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St. Catherine’s Monastery at the foot of Mt. Sinai in Egypt 

 

This monastery is one of the oldest working Christian monasteries in the world 

together with the Monastery of St. Anthony, situated across the Red Sea in the 

desert south of Cairo, which also lays claim to that title. 

 

The monastery was built by order of Emperor Justinian, enclosing the Chapel 

of the Burning Bush ordered to be built by Helena, the mother of Constantine, 

at the site where Moses is supposed to have seen the burning bush. 



According to tradition, 

Catherine of Alexandria was a 

Christian martyr initially 

sentenced to death on the 

wheel. However, when this 

failed to kill her, she was 

beheaded. Her remains were 

then believed to have been 

brought to Mount Sinai by 

angels. Around the year 800, 

monks from the Sinai 

Monastery found her remains 

and the site has become a 

favorite place for pilgrimage. 



Mount Sinai, also known as Mount Horeb, is mentioned many times in the 

Biblical book of Exodus and the Quran. According to Jewish, Christian, and 

Islamic tradition, the biblical Mount Sinai was the place where Moses 

received the Ten Commandments. Orthodox Christians settled upon this 

mountain in the 3rd century CE. St. Catherine’s Monastery at the foot of 

Mount Sinai is Greek Orthodox. It competes with the nearby Monastery of St. 

Anthony for the title as the oldest working Christian monastery in the world. 



Monasticism began in Egypt in the 

third century and spread rapidly to 

Palestine and Syria in the East and 

as far as Ireland in the West. It 

began as a migration to the 

wilderness by those who sought a 

more spiritual way of life, far from 

the burdens, distractions, and 

temptations of town and city. In 

desert places, these refuge seekers 

lived austerely as hermits, in 

contemplative isolation, cultivating 

the soul’s perfection.  

 

The origins of the monastic 

movement are associated with St. 

Anthony and St. Pachomius of 

Egypt in the fourth century. By the 

fifth century, many of the formerly 

isolated monks had begun to live 

together with a common enclosure 

and formulate regulations 

governing communal life under the 

direction of an abbot. 

St. Anthony Abbot with two of his 

attributes: a pig and  a bell 



The monks typically lived in a walled residence (an alignment of single cells), an 

oratory (monastic church), a refectory (dining hall), a kitchen, storage and service 

quarters, and a guest house for pilgrims.  

 

When Justinian rebuilt the monastery at Mt. Sinai, the site had been an important 

pilgrimage destination since the fourth century. The Mount Sinai church was 

dedicated to the Virgin Mary, whom the Orthodox Church called Theotokos. 

Meaning “she who bore God”, this term was an attempt to put to rest a controversy 

about the divine nature of Christ.  





Greek Orthodox chapel at the top of Mt. Sinai 



Icon of the enthroned Virgin 

and Child with saints and 

angels, 6th century 

 

The large icon collection begins 

with a few dating to the 5th 

(possibly) and 6th centuries, 

which are unique survivals, the 

monastery having been 

untouched by Byzantine 

iconoclasm, and never sacked. 

 

The monastery library 

preserves the second largest 

collection of early codices and 

manuscripts in the world, 

outnumbered only by the 

Vatican library.   



Eastern Christians prayed 

to Christ, Mary, and the 

saints while looking at 

images of them on icons.  

The first such image was 

believed to have been a 

portrait of Jesus that 

appeared miraculously on 

the scarf with which Saint 

Veronica wiped his face 

along the road to the 

execution ground.   



Christ as Pantokrator, 6th century 

icon from St. Catherine’s 

Monastery, Mount Sinai 

 

Church doctrine toward the 

veneration of icons was ambivalent.  

Key figures of the Eastern Church, 

such as Saint Basil the Great of 

Cappadocia (c. 329-379) and Saint 

John of Damascus (c. 675-749), 

distinguished between idolatry- the 

worship of images- and the 

veneration of an idea or holy person 

depicted in a work of art.  The 

Eastern Church thus prohibited the 

worship of icons but accepted them 

as aids to meditation and prayer.  

The images were though to act as 

intermediaries between worshipers 

and the holy personages they 

depicted.  



This icon from the Monastery of 

Saint Catherine on Mount Sinai, 

Mary, as Theotokos (Bearer of 

God), was viewed as the powerful, 

ever-forgiving intercessor, or go-

between, appealing to her Divine 

Son for mercy on behalf of 

repentant worshipers.  She was 

also called the Seat of Wisdom, 

and many images of the Virgin 

and Child, like this one, show her 

holding Jesus on her lap in a way 

that suggests that she represents 

the throne of Solomon.  The 

Christian warrior-saints Theodore 

(left) and George (right)- both 

legendary figures said to have 

slain dragons, representing the 

triumph of the Church over the 

“evil serpent” of paganism- stand 

at each side, while angels behind 

them look heavenward.  



This icon is worthy of attention 

because it is the earliest 

representation we have of the 

Madonna and Child.  The motif 

itself was probably taken from 

the cult of Isis, which was 

popular in Egypt at the time of 

the Faiyum portraits.  The 

regal Christ child probably 

evolved from images of the 

infant Dionysos.  



These mummy portraits are believed to have been related to Hellenistic 

portraiture, of which no examples survive.  Most come from the district of 

Faiyum, an area about 60 miles south of Cairo in the Nile Valley.  The 

earliest date to the first decades of the first century CE, but the majority 

are from the second and third centuries. The icons at St. Catherine’s seem 

to suggest that works like these continue to be produced and were 

influential sources for the earliest icons produced in Egypt. They are 

painted with encaustic, a mixture of wax and pigment. 



To the Byzantines the 

Madonna was the regal 

mother, or bearer, of God 

(Theotokos), while Jesus is no 

mere infant but God in human 

form (Logos). These roles are 

indicated by the icon’s stiff 

formality. Only later did she 

acquire the gentle maternal 

presence of the Virgin that is 

so familiar in Latin art.  



Because icons depict the 

archetypes of Christ, His 

Mother, the saints and angels, 

they evoke adoration and 

reverence, which are expressed 

in the act of veneration, or 

kissing of the icon.  Since this 

action can easily be 

misconstrued as idolatry, 

Emperor Leo III of Byzantium 

took a stand against this 

practice in 726 CE, quoting the 

commandment: “Thou shalt 

make no graven image nor any 

likeness of any divine thing.” 

The result was iconoclasm- a 

persecution of icon-venerators 

and a destruction of paintings 

so vast that very little remains 

from the early period. 



The term “proskynesis” refers 

to prostrating oneself before a 

person of higher social rank. In 

the Eastern Orthodox Church 

the term is used theologically 

to indicate the veneration 

given to icons and relics of the 

saints. It is different from 

“latria”, which is the adoration 

due to God alone. 



Transfiguration of Jesus, apse mosaic from the Church of the Virgin at 

the monastery of Saint Catherine (Mount Sinai, Egypt), c. 565 



In this depiction of Christ’s Transfiguration, virtually all traces of landscape 

have been eliminated.  A bearded, frontal Christ is suspended in a flat plane 

gold.  He is surrounded by a blue mandorla (the almond-shaped aureola) and 

wears white (a sign of his spiritual ‘transfigured’ state), transmitting rays of 

white light toward the other figures.  In this iconography, Christ is literally 

represented as ‘the light of the world.’  Three of his apostles, Peter, James, and 

John, fall backwards, their awe revealed by their agitated gestures.  Moses and 

Elijah, in contrast, occupy calm, vertical poses, and frame the scene.  



The Transfiguration of Jesus is 

an episode in the New 

Testament narrative in which 

Jesus is transfigured (or 

metamorphosed) and becomes 

radiant on a mountain. Three 

of the Synoptic Gospels 

(Matthew, Mark, and Luke) 

describe it. In these accounts, 

Jesus and three of his disciples 

go to a mountain (the 

mountain is unidentified in the 

Biblical passage). On the 

mountain, Jesus begins to 

shine with bright rays of light. 

Then the prophets Moses and 

Elijah appear next to him. 

Jesus is called “Son” by a voice 

in the sky, assumed to be God 

the Father.  



"And after six days Jesus taketh Peter, James, and John his brother, and bringeth 

them up into an high mountain apart,  

 

And was transfigured before them: and his face did shine as the sun, and his raiment 

was white as the light. And, behold, there appeared unto them Moses and Elijah 

talking with him.  

 

Then answered Peter, and said unto Jesus, Lord, it is good for us to be here: if thou 

wilt, let us make here three tabernacles; one for thee, and one for Moses, and one for 

Elijah.  

 

While he yet spake, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them: and behold a voice out 

of the cloud, which said, This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased; hear ye 

him.  

 

And when the disciples heard it, they fell on their face, and were sore afraid. And 

Jesus came and touched them, and said, Arise, and be not afraid. And when they had 

lifted up their eyes, they saw no man, save Jesus only.  

 

And as they came down from the mountain, Jesus charged them, saying, Tell the 

vision to no man, until the Son of man be risen again from the dead.” 

 

Matthew 17: 1-9 (King James Version) 



Transfiguration icon from St. 

Catherine’s Monastery at Mt. Sinai, 

12th century 

 

Christian theology assigns a great 

deal of significance to the 

Transfiguration, based on multiple 

elements of the narrative. In 

Christian teachings, the 

Transfiguration is a pivotal moment, 

and the setting on the mountain is 

presented as the point where human 

nature meets God: the meeting place 

for the temporal and the eternal, with 

Jesus himself as the connecting point, 

acting as the bridge between heaven 

and earth.  

 

Early in the development of the 

Christian church, the Desert Father, 

emphasized the light of the ascetic 

experience, and related it to the light 

of the Transfiguration. 



One of the generalizations of 

Christian belief has been that 

the Eastern Church 

emphasizes the 

Transfiguration while the 

Western Church focuses on the 

Crucifixion – however, in 

practice both branches 

continue to attach significance 

to both events, although 

specific nuances continue to 

persist.  

 

An example of such a nuance is 

the saintly signs of the 

Imitation of Christ. Unlike 

Catholic saints such as Padre 

Pio or Frances (who considered 

stigmata a sign of the imitation 

of Christ) Eastern Orthodox 

saints have never reported 

stigmata, but saints such as 

Seraphim and Silouan have 

reported being transfigured by 

an inward light of grace.  



The very setting of an image of the 

Transfiguration on Mount Sinai is 

imbued with typological meaning, for 

it was there that Moses had been 

‘transfigured’ by light after receiving 

the Law from God.  Christ and the 

apostles are intended to embody the 

New Dispensation emerging from, 

and continuing, the traditions of the 

Old Dispensation established by 

Moses and Elijah.  

 

This image may well have been 

intended as a statement of orthodox 

belief in Christ’s divine and human 

natures.  Nonetheless, it is possible 

that a Monophysite might have 

viewed the preponderance of gold 

mosaic as supporting a Monophysite 

position.  That images were viewed in 

these ways as arguments in complex 

theological debates cannot be 

doubted. 



This scene is framed by portrait medallions of the 12 apostles, 2 monks, and 17 major 

and minor prophets.  Since David, placed at the center of the prophets, was seen 

allegorically in Byzantine eulogies as the biblical counterpart of the emperor, it has 

been proposed that his image was intended to be read as that of Justinian. (He is 

dressed in the robes and crown of a Byzantine emperor.) Such a reading of David as the 

contemporary emperor… prompts the question of how far Byzantine art introduced 

topicality in its religious images in this way. 



At about the same time Justinian’s builders were rebuilding the monastery at Mt. 

Sinai, Mosaicists in Ravenna were completing their work at San Vitale and this 

church, just outside of Ravenna, Sant’Apollinare in Classe. The Justinianic building’s 

exterior is plain and unadorned, but inside sumptuous mosaics fill the apse.  



Unlike San Vitale, it is a huge basilica of the standard type (with twelve columns per 

aisle). It appears that the church was built adjacent to a cemetery, in which the tomb 

of St. Apollinaris, the first bishop of Ravenna, must have been marked, but not 

previously venerated in any major way. A legend had grown up (first written down in 

the seventh century) that Apollinaris was the pupil of St. Peter, so the motives for 

erecting the church probably included a desire to emphasize the quasi-apostolic 

beginnings of the bishopric of Ravenna.  



That the church became the focus of rivalry with Rome is suggested by the fact that 

the bishops of Ravenna chose to be buried there form 595 to 765. The mosaic 

decoration of S. Apollinare in Classe is restricted to the apse and “triumphal arch” (as 

it is often termed), an although at first it appears to be a unified composition, it is in 

fact the result of several distinct phases of work. 



Saint Apollinaris amid sheep, apse mosaic, Sant’Apollinare in Classe, Ravenna, Italy, 

c. 533-549 



Like the apse at St. Catherine’s, the apse of S. Apollinare depicts the Transfiguration. 

A jeweled cross with the face of Christ at its center symbolizes the Transfiguration- 

Jesus’ revelation of his divinity.  The Old Testament figures Moses and Elijah emerge 

from clouds at each side, symbolically legitimizing the newer religion and attesting to 

the divine event.  The apostles Peter, James, and John- represented here by the three 

sheep with raised heads- likewise witness the event.  At the center below the cross, 

Saint Apollinaris, in bishop’s robes, is shown as an orant.  The twelve lambs flanking 

him represent the apostles. 

 

The cross may also represent the one Constantine erected on the Hill of Calvary to 

commemorate the martyrdom of Jesus. Visible just about the cross is the hand of God. 



Unlike the landscape in the Good 

Shepherd lunette of the 

Mausoleum of Galla Placidia, these 

highly stylized forms bear little 

resemblance to nature.  The artists 

eliminated any suggestion of 

spatial recession by making the 

trees and lambs at the top of the 

golden sky larger than those at the 

bottom.  The pictorial abstraction 

of the gigantic cross bearing the 

face of Christ dominates the conch.   

 

In the mosaics on the wall above 

the apse, which were added in the 

seventh and ninth centuries, 

Christ, now portrayed with a cross 

inscribed in his halo and flanked 

by symbols representing the 

evangelists, blesses and holds the 

Gospels.  Sheep (the apostles) 

emerge from triumphal gateways 

and climb golden rocks toward 

their leader and teacher. 



Why was the Christ not represented in his bodily form here?  Could it be that the 

mosaic was intended specifically to emphasize Christ’s divine nature, perhaps as a 

conspicuously anti-Arian image?  In a church in a predominately Monophysite area 

such an image would definitely have been understood to run the risk of denying the 

full humanity of Christ by overemphasizing his divine aspect.  



The cross symbolizes not only Christ’s own death, with its redeeming consequences, 

but also the death of his martyrs (in this case, Saint Apollinaris). The lamb, also a 

symbol of martyrdom, appropriately represents the martyred apostles. The whole 

scene expands above the altar, where the priests celebrated the sacrament of the 

Eucharist- the miraculous recurrence of the supreme redemptive act.  

 

The altars of Christian churches were, from early times, sanctified by the bones and 

relics of martyrs. Thus, the mystery and the martyrdom joined in one concept. The 

death of the martyr, in imitation of Christ, is a triumph over death that leads to 

eternal life. Even the illiterate, who might not grasp the details of the complex 

theological program, could understand that the way of the martyr is open to the 

Christian faithful and that the reward of eternal life is within their reach.   
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ACTIVITIES and REVIEW  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

In what way did this early 

Byzantine icon function in 

Christian worship and why were 

they later banned? Analyze how 

the visual characteristics of this 

icon relate to its function.   



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

Identify the subject of these two mosaics. For what possible reasons was this 

subject depicted in the mosaics of these two apses?  



Sufjan Stevens - The Transfiguration 

When he took the three disciples  

to the mountainside to pray,  

his countenance was modified, his clothing was aflame.  

Two men appeared: Moses and Elijah came;  

they were at his side.  

The prophecy, the legislation spoke of whenever he would die.  

 

Then there came a word  

of what he should accomplish on the day.  

Then Peter spoke, to make of them a tabernacle place.  

A cloud appeared in glory as an accolade.  

They fell on the ground.  

 

A voice arrived, the voice of God,  

the face of God, covered in a cloud.  

What he said to them,  

the voice of God: the most beloved son.  

 

Consider what he says to you, consider what's to come.  

The prophecy was put to death,  

was put to death, and so will the Son.  

And keep your word, disguise the vision till the time has come.  

 

Lost in the cloud, a voice: Have no fear! We draw near!  

Lost in the cloud, a sign: Son of man! Turn your ear!  

Lost in the cloud, a voice: Lamb of God! We draw near!  

Lost in the cloud, a sign: Son of man! Son of God! 
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