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Cyril Mango

THE MEETING-PLACE OF THE FIRST ECUMENICAL COUNCIL
AND THE CHURCH OF THE HOLY FATHERS AT NICAEA*

There is no denying the symbolic significance of the First
Ecumenical Council. To some of us it may signal the birth of
the Byzantine theocracy, but to the Byzantines themselves it
marked the condemnation of the mother of all heresies by
the 318 ‘God-bearing’ Fathers, who thereby became the
guarantors of the established moral order; which is why, I
suppose, their curse was so often invoked against wrongdo-
ers, especially those who dared pinch a book from its rightful
Owner.

The figure of 318, recalling the number of Abraham’s ser-
vants (Gen. 14.14) is generally recognised as apocryphal.
We do not know the exact number of bishops who partici-
pated in the First General Council: estimates vary from 200
to 3001. There are other uncertainties that do not concern us
here. Why, e.g., was the venue of the Council switched from
Ancyra to Nicaea ? Was Constantine unaware that the sit-
ting bishop of Nicaea, Theognis, who would normally have
acted as host, was an avowed Arian? One thing is clear: Con-
stantine was determined to impose his will on the divided
bishops. The sessions were held not in a church, but in the
biggest hall of the imperial palace?. Constantine turned up
in full regalia and himself presided over the deliberations.
Of course, he got his way: only two of the assembled bishops
refused to sign on the dotted line, Theognis being, embar-
rassingly, one of them.

The existence of an imperial palace at Nicaea need not sur-

* The gist of the following argument has been stated by me, very briefly,
in ‘Notes d’épigraphie et d’archéologie . . .” TM 12 (1994), 356-7. I trust
that George Galavaris, who was keenly interested in the history of the
Orthodox Church, would have wished to follow it in greater detail.

P.S. Another version of this paper has appeared, without my prior
knowledge, in a volume entitled Enik throughout History, Istanbul, Is
Bankasi, 2003, 305-313.

1Fora good factual account of the Council see, e.g., T.D. Barnes, Con-
stantine and Eusebius, Cambridge MA 1981, 214 ff.

2 Eusebius, Vita Constantini, 3.10.1: &v adt@ 81 1@ pecartdt oixg tav
Baotheimv, dg O1 xal DePEQeLy E80%EL PEYEDEL TOVG TAVTOG.

prise us. Roman emperors maintained palaces in many
provincial centres where they had occasion to stop on their
peregrinations’. We do not know when the palace of Nicaea
was built, but it was still standing, though “collapsed in
part”, in the reign of Justinian, who ordered its complete
restoration®. Its main hall must have been big enough to af-
ford room for the 200-300 seated bishops plus the emperor’s
bodyguard as well as various notables and consultants — in
all a gathering of at least 400.

As time went by, the Council of Nicaea acquired mythical
status as a founding assembly of the Church that had formu-
lated the creed under the guidance of an emperor who was
himself a saint. By ¢. 700 AD at the latest a list of 318 Fathers
had been concocted, including some illustrious personages
who, it was felt, ought to have been present, even if, in fact,
they were not: Sylvester of Rome, Alexander of Constan-
tinople (as bishop), Hypatius of Gangra, Nicholas of Myra,
Gregory the Illuminator of Armenia, but not yet Achilleios
of Larissa’. Under these circumstances it would have been
natural for the meeting-place of the Council to have been
turned into a shrine, and that, indeed, appears to have hap-
pened. Its first known visitor was the English pilgrim
Willibald (c. 727-729) who, after mentioning the synod of
318 bishops convened by Constantine, goes on, “That
church is similar to the one on the Mount of Olives, where
the Lord ascended to heaven, and in that church [at Nicaea]

3 See F. Millar, The Emperor in the Roman World, London 1977, 51.

4 Procopius, De aedificiis, 5.3.3. In commenting on the exceptional char-
acter of the Roman fortifications of Nicaea (AD 268), J. Crow has re-
cently remarked that they suggest “that the city was intended as some
form of imperial centre”, ‘Fortifications and Urbanism in Late Antiqui-
ty’in L. Lavan (ed.), Recent Research in Late-Antique Urbanism, Ports-
mouth RI 2001, 91. This may provide a context for the construction of
an imperial palace.

5 See E. Honigmann, La liste originale des péres de Nicée, Byz 14
(1939), 581.
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were pictures of the bishops who attended the synod™.
Willibald had himself visited the church of the Ascension at
Jerusalem and noted the fact that it was unroofed (illa aec-
clesia est desuper patula et sine tectu) and so let in rainwa-
ter. In the middle of it stood some kind of bronze altar con-
taining a candle under a glass cover so it could burn in any
weather’. Willibald had, therefore, a good mental picture of
the church of the Ascension, which had been more fully de-
scribed by Arculf (679-688) as a rotunda, unroofed in the
middle, surrounded by three vaulted galleries®. Arculfs
sketch (Fig. 1) confirms this arrangement. Whether its cen-
tral space was completely or only partially open to the sky,
the church of the Ascension would have borne a generic re-
semblance to a type of building that had a long tradition in
Roman architecture, namely the domed rotunda or octagon
with a more or less large oculus at the centre. That formu-
la had featured in temples, palaces (e.g. Nero’s Golden
House) and mausolea, and was later applied to a few marty-
ria of the Holy Land. In the case of the church of the Ascen-
sion a large opening would have been particularly appropri-
ate so as to show visually Christ’s elevation to heaven from
the spot marked by his footprints. That was not, however, a
formula used in Byzantine church architecture®. It is not un-
reasonable to suppose that the shrine visited by Willibald
had been converted from the palace hall in which the synod
was believed to have taken place.

In 727, i.e. shortly before or after Willibald’s visit, Nicaea
was besieged by a strong Arab army. This event — the only
recorded siege of Nicaea in the course of the centuries-long
Arab-Byzantine conflict!” - is known to us from two ac-
counts in Syriac and two in Greek. Arabic sources are silent,
probably because the attack ended in failure. The Syriac
Chronicle of 1234, giving an incorrect date of AD 729, mere-
ly reports that Muw’awiya, son of the Caliph Hisham, be-
sieged Nicaea for forty days and withdrew when a Roman
army had come into the city on ships, i.e. across lake Asca-

6 Vita Willibaldi, ed. O. Holder-Egger, MGH, Script. XV, 1887, 101.
71bid., 98.

8 De locis sanctis, 1.23, ed. L. Bieler, CC, ser. lat. 175, 1965, 199-202.
Versions of Arculf’s sketch-plan as reproduced by Adamnan may be
found in J. Wilkinson, Jerusalem Pilgrims before the Crusades, Warmin-
ster 1979, pl. 2 (whence our Fig. 1); cf. 193-4. They are all fairly similar,
showing three concentric galleries, a triple entrance on the south, an al-
tar to the east and eight lamps to the west. The imprint of Christ’s feet at
the centre appears to have been protected by a brass railing (rota aerea).
For the excavations of 1959 see V.C. Corbo, Ricerche archeologiche al
Monte degli Ulivi, Jerusalem 1965, 97-104.
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Fig. 1. Different versions of Adam-
nan’s plan of the Ascension
church, Jerusalem (after J. Wil-
kinson, Jerusalem Pilgrims before
the Crusades).

nius'!. In the chronicle of Michael the Syrian the story is
garbled and the date shifted further to 731: the Arabs
under Mu’awiya attack the city and destroy its walls. The
Romans flee on boats. The Arabs gain possession of Nicaea
and devastate it'>. We shall see that some destruction of
the walls did take place.

9 With the possible exception of the central octagon of St. Symeon
Stylites (Qal’at Siman), the problem of whose roofing is still under de-
bate. Its function, however, was not at all comparable to that of the
shrine that concerns us.

10 Agapius of Menbidj, ed. A. Vasiliev, PO VIII, 1912, 501, speaks of
Maslama taking many captives at Nicaea in 716, but that is not con-
firmed by other sources. If true, it may refer to the surrounding area.

1 Chronicon anonymum, trans. J.-B. Chabot, CSCO, Scr. syri, 3rd ser.
14,1937, 241-2.

12 Trans. J.-B. Chabot, Chronique de Michel le Syrien, 11, Paris 1901, 501.



We now come to the Greek sources. The Patriarch Nicepho-
rus, as usual, is extremely brief: an Arab force, commanded
by Mu’awiya and a certain ‘Amr, besieges Nicaea for some
time, then departs without having accomplished anything!?.
A fuller account is given in the Chronicle of Theophanes
and may be rendered as follows:

“At the summer solstice of the same 10th indiction [June
727] ... a multitude of Saracens was drawn up against
Nicaea in Bithynia: ‘Amr with 15,000 scouts led the van and
surrounded the town, which he found unprepared, while
Mu’awiya followed with another 85,000 men'4. After a long
siege and a partial desrtruction of the walls, they did not
overpower the town thanks to the acceptable prayers ad-
dressed to God by the Holy Fathers who are honoured there
in a church (wherein their venerable images are set up to this
very day and honoured by those who believe as they did)'>. A
certain Constantine, however, who was the groom of
Artabasdos!®, on seeing an image of the Mother of God that
had been set up, picked up a stone and threw it at her. He
broke the image and trampled upon it when it had fallen
down. He then saw in a vision the Lady standing beside him
and saying to him, ‘See, what a brave thing you have done to
me ! Verily, upon your head have you done it’. The next day,
when the Saracens attacked the walls and battle was joined,
that wretched man rushed to the wall like the brave soldier
he was, and was struck by a stone discharged from a siege en-
gine, and it broke his head and face, a just reward for his
impiety. After collecting many captives and much booty the
Arabs withdrew. In this manner God showed to the impious
one [Leo I1I] that he had overcome his fellow-countrymen!’
not on account of his piety, as he himself boasted, but for
some divine cause and inscrutable judgment, whereby so
great an Arab force was driven away from the city of the
Holy Fathers thanks to their intercession — on account of

13 Short History, ed. C. Mango, CFHB 13,1990, ch. 61.

14 These figures are certainly greatly inflated.

15 The Greek is almost incomprehensible as it stands: of [the Arabs]
META TOMOQULAY TTOMNY %ol ®AOAEESY TMV TEYDV HEQLRTV TM TOV
TWOUEVOV GYiwV TATEQMV aDTOOL TEUEVEL TAUTNG UEV OV TTEQLYEYOVAOL
S TV eVEOCdERTOV VXDV OGS TOV BedV, EvBa xai ogfdopuor
OVTMV OQAXTIQES AVEOTNAWYTO UEYXQL VOV VO TOV OHOPROVOY
avt@v Tumpuevol. Anastasius changes the order: «Et particularem ever-
sionem murorum hanc non optinuerunt, bene acceptis sanctorum
precibus patrum ad deum directis et sanctificatione faciente venerabilis
templi,» etc. On this basis de Boor proposed to move <év> t@ tdv Tyt
ay. mot. avtod tepével after Oeov. It would be simpler to insert mwoga

THE MEETING-PLACE OF THE FIRST ECUMENICAL COUNCIL

their most exact likenesses that are honoured therein — and
this, too, in reproof and unanswerable condemnation of the
tyrant [again Leo III] and in vindication of the true believ-
ers'® ... From that time on he impudently harassed the
blessed Germanus, patriarch of Constantinople, blaming all
the emperors, bishops and Christian people who had lived
before him for havibg committed idolatry in worshipping the
holy and venerable icons, unable as he was to grasp the argu-
ment concerning their ‘relative’ veneration (oyetiriic moo-
oxvvnoewg) because of his lack of faith and crass igno-
rance.”.

My translation does not adequately convey the incoherence
of the Greek text. Instead of rewriting the whole passage,
Theophanes seems to have interpolated his source without
regard for proper syntax. Exactly what the source said can-
not now be determined, but it probably made no mention of
images and may have stated that the deliverance of Nicaea,
coming after the defeat of the Helladics, was seen by Leo as
a vindication of his religious policy; which is why “from that
time on” he increased pressure on the Patriarch Germanus.
Unable to explain the success of the ‘impious’ emperor,
Theophanes could only invoke “some divine cause and in-
scrutable judgment” and, of course, the presence of the Fa-
thers’ images.

The failed siege of 727 is commemorated by an inscription
that is still extant a short distance west of the Istanbul gate
on the city side of tower 71 (Fig. 2)%. Carved in raised letters
and pompously, if somewhat ungrammatically worded, it
may be translated as follows:

“At the place where, with divine help, the insolence of the
enemy was put to shame, there our Christ-loving emperors
Leo and Constantine restored with zeal the city of Nicaea,
having erected in demonstration of their deed a trophy of vic-
tory by setting up a kentenarion tower®!, which Artabasdos,

after peowxrjv, but that would introduce a localization that may appear
arbitrary even if it happens to be true.

16 Son-in-law of Leo I11 and future emperor.

17 Referring to the defeat of the Helladic revolt described in the previ-
ous paragraph.

18 Another confused sentence.

19 Ed. C. de Boor, Leipzig 1883, 405-6. Cf. trans. by C. Mango and R.
Scott, The Chronicle of Theophanes Confessor, Oxford 1997, 560-1.

20 Photograph reproduced by me, ‘Notes d’épigraphie’ (as in n.*), fig. 6.
In my transcription (ibid., 352) xevinvapw’ should be corrected to
EVTIVAQLD .

21 The meaning of this term is unclear to me.
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Fig. 2. Nicaea, city side of Tower 71 with Artabasdos inscription (as
in 1996).

the glorious patrician and curopalates®?, completed by his toil.”
The inscription marks, therefore, the very spot where the
Arabs were “put to shame”. Not only tower 71, but the whole
stretch of wall between towers 70 and 722 was reconstructed
at this time out of re-used marble blocks and column shafts
taken from ancient buildings. That was probably the stretch
that was partially destroyed, as Theophanes puts it.

We are now in a position to analyse an important text that
has received insufficient attention. It is a Laudation of the
318 Fathers by a certain Gregory, presbyter of the church of
Caesarea in Cappadocia, expressly commissioned by an un-
named bishop of Nicaea?*. It opens with the accession of
Constantine and the establishment of Christianity, where-
upon peace descends on the Roman Empire. Displeased by
this turn of events, the Devil causes Arius to preach his foul
heresy. On being informed, Constantine summons a council
of bishops to meet at Nicaea. The names and sees of the par-
ticipants may be found, we are told, in the ‘synodal tome’
that was set forth by them. They included a number of fa-
mous confessors who had suffered in the preceding persecu-

22 The inscription omits the title comes of Opsikion, which appears on
some of Artabasdos’ lead seals following that of curopalates. Nicaea, of
course, was in the Opsikian theme, but I am not sure one can argue
from the inscription (which, strictly speaking, is not dated) that Arta-
basdos was comes at the time it was set up, as does N. Oikonomides, A
Collection of Dated Byzantine Lead Seals, Washington, DC 1986, 45.

2 See C. Foss and D. Winfield, Byzantine Fortifications, Pretoria 1986,

30

tion, like Jacob of Nisibis, Paul of Neocaesarea and Paphnu-
tius, but the Devil was also able to introduce a few wolves in
sheep’s clothing, among whom our author fails to mention,
perhaps from a feeling of tact, Theognis of Nicaea. The
venue of the council is described in the following terms:
“Having detached from the palace that is there a huge hall -
the fairest part (tov d@Baiudv), as it were, of the imperial
apartments, whose decorous beauty has been preserved to
our days by the protection of the holy Fathers, the mighty
Emperor assigned this hall, like an offering of first-fruits, to
the holy synod”?.

Constantine attends the meetings. Arius is condemned and
a definition of the creed is formulated. The date of Easter is
established and other canons laid down. Constantine de-
mands that the fomos be signed by all the participants, but
two of them, Chrysanthus and Musonius, happen to die be-
fore having signed. The sealed tomos is brought to their
tombs and, when it is opened, their signatures are found
inside.

At the conclusion of the council Constantine offers a ban-
quet and embraces the confessors. As the Fathers are about
to depart and offer prayers for the safety of the city that had
welcomed them, “it so happened that a fount of oil gushed
out of the so-called mesomphalon [circular plaque in the
floor] of the eastern entrance, at the very centre of the apsis
[arch or vault] where the choir of the saints had assembled;
which fount, still visible today, demonstrates the efficacy of
the prayers offered at the time”2,

Another miracle, due to the Fathers’ providence, happened
‘in our generation’. When the ‘Assyrians’ were ravaging the
Roman Empire, Nicaea was preserved unharmed, “having
suffered no loss of men, women or children either by fire or
sword” in spite of many enemy attacks conducted both open-
ly and by stealth. Their commander made an attempt against
the church of the Fathers and hastened “to celebrate there
the detestable rites of his magic”, but was stopped by a noc-
turnal vision and apparitions by daylight. Indeed, he sought
to propitiate God by lighting lamps and barred access to the
holy church to his ‘Babylonians’. Even prisoners taken by

90, 100. A shorter stretch near the South Lake Gate, including tower 94
and the adjacent wall were rebuilt at the same time.

24 The first ed. by F. Combefis (1648) is reprinted in PG 111, col. 420-40;
second, but not very satisfactory ed. by J. Compernass, Gregorios Lo-
brede auf die 318 Viiter des Konzils zu Nikaia, diss. Bonn 1908, 17-31.

25 Ed. Compernass, 22.

26 1bid., 29.



them escaped injury by claiming they were natives of Nicaea.
The bodies of the Fathers have remained uncorrupted. The
author can testify to this in the case of Leontius, bishop of
Caesarea, his home town. The same applies to Gregory of
Armenia, the one who discovered the relics of Ripsime and
Gaiane and converted King Tiridates. “Many persons have
seen his precious body along with me. It has lost neither its
hair nor its fingernails and is suffused with the sweet smell of
myrrh”.

Such in outline is the content of the Laudation which, as its
preface makes clear, was spoken at Nicaea itself. At the time
of its delivery the palace hall in which the synod had met was
still standing in all its beauty. It had allegedly been set apart
by Constantine himself and consecrated as a kind of memor-
ial. It had an eastern entrance and, in front of it, a circular
plaque in the pavement where a miraculous source of oil
gushed out?’. Significantly, our author does not allude to any
images.

Passing on to the relatively recent enemy attack on Nicaea,
we welcome the suggestion by X. Lequeux?® that the men-
tion of Assyrians and Babylonians echoes the siege of Jerus-
alem by Sennacherib (IV Reg. 18-19). This allusion may
have had a further resonance in that it was King Hezekiah,
thanks to whose piety Jerusalem was saved, who rid his
kingdom of idolatry (cuvétpupev maoag Tdg oTHAOG %ol
£EwAOBpevoEY T dhon xal TOv OgLy Tov xaixotv). The
parallel with Leo III may not have been lost on the audi-
ence.On the other hand, our author does make it clear that
the invaders did actually enter the church of the Fathers and
performed their religious rites in it*, which means, unless
the church was extramural, that they broke into Nicaea.

27 The existence of this source is confirmed by the legend of Achilleios,
bishop of Larissa, which appears to have been concocted in the ninth
century. Achilleios, too, is represented as attending the Council and
confounds the heretics by causing a stone or rock to exude oil. See ed. of
his Life by D.Z. Sophianos, Meoauwvixd xal véa éAAnvixa 3 (1990),
142. T owe this reference to Dr. Olga Karagiorgou.

28 Gregorii presbyteri Vita S. Gregorii Theologi, CC, ser. gr. 44 = Corpus
Naz. 11, 2001, 11-13.

o Compernass, 30, prints xatatoiufjoar Tod vaod t@v dyiov, but the
original reading may have been tov Gdvtov Tol vaov in view of the
variants To¥U &dutov vao and ddvvdtov.

30 PG 111, col. 419, n. 1. Attention should be drawn to a curious passage
(Compernass, 29-30), which speaks of the ingratitude of the ‘Assyrians’
for the help they had received from the Roman Empire: t@v yao
"Acovpinv TEOTW YoNoauéveov dyvduovt xal dU fig Eohenoav v
‘Popoiwv pactieias tavTyy [rather than tavty] Aupunvapévov, ete. If

THE MEETING-PLACE OF THE FIRST ECUMENICAL COUNCIL

Different opinions have been expressed concerning the date
of the Laudation. Combefis, its first editor, thought that the
Assyrians or Babylonians referred to the Persians, and con-
sequently dated the text to the reign of Heraclius®’. That was
not an unreasonable suggestion: the Persians twice ad-
vanced as far as Chalcedon, the first time probably in 615,
the second time in 626. The reference to ‘magical rites’
would also fit the Persians. On the other hand, there is no ev-
idence that they ever attacked Nicaea. The next editor,
Compernass, dated the Laudation to the tenth century for
linguistic and stylistic reasons, i.e. for no objective reasons at
all. More recently the late A. Kazhdan argued that the at-
tack on Nicaea was made by Paulician heretics shortly be-
fore 869 and that the text was written after that date3!. That,
however, can hardly be right, seeing that the Paulicians
merely carried out a number of marauding raids, extending
as far as Nicomedia, Nicaea and Ephesus®, whereas the
Laudation speaks of a full-scale invasion of the Roman Em-
pire. A date of 727-787, which I suggested on a previous oc-
casion, has been endorsed by X. Lequeux??. Perhaps we can
narrow it a little further to 727-740 for reasons that will soon
become apparent.

Other possible clues prove elusive. A Gregory presbyter was
also the author of a well-known Life of St. Gregory Nazian-
zen, but it is very unlikely that they were one and the same
person. The reference to the uncorrupted body of St. Grego-
ry the Illuminator of Armenia leads nowhere in view of the
extremely confused traditions conerning that Saint’s relics™.
Nor do we get very far by identifying the textual sources con-
sulted by our Gregory. These were the Ecclesiastical History
by Theodoret, perhaps the Life of the Emperor Constantine

the Persians were meant, the reference could be to the help given by the
emperor Maurice to place Chosroes I1 on the throne, but it is more like-
ly that the author is thinking of the removal of the Mardaites from the
Lebanon mountains by Justinian II (Theophanes, 363).

31 Constantin imaginaire, Byz 57 (1987), 206-8.

32 Genesius, ch. 35, ed. A. Lesmueller-Werner and I. Thurn, 1987, 86.
For the circumstances see P. Lemerle, L'histoire des Pauliciens d’Asie
Mineure, TM 5 (1973), 97, 103.

33 Asinn. 28 above.

34 See M. van Esbroeck, Témoignages littéraires sur la sépulture de S.
Grégoire I'lluminateur, AnBoll 89 (1971), 387-417. Leontius of Cae-
sarea was said to have ordained Gregory the Illuminator bishop. The al-
leged participation of both of them in the Council of Nicaea is affirmed
in a letter of one George, bishop of the Arabs, of the year 714. See ed.
and trans. by G. Garitte, Documents pour I'étude du livre d’Agathange,
ST 127 (1946), 411, 414.
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Fig. 3. City plan of Nicaea (after Foss and Winfield, Byzantine Forti-
fications).

edited by Guidi (or something like it)* and the catalogue of
the Nicaean Fathers, which he calls the ‘synodal tome’. The
last was not a genuine document of 325, but the interpolated
list of 318 names we have already mentioned. It is interest-
ing to note that the list in question contains the names of the
two bishops who allegedly died during the synod, Chrysan-
thus and Musonius, with the comment: “He was buried in
the church of Nicaea”, and “He, too, was buried in the
church”3. It is possible, therefore, that two such tombs actu-

35 See P. Heseler, Zum Logos auf das Konzil von Nikaia ..., BNJb 5
(1927), 59-62. It is not clear to me whether the Laudation borrows from
the Guidi Life, which also speaks of Chrysanthus and Musonius, or vice
versa. The latter text is certainly later, perhaps considerably later than
the reign of Heraclius.

36 Honigmann, La liste (as in n. 5), 59. Not knowing our text, he com-
ments: ‘Il semble s’agir d’une tradition locale de Nicée, qui n’est pas
connue par ailleurs’. The fact that the sees of the two bishops are not
specified gives some support to an epigraphic source.

37 The name Chrysanthus does occur in the onomastic of Nicaea. See S.
Sahin, Katalog der antiken Inschriften des Museums von Enik (Nikaia), 1
(= Inschriften griechischer Stadte aus Kleinasien 9), Bonn 1979, no. 555.
38 This localization is endorsed with regard to the church of the Fathers by
C. Foss, Nicaea. A Byzantine Capital and its Praises, Brookline 1996, 114.
% Theophanes, 412.

32

ally existed and were inscribed with the names Chrysanthus
and Musonius, thus giving rise to the legend about them?’.

In the absence of other evidence it is reasonable to conclude
that the foreign attack described in the Laudation was that of
727. Theophanes speaks of a partial destruction of the city
walls; Gregory has the enemy entering the church of the Fa-
thers. In both texts a miraculous intervention takes place.
Hence the Laudation was composed not long threafter, un-
der iconoclast rule, which is why it says nothing about images.
If that is granted and it is true that the Arabs managed to
reach the church of the Fathers and offer Muslim prayer in it
(which our author calls ‘detestable rites’), it would follow that
the church in question was close to the breach, i.e. probably a
short distance west of the Istanbul gate (Fig. 3)*. That pro-
vides a location for the imperial palace and the venue of the
council of 325. The palace’s eastern gate would have opened
onto the main north-south street. One can only hope that ar-
chaeological findings may one day confirm this conclusion.

In 740 Nicaea was shaken by a terrible earthquake which
“spared only one church”. That may be an exaggeration or
it may mean that all the city’s churches save one sustained
some damage. The Laudation does not mention the earth-
quake, hence may be earlier than 740. Actually, the church
of the Fathers did survive, as we shall see, but it may not
have been in very good shape, seeing that the Council of 787
met in St. Sophia, although it would have been highly sym-
bolic if it had assembled in the same place as the First Coun-
cil**. Indeed, the resemblance of Iconoclasm to Arianism
was often stressed on rather shaky doctrinal grounds, and
somewhat later the Patriarch Photius was to preach a whole
series of sermons on that topic*.. In this context the images
of the Fathers came in handy. On the assumption, which no
one could dispute at the time, that they had been set up by

49 Strangely enough, the Life of St. Stephen the Younger, written in 809
by a patriarchal deacon, states that the First Council took place in the
church of St. Sophia at Nicaea: ed. M.-F. Auzépy, La Vie d’Etienne le
Jeune par Etienne le diacre, Aldershot 1997, 145, 242. I assume that the
author, who was anxious to prove that all ecumenical councils had met
in churches, confused the First with the Seventh. St. Sophia was the
episcopal church (Theophanes, 463) and is usually identified with the
standing ruin of a basilica at the centre of the town, although there is no
explicit proof of that. See Foss, Nicaea, 102.

41 Jconoclasm likened to Arianism: see, e.g., Nicephorus, Antirrheticus 1,
PG 100, col. 244-5; id., Apologeticus, ibid., col. 561-4; id., Refutatio et ever-
sio definitionis synodalis a. 815, ed. J.M. Featherstone, CC, ser. gr. 33,
1997, ch. 5.5, 8.39, 19.78, etc. Photius: see Homilies 15 and 16 and my
comment on them, The Homilies of Photius, Cambridge MA 1958, 239 {.



Constantine himself, one could assert that the first Christian
emperor had given his sanction to the practice of sacred
painting.

The images of the Fathers that were seen by Willibald in the
720’s were certainly a group representation, hence a histori-
cal rather than a devotional picture. There is a possible ref-
erence to it in the Admonition of an Old Man Concerning the
Holy Icons of c. 750, but the text is incomplete and unclear®.
Theophanes, as we have seen, refers to it as still extant in c.
813. A few years later (820-828) the Patriarch Nicephorus,
who had certainly visited Nicaea, speaks twice of the same
composition. The church built in honour of the Fathers, he
says, preserves to this day, in addition to other holy repre-
sentations, the images of the Fathers and of Constantine in
brilliant mosaic. The iconoclasts, he claims, tried to remove
them, but did not succeed in doing so®. It is difficult to
imagine that the iconoclasts, who saw themselves as stand-
ing in the tradition of Nicaea I*4, would have wanted to do
such a thing.

Representations of church councils are recorded in the
Byzantine world from c. 700 onwards, but had probably exist-
ed earlier. The best known example was in the vault of the
Milion at Constantinople. Here were represented the first
five Councils, i.e. down to 553. The Sixth (680/81), also repre-
sented in the guards’ quarter (Scholae) of the Imperial
Palace, was added to the Milion series some time after 713.
Pictures of all six councils were displayed in St. Peter’s, Rome,
in 712%. Such images forming a series were propagandistic
rather than commemorative: they served to underline the ad-
herence on the part of the emperor or the Pope to Christian
dogma as defined by the councils and the rejection of such
heresies as had been condemned by them. The mosaic at
Nicaea appears on the other hand to have been commemora-

2 Ed. BM. Melioranskij, Georgij Kiprjanin I Ioann Ierusalimljanin, St.
Petersburg 1901, xxv. The iconoclasts, argues the Old Man, are oppos-
ing the great Constantine by calling Christ’s image an idol, fjv adtog &v
Nuxoig Tf) Toher peydhws lotdonoey detgo xal 1de v Gylay . . . Tom-
™V ovvodov, fiv adtog tij ToT Beod xehevosL ouviBQOLOEY . . . xoid aDTOG
0 evhaféotatog Paothevg dexouevog avmbev oTéQog Vo Gyiov ayyé-
hov, Ti) mvevpaTtixd) xowpatoveyia [lacuna) xoi maQédwxrev adta T
xoBohxi . . . éxxinoiq. The author appears to be saying that Constan-
tine was depicted in the act of receiving a crown from an angel (a flying
victory ?), but an image of Christ would not normally have been part of
the same composition. On p. xxxv of the same text is a reference to a
mosaic representing the Second Council.

43 Refutatio et eversio, ch. 16.38 ff., 74.1 ff.

4 See Horos of 754, Mansi X111, 233B ff.

THE MEETING-PLACE OF THE FIRST ECUMENICAL COUNCIL

tive: it represented an event that had taken place at that very
spot. We do not know when it was set up nor what it looked
like, i.e. whether it followed what was to become traditional
Byzantine iconography, of which the earliest preserved repre-
sentative, depicting the Second Council, is in the Paris. gr. 510
of c. 880. A slightly earlier example (second quarter of the
ninth century) is, however, preserved in a Carolingian manu-
script and represents precisely Nicaea 1. Its iconography is a
little different: Constantine, surrounded by his bodyguard, is
on the left, a group of bishops on the right, while in the fore-
ground a heap of books is being burnt. The copyist of the
manuscript understood this act of incineration to depict the
destruction of heretical writings (witness the label Heretici Ar-
riani damnati), but it may show instead a famous incident of
the Council: presented with denunciations of certain bishops,
Constantine ordered them to be burnt unopened.

We shall not be concerned here with the subsequent history
of the church of the Fathers, which was shaken down, along
with St. Sophia, by the earthquake of 106547, It was probably
repaired and re-appears later as a monastery*. Two intrigu-
ing references are, however, worth mentioning. An ecclesi-
astical council met at Nicaea in 1232 “in the domed oaton”
of what was then the Greek Patriarchate in exile*’. The
name oaton (ovatum, egg-shaped) was also applied to a hall
in the Imperial Palace at Constantinople. It was there that
both the Sixth Ecumenical Council (680/81) and the Quini-
sext (692) assembled. Could the oaton of Nicaea have been
the patched up rotunda of Constantine’s palace ? Two years
later (1234) a Latin delegation came to Nicaea and were
shown the church in which the First Council had purported-
ly met. In it they saw a painting representing that assembly>C.
Was it the mosaic we have been discussing or a later substi-
tute for it ?

45 On this subject see esp. Chr. Walter, L iconographie des conciles dans la
tradition byzantine, Paris 1970. On the political message conveyed by im-
ages of councils cf. A. Grabar, L iconoclasme byzantin?, Paris 1984, 65 ff.
46 Chr. Walter, Les dessins carolingiens d’un manuscrit de Verceil,
CahArch 18 (1968), 99-107.

47 Michael Attaliates, Bonn ed., 90.

8 As shown by the inscription discussed by me in ‘Notes d’épigraphie’
(asinn.*), 354 ff.

Wy, Laurent, Les régestes des actes du Patriarcat de Constantinople, 1/4,
Paris 1971, no. 1261. Cf. Foss, Nicaea, 111.

30 Foss, ibid. J.P.A. Van den Vin, Travellers to Greece and Constanti-
nople, Leiden 1980, I, 297-8, is mistaken in connecting this painting with
the church of the Dormition.
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In conclusion I should like to stress once again the impor-
tance of the siege of 727 in leading up to the outbreak of
Iconoclasm. The event that is usually adduced as swaying
Leo’s mind, namely the eruption of Thera in 726, was, to use
modern jargon, non-specific. The same may be said of the

defeat of the Helladics. But the deliverance of Nicaea, espe-
cially if it was seen as miraculous, carried the express bless-
ing of the 318 Fathers, i.e. the highest authority in the for-
mulation of Orthodoxy. Leo could now be certain that he
was on the right course.

Cyril Mango

O TOIIOZ 2YI'KAHZHZ THZ A’ OIKOYMENIKHZ XYNOAOY
KAI O NAOZ TQN ATIQN ITATEPQN 3TH NIKAIA

H A’ Owrovpevinn Zovodog (325) mpayuatomotOnxe
OTNV ®VEL0 BoVOaa TOU CUTOXRQATOQLXOU AVAXTOQOU
g Nirnowog. Zto mogov apbpo vootnitetol Ot oLy
amd Tov 80 almva 1) aifovaa OUTH UETOTRAT®E O€ VOO
apLEQWUEVO otoug dyovg TTatéges mov hafov pégog
oty Z0vodo nat xooundnxe pe YneudwTd oto omolo
euoviLotav 1 Zuvodogc. O mEWTOS YVWOTOS EMMOKRETTNC,
0 ayyhog mpooxuvntrg Willibald, o omolog emoxégpbnxe
) Nixowa el to 727-729, meouypdgel Ty aibovoa wg
QOTOVTO [E OUQPAALO, EVOV CQYLTEXTOVIXO TUTO OV
TOQLALEL 08 abovoa avarTOQOU.

To 727 n Nizawa wohogxnOnxe amod tovg Agafes, mov
21ATOROMOAY VA XATACTEWOVV TUNIC TV TELYDV, OAAG
amETuy oy va xatorafovy v woAn. To axgiés onueio
AOTAOTQOPY|G AVOPEQETAL UE ETLYQQPT) TOV AQTOPAT-
dou (Ew. 2), evreropévy) oe ixt} amdotaot dutnd
™G mUANG g Istanbul oty Nixawa (Ew. 3) omv emi-
YOO AVAQEQETOL OTL 1] CWTNQLA TNG TOANG OPEIAETOL
oe Bela moépPfaon. Ztny TANEECTEQT QPNYNON QUTNG
NG TOMOQHLOG OTT0 TOV OL0PaAvT), TO YEYOVOTO, TOQOV-
OLACOVTOL OUQMS TAQOITONUEVT, MOTE 1) CWTNOLLL TNG
TOANG VO, ATOdIOETAL OTIC ATTELOVICOUEVES LOQPES TWV
aylwv [Motégwy.

e éva eyrowo tov 318 IMotéowy amd Tov dyvmoTo
anto alhov meeofutepo Tonyoelo, Tou xoovoloyeitol
HeTo&L Twv etwv 727 o 740, yivetow TLONG AvapoQd.
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0€ (oL «TTROCQPOTI» TTOMOQXIM, 0T OLAQXELN TG OTTOLOG
ot gxBool ewéfarav oto vao twv Ayiwv Iatégwv xat
téheoav exel TeleTovQyies g Oonoreiag Tovg, aAhd ex-
Suybnuav pe Bavpaoto teomo. Tnv emoyxn exeivn To
0L0dOUNUO. DLETNQELTO axOWUN OE OAN TOV TNV aiyAn o
elye pioe xoNnvn ehaiov zovtd oty ovaTolxt] el00dO
tov. O TonydpLog dev avVOpEQETOL 0TV ATTEROVLON TG
Zuvodov.

O vaog tov Ayiov Iotépmv mbavotata vTeoTn rato-
OTEOWES atd TO OELOWUO Tov 740 (Yo To AOYo owtd 1) Zv-
vodog tov 787 éyive otov ®aBedoixo vao tng Aylag Xo-
@lag emtions ot Nixouwa) alhd GuvEYLOE VA VTTAQYEL UE TN
pict 1) TNV GAAT LOQ@T] TOU £WG TNV TOUQKRIXY XOTAKTOM.
Svumegoopatind emonuaivovion to e&ng: 1. To avto-
XQATOQHO OLVAXTOQO UE TH) QOTOVTA POLOXOTOV TUOVO-
TATO 0TO POQELOAUTIHG TUNUAL TG TTOANG, KOVTA OTHY TTU-
An tng Istanbul. 2. H pe Oavpaotd 1pomo dudowon g Ni-
oo To 727 BemonOnxe amd tov Aéovra I' évoelEn Oeiag
ETOORIUALTLAG TNG OENOHEVTIXTG TTOMTIXYG TOV, YEYOVOG
L0 OVOLALOTLRO KO TTLO GNUOALVTLXO OTTO T1) OUY VA OVOLpE-
0pevn ExENEN Tov NYawoteiov Thg Onag (726), xadag
£pepe ™ agooayida Twv 318 Tlatépwy mov giyoy dotu-
nwoer o 00000080 doyua. Ou eixovégLriol, amd Ty
TAEVQA TOVG, RATEROAAY ULa XATTWG 0 dEELX TTROCTADELDL
(6mws poQTUEEL 0 OE0EAVNS) VO TAQOVOLAGOVV TO Hav)-
Ot LE TQOTO TTOV VoL OTNELLEL TI OLrES TOVG BETELS.
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