergreen plants, full of light 
and eternal perfume, and it is superior to the idea of each perceptible season and 
each beauty. This is how the abode for he who was forged to the image of God 
should be. He also created another paradise as intelligible and invisible inside 
man, since man was created for the wide world on account of the small visible one 
and was placed by God on earth. 

Psellos and Stethatos agree that either earth or Olympos represent a mixture 
of spiritual and physical aspects of life unified in creation. 

The third oration recalls Stethatos since it refers to the "pure pleasures" of 
Mount Olympos and then goes on to describe their physical nature27. Such a 
discussion of pleasure seems unusual until one sees that it is endorsed also by 
Stethatos as something spiritual28. The central idea developed is that a spiritually 
virtuous behaviour has physical effects. If one partakes of pure pleasures, then 
one achieves immortality: 

ουδέ δρυς επί σο! γηράσκει ουδέ φυλλοβολεί ή συκή, αλλ' έπ' άθανάτω 
σοι και άγήρω αθάνατα και ταύτα φύεται {Psellos. Orat. Min. 36.50-52, 
Little wood). 

Oak does not age with you nor does the fig shed its leaves, but they grow 
immortal because of your immortality and incorruptibility. 

This is a specific reference to paradise and is also mentioned in Stethatos 
where fruits and trees do not age: 

Παράδεισος έστι κα! άλλως, το μέγα πεδίον της πρακτικής φιλοσοφίας, το 
καταπεπυκασμένον άθανάτοις παντοίοις φυτοις κα! αρετών ταΐς ίδέαις, έν ф 
πεφύτευται προς Θεοί) το φυτον της ζωής κα! το ξύλον τής γνώσεως ήτοι το 
γνωστόν καλού τε κα! πονηρού. Η πρακτική φιλοσοφία, ώσπερ τις φωτοειδής 
κα! ευώδης παράδεισος φυτευθε!ς προς Θεού εις την άνατολήν τής αυτού 
Εκκλησίας, κομά παντοδαποίς κα! ώραίοις φυτοίς τών θείων αρετών κα! τρέφει 

δαψιλώς τους εργαζομένους έν αύτώ τάς τοϋ Θεού έντολάς κα! φυλάσσοντας 
αύτάς τροφή αρρευτω κα! άθανάτω {Niketas Stethatos. Contemplation of 
Paradise. 30.1-11. P. 190-192, Darrouzès). 

In another way, Paradise is also the great field of practical philosophy, covered 
by all sorts of immortal plants and forms of virtues. Here has been planted by God 
the plant of life and the tree of awareness or the knowledge of good and evil. 
As a luminous and perfumed paradise planted by God to the east of his church, 
practical philosophy grows with all sorts of beautiful plants of divine virtues and 
nourishes abundantly both those who toil in it according to God's commandments 
and those who preserve them with everlasting and immortal nourishment. 

Thus Psellos and Stethatos argue that such spiritual pleasure yields a form of 
immortality. 

"Οπη σου τών μερών τρέψω τον όφθαλμόν, 'Όλυμπε, ακήρατοι μοι ευθύς προσβάλλουσιν 
ήδοναί· λειμώνες ενταύθα, έκεΐσε δένδρων εύθαλεις κόμαι, ή αύλαξ βαθεΐα, έρίβωλος κα! πίων 
ή άρουρα, ό καρπός τεθηλώς· (Psellos. Orat. Min. 36.40-42, Littlewood). 
ή μεν γαρ ηδονή τήν γνώσιν έν τή ψυχή του καλού ποιείται, εις φυσικήν χρειαν και άναγκαίαν 
μεταληφθείσα (Niketas Stethatos. Contemplation of Paradise. 21.23-24. P. 178, Darrouzès). The 
theme is generally addressed at paragraphs 21-24 (P. 178-184, Darrouzès). 
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The fourth oration compares the image of Mount Olympos with an imperial 
palace. This is a striking reference to the ordinary and human aspect of civilian 
life, especially since Psellos is no-where near the imperial palace at this point: 

Βασίλεια σοι, Όλυμπε, καΐ τα "Ορεια. και οτι, καν τις εκείθεν ήκων την 
επί σοι δυσχεράνη διαγωγήν, αλλ' ει βούλοιτο περιδραμείν σοι τας αφανείς 
οικήσεις, όπόσα τέ σοι κατά πετρών ώρυκται ή αυτομάτως κεκοίλανται, εύρήσει 
οπη τρυφήσειεν {Psellos. Orat. Min. 36.58-61, Littlewood). 

Olympos, the mountains are also your palace because, even if someone comes 
from there and suffers the path of life for you, but wants to visit your hidden 
houses, those dug in the stones or those which are hollow by chance, he will find 
where to live in luxury. 

This beginning, of course, recalls the final section of the Contemplation 
of Paradise where Stethatos also employs the same unusual image to describe 
paradise: 

Άλλως γαρ ου δύναται τις είσελθειν εις τα του Χρίστου βασίλεια και εις αυτά 
του νοητού παραδείσου τα θεία και χλοηφόρα χώρια, ένθα είσι τόποι φωτεινοί, 
τόποι άναψύξεως, σκηναι δικαίων, ύδωρ αναπαύσεως, χαρά, ευφροσύνη και 
άγαλλίασις. (Niketas Stethatos. Contemplation of Paradise. 53.1-4. P. 216-218, 
Darrouzès). 

In another way no one may enter Christ's palace and those divine and grassy 
places of the intellectual paradise, where there are luminous, restful places, 
dwellings of the just, water of repose, grace, merriment and great joy. 

Thus Psellos and Stethatos compare either Creation or Olympos with the 
imperial palace of Constantinople. 

Thus each of Psellos' four orations on Mount Olympos is centred round a 
theme which is described and defined by Niketas Stethatos in the Contemplation 
of Paradise. The idea of an allegorical reading of Paradise was not new. Indeed 
John of Damascus (VIII century)29 as well as Symeon the New Theologian (949-
1022)30 had written on the subject. However Niketas Stethatos is clear that his 
reading of Paradise has never been done before: 

Φέρε δη εϊπωμεν και περί του θείου και νοητοί) εν τη άφανει κτίσει 
πεφυτευμένου των ημετέρων ψυχών παραδείσου, και τίνα μέν τα εν αύτω 
θεία πεφυτευμένα φυτά, τίς δέ ή έν τούτω έργαςία ημών, περί ων ούδενι τών 
πάλαι θείων πατέρων ή σοφών φιλοσοφήσαντι ένετύχομεν (Niketas Stethatos. 
Contemplation of Paradise. 18.1-5. P. 174, Darrouzès). 

Come on, let us speak also about the divine and intellectual paradise planted 
in the invisible creation of our souls, and what are the divine trees planted in it 
and which is our toil in it. I have not found any of the old holy fathers or wise men 
who thought about these matters. 

What defines Stethatos' analysis is that it is not an allegorical reading of 
Paradise as such. His aim is not to give an alternative reading to the biblical 
passage on paradise, but to define contemplation as participation of an intellectual 
paradise, which is both physical and spiritual. Infact in a letter he clearly 
distinguishes the biblical Eden from that of his discussion31. Psellos applies this 

29 Expositio Fidei, 25 II Kotier В. Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos. Bd. 2. Berlin, 1973. 
30KambyIisA. Symeon Neos Theologos Hymnen. Berlin, 1976. Hymn 47. P. 381-384. 
31 Letter 6 // Darrouzès J. Nicétas Stethatos... P. 260-273. 
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very same analysis to Mount Olympos. Each of the themes developed in the four 
orations recall specific discussions of Stethatos. One striking example is the image 
used in the fourth oration of Mount Olympos as an imperial palace. That was an 
innovation found in Stethatos' Contemplation of Paradise. Psellos does not simply 
follow in some themes employed in each oration, even his overall strategy recalls 
Stethatos, especially the insistence on the role of nature in contemplation. Psellos' 
dependence on Stethatos is not surprising since the latter was considered as the 
most important theologian of the time32. He was also the chief Orthodox voice in 
the debate with western delegates in 1054. One may add that since Psellos' text 
dates from 1054 or early 1055, then Stethatos' Contemplation of Paradise is dated 
from before 1054. 

Such agreement with Stethatos in the details, as well as in the general picture, 
is not simply positive, Psellos used the four orations as his monastic manifesto in 
order to differentiate himself from other views. His endorsement of nature, reason 
and theology amount to a statement and place him clearly in relation to alternative 
theories of monasticism of the time. Indeed Psellos' descriptions in other texts 
allow one to establish three alternative forms of monasticism. 

The first group is that to which Psellos belongs on Mount Olympos. Such a 
group endorses contemplation of nature and intellectual analysis of the church 
fathers' writings. A representative of this group is Niketas Stethatos. 

The second group rejected material life. In the Chronographia written 
after his return from Mount Olympos, Psellos attacks certain monks whom he 
classes as Nazireans and who despised the physical aspect of life33. Among 
the supporters of such ideas one could find the Patriarch Michael Keroularios. 
Psellos wrote a letter in disagreement contrasting his view to that of the 
patriarch: 

έγώ γαρ άνθρωπος είναι ομολογώ, ζωον άλλοιωτον καΐ τρεπτον, ψυχή 
λογική χρωμένη σώματι, κράμα καινον έξ ανάρμοστων τών συνελθόντων. Και 
νυν μέν, οπη δυναίμην, έπελαφρίζω τη κρείττονι φύσει, το συμφυές φορτίον αυτή 
αφαιρούμενος της έπαχθείας όσον είκος, νυν δέ — άλλ'ούδέν έρώ δύσφημον! 
Συ δέ μόνος τών απάντων άτρεπτός τε και αμετάθετος, ωσπερ τις φύσις έτερα 
παρά τήν ήμεδαπήν, έφ'έαυτής βεβηκυια και άκλινής, καν σπένδεταί τις καν 
δάκρυσιν έξιλάσκηται! Τις αν ούν σου τούτο ζηλώσειεν {Psellos. Epistula ad 
Cerularium. P. 22.32-23.41, Criscuolo). 

I admit to be a man, a mutable and changing animal a logical soul employing 
a body, a new fusion from incompatible ingredients. And now I elevate as I may 
with the better nature, setting aside the congenital burden of hatred as much as is 
reasonable. Now, I will not reproach you, you are the only one of everyone to be 

ov και ό τηνικαϋτα έν μοναχοις διαπρεπών ό ούτω Στηθάτος λεγόμενος έκώλυε μέν, ήνυε 
δέ ουδέν, πάντη γαρ ήττητο τής ώρας αυτής ό βασιλεύς, ην δέ ό Στηθάτος ούτος αρετής εις 
άκραν έπιμελούμένος και νηστείο; και σκληραγωγίο: και πάση άλλη αρετή έντήκων το σώμα 
εαυτού, ως καί ποτέ τεσσαράκοντα ημέρας άσιτος διατελέσαι, μηδενός το παράπαν έν τω 
μέσω γευσάμενος (Scylitzes. Synopsis Historiarum. Const 9.7.66-71. P. 434). The dependence 
of Psellos on Stethatos has been studied in: Lauritzen E Psello discepolo di Stetato // BZ. 2008. 
101/2. P. 715-725. 
άπαθανατίζουσί τε τήν μερικήν φύσιν каі ίστώσιν ήμίν τήν φυσικήν κίνησιν: Chronographia 
6 Theod. 18.60-62. For a discussion about the Nazireans see: Lauritzen F. Psellos and the 
Nazireans // REB. 2007. Vol. 65. P. 359-364. 
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unchanging and immutable, as if another nature beside our own, progressing on 
its own and unerring, even if someone is spent and even if he is propitiated with 
tears! Who would envy you this? 

This statement that man is a mixture of spiritual and physical was part of 
the doctrine expounded in Stethatos' Contemplation of Paradise. Thus Psellos 
condemns the type of monasticism which rejects the notion of contemplation 
of nature (φυσική θεωρία). There is also a political dimension to this point of 
view. Psellos claims that the empress had been under the control of monks who 
held such opinions34. Indeed the passage on the Nazireans is inserted within a 
discussion concerning political matters at court35. In theology, Psellos considers 
them mistaken since they disdain the physical aspect of the union of body and 
soul. Thus even when he had left Mount Olympos, he was upholding the value 
of contemplation of nature as essential for monasticism. Thus Psellos seems to 
have held the same opinion about the Nazireans before and after his retirement to 
Mount Olympos. 

The third group is that represented by the monks who believe in the material 
aspect of religion rather than the abstract. They prefer the irrational powers of 
matter and tend to exclude rationality within religion. The clearest example is 
that of the two monks who had established the monastery of the Nea Moni at 
Chios36. While Constantine Monomachos was in exile on the same island they 
had prophesized his accession to the imperial throne37. Once he had married the 
empress Zoe, he gave imperial endorsement to their form of monasticism and 
endowed them with the monastery which still survives38. After the emperor's 
death in 1055, they were prosecuted by the church authorities and condemned39. 
In Psellos' prosecution against Keroularios one of the chief accusations was that 
the patriarch had not enforced the condemnation of the monks from Chios and 

34 ούτοι δη και την βασιλίδα έξηπατήκασιν ώς έσομένην άείζωον, και δια τούτο εκείνη μικρού 
δείν αύτη τε διέφθαρτ' αν και τα πράγματα πάντη διέφθειρεν (Psellos. Chronographia 6. Theod. 
18.66-69, Impellizzeri). Among them one may include Leo Paraspondylos. On Paraspondylos and 
Psellos see: De Vries-van der Velden E. Les amitiés dangereuses: Psellos et Léon Paraspondylos // 
BS. 1999. Vol. 60. P. 315-350. 

35 Concerning political advisors who had monopolized Theodora's attention to the detriment of such 
personalities as Psellos himself. 

36 The two monks are Niketas and Ioannes. In the Prosopography of the Byzantine World (www.pbw. 
kcl.ac.uk) they are respectively Niketas 166 and Ioannes 438. There is also a third one according 
to the tradition of the monastery. Interesting is also the role of the nun Dosithea. However for 
a general description of the monastery and its history see: Яковенко П. А. Исследования в 
области византийских грамот. Грамоты Нового монастыря на Хиосе // Ученые записки 
Юрьевского университета, 1917; Bouras Ch. Nea Moni on Chios: History and Architecture. 
Athens, 1982. 

37 According to the tradition of the acoluthia. See: Bouras Ch. Nea Moni on Chios... P. 25. 
38 See also the chrysobulls of Constantine IX Monomachos in: Miklosich Fr., Müller I. Acta et 

Diplomata monasteriorum et ecclesiarum orientis. Vol. 5. Vienna, 1887. P. 1-8. 
39 επί τούτοις και όσον οίκείον θεω, οι των τήδε άπάραντες προ της φυσικής μεταθέσεως 

μονασται και οι τούτων καθηγεμόνες· ουκ ολίγοι δε και των αρχιερέων, οσοις μη διεφθάρη 
παρά του άπατήσαντος δαίμονος τα κινήματα, ούτοι μέν ούν κατά τας οικείας τάξεις 
περιειστήκεισαν, άνεγινώσκοντο δε τα μαντεύματα και ή έπίμικτος εκείνη θεολογία, ευθύς ούν 
άπαντες ήρυθρίασαν, μάλλον μέν ούν ήλάλαξαν ταΐς φωναίς και των έξάρχων τής ασεβείας 
κατεψηφίσαντο και τας συγγραφας βλασφημίας κατωνομάκασι και πίστεως άλλοτρίωσιν 
την εκείνων δόξαν ένόμισαν каі συνοδική άποφάσει την κρίσιν ανέθεσαν (Psellos. Orationes 
Forenses et Acta / Ed. G. Dennis. Leipzig, 1994. 1.462^73). 

148 

http://www.pbw
http://kcl.ac.uk


had even protected them while the emperor was away40. In that remarkable speech 
Psellos accuses them of pagan divination and even compares their prophecies to 
those of the Chaldean Oracles: 

Απήλεγξα τοις Χιώταις την από τον θειου λόγου διάστασιν κοινάς καΐ 
παρ' υμών έννοιας λαβών, το είδος της διεφθαρμένης αυτών δόξης παρέστησα. 
εις είδικάς τούτο αιρέσεις τών τε πάνυ γνωρίμων ύμίν καΐ τών αγνώστων τισΐ 
συγκρίνας άνήνεγκα. Έλληνικήν αυτών την άπάτην απέδειξα, χαλδαΐζουσαν, 
άτεχνώς άπατηλήν, προσκειμένην και πονηροις πνεύμασι, τοις Πορφυρίου 
λόγοις ακριβώς έοικυιαν, της του Νεστορίου λύττης την μανίαν άπεικονίζουσαν 
(Psellos. Orationes forenses et acta. 1.1202-210, Dennis). 

/ refuted the Chian monks on the basis of their divergence from the divine 
writ by employing your common views. I presented the form of their corrupt 
opinion. I connected it to particular heresies and compared them to some which 
you know well and others you do not know. I demonstrated that theirs is a pagan 
deception, oracular, simply deceitful, subject also to evil spirits, similar precisely 
to Porphyry 's opinions, and illustrating the madness ofNestoriusffolly. 

Psellos, while accusing them, refers specifically to the different qualities of 
material and immaterial entities41. He seems to attribute them the idea that matter 
was uncreated42. To this he answers in a theological treatise that everything was 
created by God, one of the chief presuppositions behind contemplation of nature 
as part of contemplation of the divine: 

επειδή γαρ ουδέν τών όντων άγέννητον άνευ της θεαρχικής και τρισυπόστατου 
τριάδος, μετά τών άλλων και ή σοφία προ της τών κατά μέρος δημιουργίας 
κτίζεται τω θεώ (Michaelis Pselli Theologica / Ed. P. Gautier. Leipzig, 1989. 
1.10.22-24). 

Since everything is generated by the Godhead and the Trinity of three persons, 
so wisdom as well is created together with the others by God before the creation 
of particulars. 

Within this group of monks one may include also John Xiphilinos. The 
future patriarch was still on Mount Olympos when Psellos wrote to him a letter 
about the relation between contemplation and culture43. What emerges clearly 
is that Xiphilinos adopted an anti-intellectual stance. He thought that logic and 
reason detracted from real life as did geometry and mathematics, and also seems 

40 Και ινα τα εν μέσω έάσω, ομού τε ό μέγας ημών αυτοκράτωρ τών βασιλικών σκήπτρων 
έπείληπτο και ό άρχιερεύς πρώτην υπέρ εκείνων άφήκε φωνήν, τον καιρόν τών φροντίδων 
άρπάσας και πείσας έξ εφόδου τον αυτοκράτορα· ουπω γαρ είδώς ην, оіЗѲ' οτι δοξάζειν κακώς 
είλοντο, ο13θ' οτι εντεύθεν τής πόλεως άπελήλαντο (Psellos. Orationes Forenses et Acta. 1.487-
492, Dennis). 

41 Είρηκώς γαρ ούτος περί διαφοράς τών καλουμένων θείων δυνάμεων, ώς αϊ μεν ύλικώτεραι, 
αϊ δε άϋλότεραι, καΐ αϊ μεν Ιλαραί, αϊ δε εμβριθείς, και αϊ μέν μετά δαιμόνων, αϊ δε καθαρώς 
παραγίνονται, ευθύς επιφέρει περί καιρών καθ' ους καλούνται, και περί τόπων έν οις, καΐ περί 
τών όρώντων το θεϊον φώς ανδρών ή γυναικών, σχημάτων τε τούτων και θείων συνθημάτων, 
και μέτεισιν ούτως επί τάς ένθεαστικάς θεαγωγίας (Psellos. Orationes Forenses et Acta. 1.303-
10, Dennis). 

42 εϊ μέν γαρ κοινά ήμίν προς τους Έλληνας καΐ ή τών εκείνων άρχων ημείς έξηρτήμεθα ή τών 
ημετέρων εκείνοι, πρεσβεύσομεν και την ύλην άγέννητον (Psellos. Orationes Forenses et Acta. 
1.358-360, Dennis). 

43 Crisaiolo U. Michele Psello, Epistola a Giovanni Xifìlino. Napoli, 19902. For further bibliography 
see: Moore P. Iter Psellianum... [142] Ep. 142. P. 51-52. 
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to accuse Psellos of believing that the objects of such studies somehow exist. 
Psellos' answer is that the rational elements (λόγοι) in nature are worth studying 
and employs the precedent of Maximus the confessor's inclusion of mathematical 
sciences within the contemplation of nature: 

Αι μη ούσαι αύται γραμμαΐ, μισολογώτατε συ, άρχαι της συμπάσης φυσικής 
θεωρίας είσί. Την δε γε φυσικήν θεωρίαν και ό κοινός Μάξιμος, ή μάλλον έμος -
φιλόσοφος γαρ, - δευτέραν μετά την πράξιν τίθησιν άρετήν, την μαθηματικήν 
ούσίαν μη προσποιούμενος {Psellos. Epistula ad Xiphilinum. 3.70-75. P. 51, 
Criscuolo). 

You most anti-logical person, these lines which do not exist are principles 
of all natural contemplation. Even our Maximus, or rather my own (for he is 
a philosopher), placed natural contemplation as a second virtue after practice, 
even if he did not pretend that mathematics has substance. 

In this passage Psellos points out that contemplation of nature (φυσική 
θεωρία) is not simply appreciation of natural beauty in a religious sense, it also 
understanding of those sciences which depend on natural investigation, such as 
mathematics and geometry. These are the intermediary entities which are not 
visible but are part of the visible world, and which Maximus the Confessor had 
accepted as legitimate objects of Creation. 

Thus Psellos manages to place himself clearly within the tradition of monastic 
contemplation as described by Maximus the Confessor and Niketas Stethatos, 
and to reject the solely spiritual or the anti intellectual forms of monasticism 
also practiced and endorsed by some of his contemporaries. Psellos' endorsement 
of φυσική θεωρία is not simply due to his resistance to the other two forms, he 
also accepts those who follow his same ideals in a questionable way. The most 
fascinating case is that of the Monk Elias, who seems to have been theologically 
well versed, though his social behaviour was somewhat reproachable44. 

Thus Psellos is willing to endorse these ideas even if someone does not follow 
them in an ideal way, rather than to endorse someone who strictly and admirably 
follows ideas with which he does not agree. Thus the four orations written by 
Psellos on Mount Olympos are not simply rhetorical exercises but statements 
about how he viewed monasticism. They are impressive for their concision and 
their dependence on the most recent developments in orthodox thought expressed 
by Niketas Stethatos, especially on the idea of an intellectual paradise as witnessed 
within creation. Moreover, they endorse the study of texts as part of monastic 
practice as well being consistent with ideas he expressed after he had returned to 
Constantinople. Indeed his retirement was not inconsistent with his ideas, rather 
it was another expression of his person according to his typically multifaceted but 
consistent personality. 

44 Любарский ЯЛ. Михаил Пселл... С. 280-285. 


