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D I R K  K R A U S M Ü L L E R

Diorasis denied
Opposition to clairvoyance in Byzantium from late Antiquity to the eleventh century

Abstract: This article treats the phenomenon of clairvoyance, the ability to know the thoughts of others that set holy men apart 
from ordinary human beings who had to make inferences from a person’s outward appearance. After a discussion of the various 
theories that Late Antique authors put forward in order to account for this phenomenon, it focuses on opposition to clairvoyance 
�����*������������*�����!���&�`��`	����&#=�"���$����������´������Q��!���&!���::������������´:�����$���$�����������´:�����Q�`�
their authors took this stance.

In Late Antique hagiographical and spiritual literature there is widespread agreement that perfect 
^����������!������Q� ���� ���&��������������=�X�Q�*���� �����´:���������� ���� �����:����#�����$��-
fer greatly from each other. Some authors argue that human beings can acquire the ability to read 
thoughts by purifying themselves from passions whereas others declare that the requisite knowledge 
is imparted to them by the Holy Spirit, either on an ad-hoc basis or through permanent indwelling. 
Yet others envisage that saints draw inferences from outward signs, just like ordinary human beings 
$���
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that point the presbyter Timothy of Antioch and the anonymous author of a collection of Questions 
and Answers insisted that human beings can only ever read outward signs, and thereby implicitly 
ruled out any supernatural element. This point of view elicited indignant responses from others who 
$����$�$������´�����!������&!��������#��������&�����!�&��������������$��������!��!�:������:&���!������
��$���*�������=�������´���������������$�*���:#���������:��!���������`�������!���&�`�^����������:���
and Bithynia. At that time the monks Theodore of Stoudios and Theosterictus of Medikion declared 
that saintly confessors rely on the interpretation of outward signs whereas the hagiographers of Peter 
of Atroa and Joannicius took it for granted that their heroes were mind-readers. The discussion ends 
Q������ ��´�����#���������`����*�����!���&� �̀� ������������Y�������&�� ����Y��������
`�Y�������&�����
Panagios, where the notion that God shares his knowledge of human souls with holy men is rejected 
�&������=�����:�����������!�������`���������*�$��!����$�����������´:�����Q�`�����*����&���&���������$�
their different views.

LATE ANTIQUITY

Byzantine holy men were not completely withdrawn from society. They frequently interacted with 
other monks and laypeople who came to them in order to confess their sins and to seek spiritual 
advice.1 Such interactions feature prominently in hagiographical literature. The author of the Life of 
 
 
 

 1 On this topic cf. I. HAUSHERR, La direction spirituelle en Orient autrefois (Orientalia Christiana Analecta 144). Rome 1955.
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����$��������`�����������´�#:����:�����������������������:�:&�����:����&����������Q��#�:��:���Q�&�$�
�����������!��������������������=�������!���� �̀���Q�*��������������!�������Q����#�����������:������������
then adds a further comment: ‘as regards those who hid the ulcers of their souls he told them some 
of the things that they had done’ (�×Ï ØÙ åê����ê��Ï�ÛÏ �� U���×Ï â�î��� V��� ê����Ì�ÌÏ �Í��Ð 
��Ï� �×Ï �Í��Ð êÌê�����ÏÛÏ).2������!�##������³�!���������������:������
�����������������������Q�
the thoughts of his visitors and was not forced to rely on what they disclosed to him. Even a cursory 
����!�������������:��!�����$��:����&�����´������Q������������
������Q���Q�$��:���$���������Y���~&�� =̀�
X�Q�*�����������������!������������*����&���&��������*��~&����$����������´:���������=

For the fourth-century hermit Evagrius Ponticus and his followers the ability to read thoughts was 
�����$���������������������!�����������$�*���� =̀�����#����Q�������:&����$�����#��$�!����#:�����������
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��������������*���
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��������$������`������������!�����������*���
���
�����=3 At this last stage 
he gains a direct insight into the minds of other human beings and is able to read their thoughts.4 
¢���\*����&������:��!�������:&���!���������&�������:��#�������������������#�����=�%�*�������!��������
important facilitating factor but in the end it is the effort of the practitioner that makes the reading of 
thoughts possible. It activates powers of perception that are always potentially present in the human 
being. In the Apophthegmata Patrum the monk Doulas, an associate of Evagrius, recommends soli-
tude and fasting ‘because they give sharp sight’ (%æ�Ø���Ü�Ï ��� ê���î��ë�).5

A radically different theory is put forward in the Vita Prima of the fourth-century Egyptian abbot 
Pachomius. There it is acknowledged that ‘the ability of the saints to “see through”, I mean, to see the 
thoughts of the souls, is a great thing’ (�5�� �×Ï ��-ÛÏ �ô Ø�������6Ï, �5�Û Ø� �ô �� åÏì��.���� �×Ï 
â�î×Ï à�øÏ). However, then it is emphasised that this is not an intrinsic ability of the seer: ‘for when 
�������$�Q������������#���$�Q����´:�������������������*������!=��&!����������������#����`�����!����-
voyants, but when he does not reveal (sc. them) they are like all other human beings’ (���Ï �ÙÏ ��� 
à åÏ �Í��Ð �4���Ð ��Ý �� ê,Ï�� å�Ì�Ï×Ï Ñê����4ê�� ��4���Ð, Ø��������- Ìúë�· �� Ñê����4ê��Ï��Ð 
Ø5, �Ð ê,Ï�ÌÐ õÏì�Ûê�- Ìúë�).6 This theory, which rules out any human contribution, seems to have 

����Q�$��`����Q�����!�������������#�������$�������������������������X��`!�����
`�������´���!���&�`�
Palestinian hagiographer Cyril of Scythopolis.7 However, this does not mean that it was the only 
�´��������´:��������=�^`�������`�������!�&����������
�!�&����������Q����#�����´:�����Q�`���
�����!��
did not know the true identity of a visitor. The apologetic tone of the passage shows clearly that Cyril 
envisaged readers who believed that true saints had to be permanently endowed with the Holy Spirit.

X�Q��´���#���:�������!�&�$�
��!���
����������#�������������������´���!���&�`���`������`#�������
the Wondrous Mountain. Symeon’s hagiographer claims that the Holy Spirit had taken residence in 
the saint’s soul.8 Two episodes reveal how he conceptualised the relationship between these two enti-
ties. In the account of a miracle he lets a visitor say that he did not confess his sins ‘because I thought 

 2 George Eleusios, Life of Theodore of Sykeon 147 (ed. A.-J. FESTUGIÈRE, Vie de Théodore de Sykéôn [Subsidia hagiographica 
48]. Brussels 1970, 115, 5–6).

 3 See e.g. Evagrius Ponticus, Gnostic Chapters, 1, 70 (ed. A. GUILLAUMONT��������´�^���&�����$�����:�������������!��$��*�����
���+����~&�=��$������!����~&��$�����*��������`���~&��!�##&�������$������$�&�����&*�����*��������`���~&���������������*�!�&���
double traduction française [PO 28]. Paris 1958, 50–51).

 4 See e.g. R. BEULAY, L’enseignement spirituel de Jean de Dalyatha, mystique syro-oriental du VIIIe siècle (Theologie Histori-
que 83). Paris 1990, 358.

 5 Apophthegmata Patrum, Doulas 1 (PG 65, 161BC).
 6 Vita prima of Pachomius 48 (ed. F. HALKIN, Le corpus athénien de saint Pachôme [Cahiers d’Orientalisme 2]. Geneva 1982, 

31, 9–13).
 7 Cyril of Skythopolis, Life of John the Hesychast 5 (ed. E. SCHWARTZ, Kyrillos von Skythopolis [TU 49.2]. Leipzig 1939, 205, 

8–12).
 8 Life of Symeon 118 (ed. P. VAN DEN VEN�����*�����!������$���=��`#������`����������&���¿¨q{�¨¬qÀ��"=�"����$&!����������´���

grec [Subsidia hagiographica 32]. Brussels 1962, 98).
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I could remain hidden from your holy spirit’ (Ï��Üë�Ð ��Ïì¡ÏÌ�Ï �ô�W���Ï ë�� êÏÌù��);9 and in the 
narration of Symeon’s death he tells us that the saint ‘gave up in great peace his holy spirit into the 
hands of the Lord’ (Ñê5ØÛ�ÌÏ åÏ Ìú�.Ï� ê���� åÏ îÌ�ëÝ ���-�� �ô W���Ï �Í��ù êÏÌù��).10 In both 
cases Symeon’s soul is not only given the name of the third person of the Trinity but also accorded its 
traditional epithet ‘holy’. This gives the impression as if it has somehow been assimilated to the Holy 
Spirit. Though starting from a completely different conceptual framework Symeon’s hagiographer 
��&�����#�������*����������������#������������������������$�!�����������������´:�����!�$�
`�\*����&���
gnostic.

Despite all differences the two theories have one thing in common: they give the saints direct 
and certain knowledge of the thoughts of other human beings. This was an advantage that ordinary 
:��:���$�$�����:������=����`�Q�������!�$�����
���*��������!�����´:�����������$�����
���*��&�����������
persons and to make inferences from them about their inner states. The accuracy of such ‘conjecture’ 
(ë��î�ë��Ð, Ìú��ë��Ð��*����$��!!��$�����������!��*���������$��´:�����!���������:��!���������=11 How-
ever, in the end there was always the potential for error. This fact is stressed by Gregory of Nyssa 
who once declares that ‘sense perception is an unreliable criterion for (sc. establishing) the truth of 
what is’ (ë���Ì�ôÏ ��� ����Î���Ï �� �×Ï�"Ï�ÛÏ�Ñ��ìÌÜX����Yëì�ë�Ð).12�������!���� �̀�#��`��&������
have a very dim view of the ability to read signs. They regard evil spirits as the most accomplished 
practitioners of all who continuously watch monks and deduce their mental states from what they 
see, in order to use this knowledge against them.13

������´��������Q����*��$��!&���$����������*�������#:������������������Q��Q�`��������Q����Q����
radically different from one another. However, in reality acts of clairvoyance were open to interpre-
tation. In the Lausiac History Palladius tells us that Anthony once knew the identity and the thoughts 
of a visitor although nobody had told him. This knowledge is attributed to a divine revelation.14 
However, Palladius then states that ‘it was dark’ (ë���Ü�Ð �Zë�Ð) when the visitor arrived.15 This de-
tail was most likely added to dispel any doubts of the readers that Anthony might just have guessed 
these things from studying the visitor’s face. Indeed, the distinction between the powers of saints and 
of ordinary people was not always so neat. Occasionally saints are presented as consummate read-
ers of outward signs who never err in their assessment because their normal faculties of perception 
���������������$�
`�����X��`��:����=�Y���´�#:��������&�$��������Y:�:�����#����+���&#�Q���������
�����!���&�`�+������������

���L�����&��������$������*����V�!��$������*���&���������?���:�`�����*��-
itor ‘because from the behaviour of the man and through the wisdom that he had from God, he had 
grasped the rottenness of his character’ (å� ��Ð ��ù�ÑÏØ�ôÐ ����ë�¡ëÌÛÐ ��Ý�å� ��Ð ê��ë��ë�Ð �Í�� 
ìÌ�ìÌÏ ë�Ï�ëÌÛÐ �ô Ø�Ì�ì����Ï�Ï ��Ð �Í��ù �Ï
��Ð ������÷
Ï).16

?����!�##������������������� �̀�Q��!����$������!���������´:���������������:�:�����#����+�&������
Simple. There we are told that the saint had the gift ‘to see each one how he was in his soul just as 
we see the faces of each other’ (à�øÏ V��ë��Ï àê��Ð åë�� �� â�î� [ëêÌ� ��ÌÐ ÷��ê��ÌÏ Ñ��Î�ÛÏ 
�� ê��ëÛê�). However, what Paul sees is not the thoughts themselves as becomes obvious from the 

 9 Life of Symeon 216 (185 VAN DEN VEN).
 10 Life of Symeon 257 (223 VAN DEN VEN). This is an adaptation of Christ’s last words in Luke 23:46.
 11 See e.g. Gregory of Nazianzus, Oration 5, 23 [ed. J. BERNARDI, Grégoire de Nazianze, Discours 4–5. Contre Julien. Introduc-

��������´���!����~&������$&!��������������¿SC 309]. Paris, 1983, 336, 10–14).
 12 Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Gregory the Wonderworker (ed. G. HEIL, De vita Gregorii Thaumaturgi, in G. HEIL – J. P. CAVARNOS 

– O. LENDLE, Gregorii Nysseni Opera. Sermones I. Leiden 1990, 39, 19–23).
 13� �����^��#�!&���^��#�´�{��qª��PG 88, 641A, 1068B).
 14 Palladius, Lausiac History 21, 10 (ed. G. J. M. BARTELINK, Palladio, La Storia Lausiaca [Vite dei Santi 2]. Milan 1974, 112, 

78–86).
 15 Palladius, Lausiac History 21, 10 (112, 79 BARTELINK).
 16 Apophthegma Patrum, Gelasius 4 (PG 65, 149C).
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continuation of the story: ‘when all entered with a bright countenance and a shining face … he saw 
that one was black and dusky’ (ê¡Ï�ÛÏ ØÙ Ìúë��Ï�ÛÏ ���ê�� ���"âÌ� ��Ý ���Ø�� �� ê��ë
ê��VÏ� 
ã�à�� ����Ï� ��Ý  ��
Ø�).17 This is also a reading of faces but it is faces, which are not visible to 
���������$�Q��!���´�!��`���³�!�������������������������:���������&���´!�&$������`������=����������������
closely related to the theory of the spiritual senses where sight appears alongside hearing, smell, taste 
and touch.18�¢��#�������´���!���&�`�����������*��&�����Y����!��������´�#:����Q�����������������������
may recognise another from the smell of fragrance that emanates from him.19

It is obvious that these theories are quite different from each other. While some bring down holy 
men almost to the level of ordinary people others accord them truly superhuman powers. Which 
theory an author adopted was dependent not only on his personal preferences but also on the milieu 
in which he lived. This is very clear from the case of Pachomius. The Vita prima of this saint tells us 
that his ability to read thoughts was not uncontroversial. In the year 345 he was summoned before a 
�`��$����
����:����$�#�������$�����$�����´:�������#����=20 He did so in the following manner:

	î��-ë������Ï�à��4���Ð���Ý���ù���åê���Ï0ë�Ì�Ï����Ì�÷�4�Ì������-Ð��Í�×Ï�à�ê��Ì�6�ÌÏ�Ð����×Ð�
��Ý��-Ð�à�åÏ��ê���-ëÌ��\Ï���Ï�î6Ð=�õ�ÌÐ��ô�î,��ë�����ù�ìÌ�ù7���6Ï�����õÏì�Ûê���������6ë��Ï�
��Ý�Ï�.��ÏÌÐ��ÌY��Ì�ê��.ë��ë�Ï�%�-��Ð���5��Ð�åÏ��5ë��ÑÏì�0êÛÏ���Í��åê���Ï0ë���ë�Ï��Í�×Ï�
��Ï�Ø�,ìÌë�Ï��Ø����-Ï�Ï�ÌÐ�V��ë����×Ï�êÌ�Ý��Í��4Ð²21

The Lord has given us the grace to learn this as well, when he wishes, who of them is on the right 
track and who only pretends to be a monk. But let us leave aside the grace of God. Clever and 
intelligent men in the world, when they spend a few days in the midst of other men, do they not 
learn their inner states, by judging each of the things that are around them?

In his speech Pachomius puts forward two arguments. Firstly, he claims that his powers are a gift of 
God over which he cannot dispose according to his own wishes; and secondly, he avers that what he 
does is not so different from the behaviour of laypeople who use their natural abilities of observation 
in order to gauge the inner states of others. Pachomius clearly believed that he could ward off cri-
ticism by stressing the absolute sovereignty of God and the ordinariness of his own behaviour. This 
suggests that of the theories we have discussed above, those found in the Vita prima of Pachomius 
and in the apophthegm of Gelasius would have raised the least objections from people who were 
�*�������������
&������&:���&#���:�Q����������`�#��=��`�!�������������Q�&�$��´:�!������:������������
Evagrius and of the hagiographer of Symeon of the Wondrous Mountain to have been more problem-
atic. However, there is little evidence for controversy. We do know that Symeon had his detractors 
and that the followers of Evagrius met with hostility during the so-called Second Origenist Contro-
versy.22�Á������������!��³�!�������~&����������Q�������������:����
���������Q��������&�������������� 
 

 17 Apophthegmata Patrum, Paul the Simple (PG 65, 381D).
 18 See B. FRAIGNEAU-JULIEN, Les sens spirituels et la vision de Dieu selon Syméon le Nouveau Théologien (Cahiers de Civili-

sation Médiévale 30). Paris 1985, 27–93.
 19 John of Beith-Aphtonia, Life of Severus (ed. M.-A. KUGENER, Vie de Sévère par Jean supérieur du monastère de Beith-Aph-

�����=���´����`���~&��:&
��������$&�������������¿PO 2, 3]. Paris 1904, 226).
 20 D. BRAKKE, Demons and the Making of the Monk: Spiritual Combat in Early Christianity. Harvard, Mass. 2006, 81; 

W. HARMLESS, Desert Christians: An Introduction into the Literature of Early Monasticism. New York 2004, 134. 
 21 Vita prima of Pachomius 112 (73, 20–27 HALKIN).
 22 Life of Symeon 157, 224 (138–139, 194 VAN DEN VEN); D. HOMBERGEN, The Second Origenist Controversy. A New Perspec-

��*�����^`��������!`���:������?������!�������:��������X������!�����&�!���������´���^���&�`���������#�Studia Anselmiana 
132). Rome 2001.
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seems to have played no role. This can only mean that after Pachomius’ days this question was no 
���������!��������&�����&�=�"�$��$��
`�������´���!���&�`�����*��Q�������:&���!������Q���!��$&!�*�����
clairvoyance and that clairvoyance could be a permanent gift from God had entered the mainstream. 
Hagiographers freely combined elements from the different theories and one does not always get the 
��������������`���³�!��$�$��:�`����������!���!��=23 This was possible because they and their audiences 
were agreed that clairvoyance was one of the constitutive elements of the status of holy men.

FROM THE SIXTH TO THE EIGHTH CENTURY

�������&������Q���������`�$����������������:����$����#������������´��������������`��������!���&� �̀�����
so-called ‘Dark Age’. This period, which saw the unravelling of the Late Roman order, was charac-
������$�
`����!��!�����*������=24 Thus, it comes as no surprise that the question of whether human 
beings can acquire knowledge of others by supernatural means also became a bone of contention.

����������*�$��!�������������!������$�������������������´���!���&� =̀�"�������&�$�����Q�����#�����������
�������&��������Q��!������#��&�!��:��������
&����������:���
`������#���`����Y����!����$����+������!��
Anastasius I of Antioch (d. 599).25 Timothy discusses at great length the appearance of the prophets 
?�������$�\��V�����������������$�������������������������&��$�̂ �����=�+&		��$�
`�������!�������̂ ������$�$�
���������$&!���������Q����&�����������Y:�����������:���������~&������;�òY�$����#�Q�����$�$����`������
the knowledge that it was Moses and Elijah?’ (��Ý ê�ìÌÏ �Í��Ð � �Ï×ë�Ð ��� #Ûë�Ð !Ï ��Ý ��Ü�Ð;); 
��$��������*�����#������������Q��;�ò¢��#������������å� �×Ï �Ì����ÜÛÏ), because for the Apostles’ 
!��*�����!��\��V���Q�&�$���*������$��������!����������������$�?�����Q�&�$���*��!�����$�������
����
of the law.26�������´:���������#���Q���������$����������:��������#�Y�������&��Q����´!���#�$;�ò�����
some ask whence and based on what signs the disciples recognised the prophets does not seem to 
me a subtle question nor one worth being investigated’ (�ô ØÙ ê�Ïì¡ÏÌëì�Ü ��Ï�Ð ê�ìÌÏ ] ê×Ð ��Ý å� 
�ÜÏÛÏ ë��ÌÜÛÏ åê��ÏÛë�Ï �í ��ì���Ý ��DÐ ê���Î��Ð �Z ��� Ø��Ì ���âôÏ åêÌ�
���� ��Ý  ��ÎëÌÛÐ 
õæ��Ï Ì^Ï��).27 Anastasius asserts that the Apostles would, of course, have known the identities of the 
�Q����&������$�������´:�����������ò���`���$�
�!�#��#����!�����������$��Ø�������
�Ì��� �Ì��Ï��ÌÐ) 

�!�&��� �����´:�����!����� �����������&���������$� ��������#�$����#�� �������$�
�!�&���^��������$�
illuminated their minds.28

Anastasius’ argument is thoroughly traditional. By contrast, Timothy’s point of view seems to be 
Q����&��:��!�$���=�"�������Q����#�����Q�*�������Q�����������������$���&������!�������������`���#�����
�:����������´:�����$��������·&����������$�Y��Q�����������&��=������&������������Q������!����!�����Q���
#���������`���*�$���������������´����������`���*�����!���&�`�!���#�$�������������&���!��$�Q������������������
Christ and that in the absence of distinguishing signs ‘we will not recognise each other there but will 
be unrecognised as brothers by our brothers, as fathers by our sons, and as friends by our friends’ 
 
 

 23� "��������������:��!�����&*������^`��������!`���:�����������´�#:����Q����$��*�$��!��������������*��Q�������$��
�*�;�:&���!�-
tion of the senses and clairvoyance; transitory revelation; permanent revelation; simple reading of outward signs; reading 
of outward signs with divine assistance; and seeing of the ‘true’ faces of others. See Life of Sabas 12 (95, 16 SCHWARTZ); 
Life of John the Hesychast 10 (208, 5–7 SCHWARTZ); Life of Euthymius 13 (23, 8 SCHWARTZ); Life of Abraamius (245, 9–11 
SCHWARTZ); Life of Euthymius 29, 22, 24 (46, 1–2; 35, 1–25, 36, 18–19 SCHWARTZ).

 24 See e.g. D. OLSTER, Roman Defeat, Christian Response and the Literary Construction of the Jew. Philadelphia 1994.
 25� ¢�����$������$�$��!&��������������Q����´�������%=�KRAUSMÜLLER, Byzantine concepts of the resurrection I: Anastasius of An-

tioch. Gouden Hoorn 5.1 (1996) 11–17; IDEM, Byzantine concepts of the resurrection II: Timothy of Antioch. Gouden Hoorn 
5.2 (1997–1998) 11–26.

 26� ��#���`����Y����!����������^�������$������������&�������PG 86, 261B–C). 
 27� Y�������&�����Y����!���¢��������#�����������������&�������PG 89, 1369B).
 28� Y�������&�����Y����!���¢��������#�����������������&�������PG 89, 1368D–1369A).
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(�Í��åê���Ï
ë���ÌÏ�Ñ��Î���Ð�å�Ì��Ñ����Ñ�Ï
��ë����ÑØÌ���Ý�ÑØÌ���Ð ��Ý ê����ÌÐ �í�Ð ��Ý �Ü��� 
�Ü���Ð ��ìÌë�Î���ÌÏ).29

This theory, too, met with opposition. Anastasius of Sinai declared that while recognition by nat-
ural means may be impossible God’s grace will reveal to us the identities of each other.30 The same 
*��Q�����´:�����$���������#����������%�!����$��Q��!����������
&��$������������%�#��!&�;�òÁ������&�`�
each one will recognise his neighbour, not through the shape of the body, but through the clairvoyant 
eye of the soul’ (Ï�Ü��"Ï�ÛÐ�V��ë��Ð�ÑÏ��ÏÛ��Ì �ôÏ ê��ëÜ�Ï �Í��ù, �Í �� ��ù ë
����Ð ëîÎ����, 
Ñ��� �� Ø�������� ��Ð â�î�Ð�"�����).31 The vehemence of the responses suggests that Timothy 
and the anonymous author of the Questions and Answers had questioned long-standing certainties. 
������!���� �̀�
����#���$�������*���!����$�������:����
����`�����&:�����&����`��!~&���$����Q��$��=�
����������������#������������������������&���!�������$������������&������������Q���*�����Q���������
supernatural is prevalent.

It is evident that such a conceptual framework also rules out clairvoyance. A collection of Ques-
��������$�Y��Q�������#�������*���������������!���&� �̀�Q��!����������
&��$����Y�������&�����Y��´��-
$�����#����������������´:��!��=�������Q�����$ that ‘only God is a knower of hearts because not even 
the angels themselves know … what is in the heart’ (���Ø���Ï
ë��Ð ��Ï�Ð à =ÌôÐ �ê¡�îÌ�` åêÌÝ 
�ÍØÙ �Í��Ý �í õ��Ì��� �� å��¡�Ø�� … åêÜë��Ï���).32 This statement must be interpreted in the light 
of an earlier passage where the author !�����������´&��
��Q����������������*���
���
������L�$��������
and human soul.33 There he states that these beings cannot be seen by human eyes and only makes an 
�´!�:�������������[������?��`�Q���Q�����!���
��������������������L�
���������������&�����&��=34

THE EARLY NINTH CENTURY

The evidence for opposition to clairvoyance that we have analysed so far dates to the period from 
�����������´��������������`��������!���&� =̀�X�Q�*����������::��������!�����&�$�Q����&��
��������������
Iconoclast period. This can be seen from a sermon on the Angels by Theodore of Stoudios.35 There 
Theodore declares that of all human beings only Mary was permitted to see ‘the nature of an angel 
as it is’ (��ë�Ï Ñ��Ì����Ï �Ð �ë��). The striking similarity of this statement with the speculation of 
Pseudo-Athanasius leaves no doubt that Theodore is participating in an ongoing discourse. Because 
of the nature of his topic Theodore does not embark on a separate discussion of visions of the soul. 
X�Q�*����������!����������$��!��
���L�
�������������!����&��������ò��&��³�#�������� â�î��ÎÏ) sug-
gests that he wished his statement to apply to human souls as well.36 Accordingly, human beings other 
than Mary would not only not be able to see angels but would also be incapable of seeing souls. Thus 
���!�#����������&�:�����������������������Q������������$����������������#�����#����������������&���� 
 

 29 Pseudo-Athanasius, Questions and Answers 22 (PG 28, 609D).This theory is attributed to the common source of the two 
collections of Anastasius of Sinai and Pseudo-Athanasius in D. KRAUSMÜLLER, “At the resurrection we will not recognise one 
another”: radical devaluation of social relations in the lost model of Anastasius’ and Pseudo-Athanasius’ Questions and An-
swers. Byz 83 (2013) 207–227. See also Anastasius, Questions and Answers, 19.11 (ed. J. A. MUNITIZ – M. RICHARD, Anastasii 
Sinaitae Questiones et Responsiones [CCSG 59]. Turnhout 2006, 34, 95–107); and Ps-Athanasius, Questions and Answers 
24 (PG 28, 612D–613A). 

 30 Anastasius of Sinai, Questions and Answers 19.11 (34, 95–107 MUNITIZ – RICHARD).
 31 Ps-Damascene, On the Deceased 29 (PG 95, 2767D–2769A).
 32 Pseudo-Athanasius, Questions and Answers 100 (PG 28, 660A).
 33 Pseudo-Athanasius, Questions and Answers 27 (PG 28, 613C). 
 34 Pseudo-Athanasius, Questions and Answers 28 (PG 28, 616A). 
 35 For a more detailed discussion see D. KRAUSMÜLLER, The Flesh Cannot See the Word’: “Nestorianising” Chalcedonians in the 

Seventh to Ninth Centuries AD. Vigiliae Christianae 67 (2013) 185–208. 
 36 Theodore of Stoudios, On the Angels 9 (PG 99, 744B–C).
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����&#���
������!���
���!!����$�
`��&:�����&����#����=�������!���� �̀� ������`����#�ò!����*�`�����
(Ø��������Ð) is used only once by Theodore and then only in an ironical sense: in one of his letters 
he makes fun of the recipient, pointing out that as a clairvoyant he should have a better grasp of the 
political developments.37 A passage in one of his catecheses shows clearly that Theodore did not wish 
his monks to regard him as a reader of thoughts. There he points out that each member of the commu-
nity can assess whether his own conduct is praiseworthy or not and then adds: ‘Besides I, too, guess 
���#������´�������#�*�#�����Q������������$�&:�����$���ê��Ï���� �Ñ�� �Ì���Ü����� å� �×Ï �æÛìÌÏ 
��Ï��,�ÛÏ ��Ý �� �ÏØ�ìÌÏ Ñê��Ì-�ÌÏ�).38 This statement resembles most closely the scenario found 
in the apophthegm����L�����&�=�X�Q�*����&��������������������´�����#���������������!�����$�*������-
������!�=������!�&�$�
���´:�����$�
`�������!�����������$����$�$�����Q��������::����:��$��&�;�������Q����
known in his catecheses he presents himself as a sinner and not as a holy man. However, the same 
reticence is found in Theodore’s hagiographical oeuvre. In his Encomium of Plato of Sakkoudion he 
does not accord his saintly uncle supernatural powers but rather characterises him as being ‘better at 
conjecturing’ (ë��î�ë���
�Ì��Ð).39

***

"�����������������������������!���&�`�����$����Q��������������`��&�����Q������$��&!��*��Q�=���������
evident from the Life of Nicetas, the abbot of the Bithynian monastery of Medikion.40 Nicetas’ hagi-
ographer, Theosterictus, claims that the saint performed healings of diseases of the body ‘through the 
indwelling of the Holy Spirit’ (Ø�� ��Ð�åÏ���ÎëÌÛÐ ��ù ��Ü�� êÏÌ�����Ð).41 However, when he then 
talks about healings of spiritual ailments he refrains from making an analogous statement:

áÌ�Ý ØÙ �×Ï ��Ð â�î�Ð Ï�ë��¡�ÛÏ �a�Ð !Ï ú���ôÐ à ê���� ��×Ï ���Î��Ð à ÑÏ�����ÛÏ �ÍØÌÜÐ` ��Ý 
��� åæ �Í�×Ï �×Ï ��Ï��¡�ÛÏ �Ì ��Ý VæÌÛÏ åêÌ�ÜÏÛë�ÌÏ ��DÐ �êô ����ë�×Ï ] ê�ì×Ï ����ÏÏ����-
Ï��Ð` ��Ý Ìú ë�Ï�÷� Ø� ��Ï� ê�
���� êÌ��êÌëÌÏ – Ñ����ÛÏ �¡� åë��Ï �ô �� êÜê�Ì�Ï – ��Ý ��ÏÛ 
��ù��Ï Ø�� ��Ð ë��ì�Ûê�����Ð ��Ý ��Ð ��ù ê��ë
ê�� Ñ����
ëÌÛÐ, ê��ë������ÌÏ�Ð ��ù��Ï åÏ 
�� úØÜ� �Ì��Ü� ���/ úØÜ�Ï Ø�� ��Ð åÏì��� �Í��ù Ø�Ø�ë���Ü�Ð ��Ý ê�����ÎëÌÛÐ ê¡Ï�� åæÌ�êÌÏ �� 
��ì’ U���ôÏ ê��Ìë�Ì��ëÌÏ.42

As regards the illnesses of the soul nobody will deny what a great physician our Father Nicetas 
was because he recognised from the very movements and habits those who were dominated by 
sinful thoughts or passions. And when someone happened to suffer a fall – for not to fall is a 
quality of the angels – and he detected him because of his sullenness and the change of his face, 
he called him to himself in his own cell in private and made him confess everything about himself 
through his divinely inspired teaching and consolation.

This passage conveys a clear message: Nicetas is no reader of thoughts. His observations only tell 
him that a brother has trespassed. What the actual sin was he learns only during confession. This 
 
 37 Theodore of Stoudios, Letters 448 (II.630, 11 FATOUROS).
 38 Theodore of Stoudios, Great Catechesis 42 (ed. J. COZZA-LUZI, S. P. N., Theodori Studitae Magna Catechesis [Nova Patrum 

Bibliotheca 9.2]. Rome 1888, 117, 17–19).
 39 Theodore of Studios, Encomium of Plato (PG 99, 816B).
 40� ���������!�&�����������'�!��������?�$�������$=�Y!������!���&#��Y:�������";�%����{�{��+�����q{«ªª��´*����´´*���=�����&�����

��$���´���!�=��=��=�ROSENQVIST, A Philological Adventure. Editing the Life of St. Niketas of Medikion. Acta Byzantina Fennica, 
n.s. 1 (2002) 59–72. 

 41� ���������!�&�����������'�!��������?�$������{|�´´���AASS).
 42� ���������!�&�=���������'�!��������?�$������q{�´´���AASS).
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suggests that Nicetas relies on his natural powers of perception, which he has honed through long 
`����� ��� �´:�����!�=����� ��#������`�
��Q���� ����� �!������� ��$�����$������ $��!��:�������� ���� �Q��
behaviour is striking. But does it mean that Theosterictus rules out any divine contribution? At the 

��������� ��� ���� ��´�� ���������!�&�� $������&������ 
��Q���� ��������:����� Q��� ���Q� ������ �������
through the Holy Spirit and hagiographers who only know them ‘by way of conjecture’ (ë��î�ë��-
�×Ð).43���������Q������������!������$������´�����!������&:�����&����Q�`��������Q������������:��-
son’s thoughts. Thus one could argue that this aspect is implicit in the account of Nicetas’ activity 
as a confessor. Even so, however, it remains the fact that Theosterictus did nothing to emphasise the 
supernatural element, which he could easily have done by adopting one of the theories that had been 
current in Late Antiquity.

"�� ��$��� ��� ����
����� ���� �&��� ������!��!�� ��� ���������!�&��� ����!��!�� Q�� ���$� ��� !����$��� ����
�:����&������$���������Q��!������#��������?�$����������$=�"�������������:�������������´��Q����$�����������
�������������!���*�#������Q��!��!�����:��$���������!��:�������$������������^��#�´=44 Every contem-
porary reader would thus have realised that Theosterictus wished his saint to be judged by the criteria 
�����&������������´�=�Á��������̂ ��#�!&��
����*�$��������#����Q�������:&����$�����������!�����������#����
the inner qualities of another person.45 Indeed, for John this ability was a marker of spiritual perfection:

b �ÙÏ �Ì�ÌÜÛÐ ��ì��ìÌÝÐ �Í��Ï ] ��Ý �Í� �Í��Ï ��Ï â�î�Ï åÏ ê�Ü��Ð Ø�¡�Ì���� ��ù ê��ëÜ�Ï à��, 
à ØÙ ê����ê�ÛÏ ��� Ø�� ��ù ë
����Ð �����Ï �Ì���Ü�Ì���.46

X��Q������!�#:�����`�:&����$���������������
�&������&����������������������!=�������&�������������
what condition it is whereas he who is advancing still guesses it from the body.

According to this conceptual framework Nicetas of Medikion would not be a saint at all but some-
body who was still on the road to sainthood when death overtook him. Indeed, it is likely that John 
Climacus would not have thought much of Nicetas since he was very ambivalent about the ability 
���#�����������!������#��&�Q��$������=���!�����$����������*���:�����������#�
�$`�Q���ò�#�������
that he can infer from utterances the sinful thoughts and from gestures what is in the heart’ (å� ���ÛÏ 
��DÐ ����ë��DÐ ��Ý å� ëî��¡�ÛÏ �� å��¡�Ø�� ���÷¡ÏÌ�Ï ��Ï�� ��ÌÏ�Ð).47 Given the important role 
���������^��#�´�:��`�$����?�$������������!���
�����$�&
�������������������:����Q����Q��������������
position and that he rejected it outright. Indeed, it is telling that the chapter ‘on well-discerning dis-
cernment’ (êÌ�Ý Ø����ÜëÌÛÐ ÌÍØ����Ü���) in which John Climacus sets out his ideas on the topic has 
no counterpart in the list of Nicetas’ achievements.48

***

 43� ���������!�&�����������'�!��������?�$�������q�´�´�AASS).
 44� ^�#:�������������!�&�����������'�!��������?�$������¬�´´�AASS�;��Í��!Ï�åÏ��Í���ì���ù�]�%���Ð�]��Ï�ë����Ü�Ð�ê¡ì�Ð`��Í��

!Ï�åÏ��Í����Üë��Ð�]���������øÐ�]�������ÜëÌÛÐ�å��¡ÏÌ��`��Í��!Ï�åÏ��Í���ê������Ü�Ð�]�ÌÍ���êÌ�Ü�Ð�]���ÛÐ�Ñ������Ü�Ð�
�ÏÎ������$�����!��:�������$�����êÌ�Ý�Ñ����ëÜ�Ð��êÌ�Ý��Ï�ë����Ü�Ð��êÌ�Ý���������øÐ���$�êÌ�Ý�ê������Ü�Ð��������^��#�´��
:���´�PG�««��ªq¬�ª��=��������������#���::�������������´������������:�!��*��!��:����=

 45� ������^��#�´�qª�PG 88, 1029D).
 46� ������^��#�´�qª�PG 88, 1033C). The alternative that John mentions here probably refers to the ‘true’ body whose features 

��³�!���´�!��`�����!����!���������:�����������������������$���������Q�`��!����!�=������
�*�������{|=
 47� ������^��#�´�q}�PG 88, 984B). 
 48� "�������!����´��������Q��������������������������!�&��$����$�����:����
����`������*���������L�$���������������!�&�����������'�!�����

���?�$������{ª�´´��AASS�;���ì��ôÐ�������ØÜX�Ø���cÐ���Ý�d�ì��ìÌ����Ý�ê��ëÛ�Ü��ëÌÏ=�����������:���:���������?�����Q� ;̈«;�
���¡������í���ì���Ý�������ØÜX������Í��Ý��ôÏ�ìÌôÏ�"â�Ï�����Q�����ò�����������!�����$����ò
����������=������$��������������
#�����������eâÌ�ìÌ�=�����!����!�����$����!���
������
�����$�����&���!�#:�������Q��������^�&�!�����*���!������������������
D. E. AFINOGENOV��^�������*V�����V�:���*�$�ÈÃ���`���*=�'����`�?�$���V�����I=�¢���������������������������½������	��½������
��;�Ã�����:��:�$�
�������!����Å�����������������½����	�"&$��*=�Ã������*=���:�*�$�����'����`���&#����?�$���V����=�?��!�Q�
q{��{}|�{¨¬����:=�{¨;�fghijk�lmnop=�
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Analysis of the writings of Theodore of Stoudios and of Theosterictus of Medikion has revealed that 
�����::�����������!����*�`��!���Q��!��Q����*��$���!��$������*�����!���&�`���´����!�����&�$����������
Second Iconoclasm. This does not mean, however, that the alternative had disappeared. When we 
turn to the contemporary Life of Peter of Atroa we enter a radically different world.49 Peter, a famous 
ascetic and wonderworker, found a hagiographer in Sabas, a member of one of the communities that 
he had founded in Western Asia Minor. At one point in his narrative Sabas tells his audience that once 
during a common meal he was thinking that he should leave the community in order to evade an Arab 
incursion. This elicited the following response from the saint:

r�� ØÙ�å��ù ����ù�� Ø������ ���Ï�� �����å�����Ï��à�����Ð ÌÍìDÐ ���Ì á����Ð ê�ôÐ ��DÐ ë�ÏØÌÜ-
êÏ��Ð�ÑØÌ���DÐ î����ë��������ëÌÏ`�ðØÌ���Ü��à�Ñ÷÷øÐ Ú¡÷�Ð ������êÌÏ���øÐ ÷���Ì��� ��Ý ê�ôÐ 
���YØ�� ÌúÐ ��Ï á���Ï�ÑêÌ�ìÌÏ=�	��ù ØÙ ��ù�� âÌ�Ø×Ð�åêÝ ê¡Ï�ÛÏ�Ñ�Ï�ë���Ï��, �Í�� ���[�X 
ê¡Ï�� ����åæÌêÌÏ ���åÏì���ì�Ï��.50

While I was still considering such things by myself, the great Peter in a charming manner then 
immediately said to the brothers who were eating with us: ‘Brothers, the monk Sabas wants to 
leave us and go home to Constantinople.’ When I deceitfully denied this in front of everybody he 
at that very hour told me all my thoughts.

����������������������$�&
���������
�����!!�&�����³�!���+��������!�&���
���*��&�=������#�������������
saint projects of himself is in stark contrast to Theodore’s claim that he knew his monks’ inner states 
���`����#��������::�����!����$�
���*��&�=�������!���� �̀��������������������`�:����������������´��Q�����
Peter is presented as a reader of minds. Sabas tells his audience several times that the saint knew the 
thoughts of his followers and of the people who came to visit him.51 Sabas has not much to say about 
����Q�`�����Q��!��+������!~&������������Q��$��=����`���!������´:�����������Q�������������������$�
���#�#
�����������³�!�������Q���������!����������ò�������������$��´!��$����`�
�����������Û��Ì�Ø� ��Ý 
�ê�����ê��Ï) or ‘dusky and unclean’ ( ��
Ø� ��Ý�Ñ�¡ì����Ï��
�!�&��������:������������&��$����#�
in such a way.52 This is a theory that we have already come across in our survey of Late Antique 
beliefs: there we have seen that Paul the Simple was said to have the same gift. However, it clearly 
does not account for the fact that Peter has precise knowledge of the thoughts of others. Equally little 
$��Q��������
�&�������´��������Q��!��+�����Q������!������������������=�X�Q�*������������!����Q��!���
make inferences from a related topic. Peter’s monks believed that the saint had gained from God the 
privilege to determine the time of his own death. According to Sabas they said to themselves: ‘He 
��#������������³����������Q��������$�Q����
����
�����$����#�����������Q�������Q��������Ð ì5�Ì� åÏ 
ë���Ý êÌ��5êÌ��� ��Ý ���Ï ì5�� ��ù ÷-�� Ñê���ì.ëÌ���).53 This suggests that they also believed Peter 
to be permanently endowed with supernatural powers of perception. It is evident that Peter is a saint 
�������#�&�$��������ò�´���#������`#��������������$��&��?�&�������������������������#�&�$��������
‘moderate’ Pachomius.

The frequent references to feats of clairvoyance show clearly that unlike Theosterictus, Sabas 
considered this ability to be an essential building block in the construction of sainthood. Indeed, 
 
 
 49 V. LAURENT, La vie merveilleuse de saint Pierre d’Atroa († 837) (Subsidia hagiographica 29). Brussels 1956.
 50 Sabas, Life of Peter of Atroa 48 (165, 13–18 LAURENT).
 51 Sabas, Life of Peter of Atroa 22, 73 (115, 1–7; 203, 7–21 LAURENT). 
 52 Sabas, Life of Peter of Atroa 74 (205, 10–19 LAURENT).
 53 Sabas, Life of Peter 80 (213 LAURENT).
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when he later rewrote the Life of the hermit Joannicius he added further stories of this kind to the 
original narrative.54������������������������!�&���Q��!��Q���Q�������
`�����#����+��������������������
end of the Second Iconoclasm, is of even greater relevance for the discussion because it shows that 
the proponents of the two views clashed with each other.55 In one episode the hagiographer describes 
a meeting of Joannicius with other champions of icon worship. During this meeting Joannicius told 
one of the visitors, Joseph of Kathara, to make preparations for his imminent death. This elicited the 
following reaction from the Stoudites who were also present:

Ú��ÏØ���ëì�Ï�ÌÐ �sÏ åêÝ ����� �í Ú���Ø��� … �Í ����×Ð åÏ ��Ð Ø������ë��Ð ���Ì�����Ï�� 
�ôÏ �ë��Ï, åê�����Ï�ÌÐ ��Ý ��ù�� åÏ �� Ø��Ï�ÜX` �ÜÐ õ�� ��Ï
ë�Ì� �ôÏ U�¡ë��� ì¡Ï���Ï ê��Ï 
��Ï�� =Ì�ù;  Ï�DÐ �sÏ à W���Ð ��DÐ Ø������ë��DÐ �Í�×Ï … ê��ë���Ì��� �ÙÏ �Í��DÐ ���’ úØÜ�Ï 
��Ý ��DÐ Ø������ë��DÐ �Í�×Ï åæÌ�ê�Ï õ��Ï ����ê��æÌ ��Ü … ê�ôÐ ��Ï ������Ð �������ÏÌ ��` 
t�����Ï ��Ý ��Ï ë��î
��ë�Ï åê�÷�Îë�Ï�ÌÐ.56

Being scandalised by this, the Stoudites … rebuked the saint not a little in their thoughts, saying 
this, too, in their minds: ‘Who knows the death of each one apart from God alone?’ Having un-
derstood their thoughts the saint … asked them to step aside, and telling them their thoughts, he 
!����!���$����#��´!��$����`���$�ã�#�$�����#�
�Q�����������&�$�Q��������`�Q�������&����;�ò"�
have sinned’ and asking for forgiveness.

The main theme of this story is the question whether it is possible for human beings to know the mind 
���L�$=�������������:������!���#�������������&$�����$����$��&!����:����
����`�&�$�&
��$�`���³�!���
historical reality since it is in keeping with Theodore’s emphasis on the incomprehensibility of God.57 
The fact that Joseph of Kathara died shortly afterwards is presented as proof that the Stoudites’ views 
are mistaken.

There is, however, a second theme of almost equal importance. According to the hagiographer 
the Stoudites took care not to voice their criticism but were nevertheless found out by Joannicius 
who then rebuked them for their wickedness. The purpose of this narrative is obvious. By telling 
the Stoudites their thoughts Joannicius proves his ability to see into people’s souls, which persuades 
them that he can also see into God’s mind. Yet there may well be a further dimension. As we have 
seen earlier the Stoudites also denied that human beings could read thoughts. Thus one can argue that 
������!�&�����������!����*�`��!��Q���#��������:��*��������������:��!��������������$����������&��������
possible, which could then serve as the basis for further-reaching claims.

����� !�#:��´� ���&#���� ���Q�� !�����`� ����� ���� $�*������ ��� ���`� #��� Q���� ���� ���*�� !�&���`�
bumpkins but quite capable of holding their own. Indeed, one can make a case that the monk Peter 
was aware of John Climacus’ position and its rejection by Theosterictus.58 In his version of the Life of 
Joannicius the saint has a companion named Eustratius, the later abbot of the Agauroi monastery, who 
�����!�##�������$�������´�=59 Both men are characterised in quite different ways. Whereas Joannicius 
senses hidden things ‘with the clairvoyant eye of the heart’ (�� … Ø�������� ��Ð ���ØÜ�Ð�%�ì����) 

 54 Sabas, Life of Joannicius 5, 9 (ed. J. VAN DEN GHEYN, Acta Sanctorum Novembris II.1 [Brussels 1894] 332–383, esp. 337AB; 
314A).

 55 Peter, Life of Joannicius 36 (ed. J. VAN DEN GHEYN, Acta Sanctorum Novembris II.1 [Brussels 1894], 384–435). 
 56 Peter, Life of Joannicius 36 (405AB VAN DEN GHEYN).
 57 See e.g. Theodore of Stoudios, On the Angels 8 (PG 99, 744A).
 58 This would not be surprising since he used the Life of Nicetas as a literary model, cf. ROSENQVIST, Philological Adventure, 

69–70.
 59 Cf. C. MANGO, The two lives of St. Ioannikios and the Bulgarians. Harvard Ukrainian Studies 7 (1983) 393–404, esp. 

393–394.
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Eustratius uses his natural faculties: the hagiographer calls him ‘sharp’ (Ñ�îÜÏ��Ð) and ‘prudent’ 
åî���ÛÏ).60 Thus, he is capable of understanding Joannicius’ thoughts ‘from the words and signs 
��$��´�#:������������������åæ �Í�×Ï �×Ï ���ÛÏ ��Ý ë��ÌÜÛÏ ��Ý��ê�ØÌ���¡�ÛÏ ��ù���Ü��).61

It is evident that this latter approach has a close parallel in the Life of Nicetas of Medikion where 
the saint also makes inferences from outward signs. I would argue that Peter created this parallel 
deliberately because he wished to put the deniers of supernatural powers in their place. From the con-
��´��������!����������\&������&������������������
�!�&��������������������$����`�#���=���&����������#:���$�
that he will also become a clairvoyant when he reaches perfection.62 People like Nicetas, however, 
never reach this level and are therefore not on a par with a real saint like Joannicius.

***

The discussion so far has shown that in the early ninth century members of coenobitic communities 
and devotees of holy men held radically different views about visions of the soul and the reading of 
thoughts. Indeed, the polarisation was complete: of all the theories available the two milieus opted 
��������#�����´���#�����#������������$&!��������!�����#���!����#���������#�����������������!��������
it to an almost unprecedented degree. Why the latter group should have emphasised the miraculous 
$�#��������������$���!&������&�$������$=����`�Q����$��������
���������!��$���������������������������
holy men. By contrast, the motives of the former group are less obvious. Was the denial of superna-
tural powers of perception somehow linked to the coenobitic ideology? Here one may think of the 
twin ideals of moderation and conformity, which were at the heart of the coenobitic enterprise. These 
�$����������´:�����$�#����!�����`��������!����´�������!���!��#=�"������!���!����������$����������������
the common rule stipulates a carefully balanced dietary regime, which is mandatory for everybody, 
and that those who eat less damage their health and fall prey to the vices of vainglory and self-love.63 
In order to reinforce this view Theodore presents even saints as moderate fasters.64 It is conceivable 
that claims to supernatural powers were also regarded as a threat to the coenobitic order. Monastic 
leaders would then have striven to remove all possible role models that might justify such claims. 
This would have meant that not only monks but also abbots needed to act like ordinary people and 
that they needed to be presented in this way in the narratives about their lives.

However, there was more at stake than the smooth running of monastic communities. We are in 
the presence of a coherent worldview that insists on the limitations of human nature and the clear 
distinction between God and creation and that reacts strongly against perceived transgressions. This 
Q���$*��Q�Q���������#���$����!����
���!�#����&�=������*��������������������������´�����$�����`���*�����
centuries the presbyter Timothy of Antioch and the anonymous author of a collection of Questions 
and Answers rejected clairvoyance in any shape and form and insisted that human beings, be they 
ever so holy, can only infer inner states from outward appearances. Yet these men were neither them-
selves monks nor did they primarily address monastic audiences. That the situation was no different 
during the Second Iconoclasm can be seen from the Life of George of Amastris by Ignatius the Dea-
!��=�������Q����$����������Q���������#���;

 60 Peter, Life of Joannicius 53, 14, 31 (414C, 391B, 402A VAN DEN GHEYN).
 61 Peter, Life of Joannicius 35 (402AB VAN DEN GHEYN). 
 62 When Eustratius died as a saintly abbot and received his own life his hagiographer duly presented him as a reader of minds. 

See below note 77.
 63 Cf. Theodore, Short Catechesis 55 (ed. E. AUVRAY, Sancti patris nostri et confessoris Theodori Studitis praepositi parva cat-

echesis. Paris 1891, 197–201). 
 64 Theodore of Stoudios, Encomium of Theophanes the Confessor 7 (ed. S. EFTHYMIADIS, Le panégyrique de S. Théophane le 

Confesseur par S. Théodore Stoudite [BHG {|¬q
À=��$������!����~&��$&���´�����������=�AnBoll 111 [1993] 259–90, esp. 274, 2).
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uÐ ��� Ñ�����Ð Ñ�����Ï, ��Ý �ÌÛ��ôÐ �ÌÛ��ôÏ Ìú ÷���Ì�, ��Ý ë�����
��Ð åæ �Í��Ð åê���Ï
ë�Ì� 
ë�����
��Ï ��Ð "âÌÛÐ, �A�Û �ÑÏ ��Ð êÏÌ�������Ð ÑÏØ�¡ë� ê����Ì �ÜÏÌëì��` �Ì���Ü��Ï�� ��� 
å� ��Ð ���Ï���Ï�Ð í��������Ð �ô ��Ð â�î�Ð �ÏØ�Ï ���¡ë����.65

Just as a rustic recognises a rustic and a peasant a peasant, if you like, and a soldier a soldier from 
the very sight, thus it normally also happens among spiritual men, for they guess from the appar-
ent gladness the inner disposition of the soul.

X��������#&�&�����!���������������`�#��������

�$������`��:�!����������!��!������&���!�#:�������
with the most mundane encounters. This is in stark contrast to traditional hagiographical fare such as 
the famous anecdote about Ephraem the Syrian who is said immediately to have recognised the inner 
~&��������������������^��������
�!�&��������Q�����!�#�����&���������#�&��=66 However, it is entirely 
������:����Q��������*��Q���������#��������?�$��������$����&$���=��������������`�������!����
�!�&���
Ignatius was not a monk but a patriarchal deacon who became metropolitan of Nicaea. Moreover, he 
was an Iconoclast sympathiser. Indeed, his Life of George of Amastris is regarded as one of the few 
�&�*�*�����´�#:�������"!���!�������������:� =̀67

This suggests that the debate about the reading of thoughts was conducted quite independently 
from the debate about the images. In this matter coenobitic monks with impeccable Iconophile cre-
dentials sided with the Iconoclasts and turned against contemporary holy men and their followers 
Q�����$������������&:�����"!���:�����!�&��=�������������$�!�����������������������`�$�$�������!�:������
notice of the hagiographers of holy men. In the Life of Joannicius by the monk Peter the story about 
the meeting with the Stoudites is immediately preceded by the narrative of an encounter of the saint 
with an Iconoclast relative who is said to have blasphemed ‘against the saints and our sacred habit’ 
(���¡ �Ì �×Ï���ÜÛÏ ��Ý ��ù ��ì����øÐ�íÌ��ù ëîÎ����Ð).68 When we consider that the Stoudites are 
later characterised as people who are used to ‘move their poisonous tongue easily to the accusation 
of saints’ (��Ï�ú�÷���Ï ��×ëë�Ï ÌZìÌ�� ê�ôÐ������������Ü�Ï ��ÏÌÏ) it does not seem unlikely that 
the hagiographer constructed this sequence deliberately in order to heap further opprobrium on the 
Stoudites.69

At this point we must again ask: what made a person accept or reject the possibility of visions of 
the soul and the reading of thoughts? I would argue that social background played an important role. 
Theodore of Stoudios’ family belonged to the bureaucratic elite of the capital: both his father Photi-
nus and his maternal uncle Plato had served in the central administration.70 Nicephorus, the founder 
of the monastery of Medikion, was also a member of this group, as was Athanasius, the steward of 
Medikion during Nicetas’ time.71 As a consequence these men had the same upbringing and educa-

 65 Ignatius the Deacon, Life of George of Amastris 12 (ed. V. G. VASIL’EVSKIJ, Russko-Vizantijskija Isledovanija II. St Peters-
burg 1893, 23, 4–7). 

 66 Life of Marcellus the Acoemete 22 (ed. G. DAGRON, La vie ancienne de Saint Marcel l’Acémète. AnBoll 85 [1967] 271–321, 
esp. 305).

 67 Cf. I. !��"��	�, Hagiography of the Iconoclast Period, in: Iconoclasm, ed. A. A. M. Bryer – J. Herrin. Birmingham 1977, 
113–131; M.-F. AUZÉPY��������`����������������������������;����´�#:���$���*����$����������!���!������=�BSl 53 (1992) 57–67. 

 68 Peter, Life of Joannicius 35 (403F–404A VAN DEN GHEYN).
 69 A similar case is found in the Life of Peter of Atroa 37 (145–147 LAURENT�=�������!����!��#�����´���#����!���!��#���������
&��$�

���"!���!������

����
&������!����´�����Q��!�����`�������������

����Q����"!���:�����=�����������&�����!���#������������������
easily suggests that Iconoclast abbots held similar views.

 70 Cf. L. BRUBAKER – J. HALDON, Byzantium in the Iconoclast Era, c. 680–850: A History. Cambridge 2010, 654–655. 
 71 Life of Nicephorus of Medikion 5 (ed. F. HALKIN, La vie de saint Nicéphore, fondateur de Médikion en Bithynie († 813). 

AnBoll 78 [1960] 396–400, esp. 405–6, 9–20 HALKIN�²����������!�&�����������'�!��������?�$������{{�´´�AASS). Unfortunately, 
��������������Q���
�&������
�!����&�$����������������:�������������!�&����#����=�X�Q�*���������
����`�����´:�������#��������
writing suggests that he was also a member of the Constantinopolitan elite.
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tion as the leading Iconoclasts of the time. This socialisation may have made them receptive to the 
notions of conformity and social control, which had informed elite mentality since the late seventh 
century as is evident from the disciplinary canons of the Council in Trullo.72 Moreover, it may have 
induced them to favour strict coenobitic monasticism over the traditional template of the holy man. 
By contrast, Joannicius and Peter of Atroa were villagers who had received almost no education at all 
and whose understanding of monasticism was most likely shaped by local holy men.73

���!�&����������$��������#���������:��:�����*��Q��Q�����´!�&��*��`�$����#���$�
`�������&:
����-
ing. Monastic socialisation also played an important role. Nicetas of Medikion was born in a small 
Bithynian town and served as deacon at the local church but then entered the monastery of Medikion 
Q��������
�!�#���´:���$��������#�������`��������^����������:������������=74 Sabas, the hagiographer 
of Peter of Atroa, took the opposite road. He came from Constantinople and most likely had acquired 
some literary skills before he joined his hero.75 At this point one would like to know what made the 
two men choose these so different monastic settings. Unfortunately lack of evidence prevents us 
from answering this question.76 This is a stark reminder of how limited is our understanding of the 
!�#:��´������:��`�����$������!�����$���!������!�������������:�$������!�����������$�*�$&���=

THE LATE NINTH AND TENTH CENTURIES

������´��������Q����*��$��!&���$��������Q��������Q��������������$&���������##�$�����`�������������!��$�
"!���!���#=�����������������~&������;�$�$�����$�
����!�����&�����������������:����$8��Q����´������#�����
late ninth and early tenth centuries show that both views still found proponents.

The hagiographer of Eustratius of the Agauroi presents the saint as a reader of thoughts. When Eu-
stratius meets distressed people on the road he is immediately aware of their problems.77 By contrast, 
������������:�������\&�����&�����������
�����#:��!���`�$�����������´�����!������&!������
���� =̀������
the saint asks to be admitted to the community of Stoudios the abbot Naucratius makes inferences 
about his character ‘from … the outward marks of the body’ (å� … �×Ï�åæÛìÌÏ ��ù ë
����Ð î���-
��Î�ÛÏ).78�������!���� �̀��������������������`�������!�����������´��Q�������:������&���������#����$=�"��
������������:���$����������������������$�����´�!��`�������#��#������
`�������
��#�����`�������Q�����
household he wishes to enter. According to the hagiographer Bryainios immediately recognised the 
saint’s good character ‘because he had a mind that was naturally gifted and a brain that was capable 
���!��V�!�&������&!����������!Ï ��� �ôÏ Ï�ùÏ �Ì�������Ð ��Ý �ôÏ ���Ï� ØÌ�ÏôÐ �×Ï ������ÛÏ ����-
ë��î¡ë�ëì��).79 Thus, the reader gets the impression that abbots behaved no differently from laymen 
and that correct use of one’s natural faculties would give reliable results. The discrepancy between 
�����Q����´����´:�������������Q����Q��������������#����&�����Q��!�����`�Q����:��$&!�$=������������´��
was written for the Agauroi monastery, which had had close links with the hermit Joannicius, where-
���������!��$���´�����������$��������!�##&���`�������&$�����Q��!����$�
�������:�$�
`������

���
Theodore and his disciples.

 72 Cf. J. HALDON, Byzantium in the Seventh Century. The Transformation of a Culture. Cambridge 1997, 327–337. 
 73 Peter, Life of Joannicius 4 (386 VAN DEN GHEYN); Sabas, Life of Peter of Atroa 2 (69–71 LAURENT). 
 74� ���������!�&�����������'�!��������?�$������¨�´�´�AASS).
 75 On Sabas, cf. LAURENT, Vie merveilleuse, 9–13.
 76� "��#�`�
��������!���������'�!����������V����$������#���Q���������������#�������?�$�����=�
 77 Life of Eustratius of the Agauroi 14 (ed. A. PAPADOPOULOS-KERAMEUS��ðÏ¡�Ì����íÌ��ë���������Ð�ë��î�����Ü�Ð�"[�¿��=�+�-

tersburg 1897, reprint Brussels 1963], 367–400, esp. 377, 29).
 78 Life of Euarestus of Kokorobion 8 (ed. C. VAN DE VORST�����*���$���=��*������������&#������^����������:��=�AnBoll 41 

[1923] 287–325, esp. 302, 22–33). 
 79 Life of Euarestus of Kokorobion 6 (300, 26–29 VAN DE VORST).
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At this point one might conclude that the debate continued throughout the late ninth and tenth cen-
�&����=�X�Q�*����Q����Q������������������������:��!�����´����������:����$���$���������:�!�&����#�����=�
�����$����:���������������������!��������
`������&��������������������\&�����&��������*������������
��������:��!�����´���������&$����:��*����!�=80 By contrast, the views of Eustratius’ hagiographer are 
�����$�
`������&���������������*������^���������������\´���Q��+�&��������������$�?�!�����?�������=81 
������!���� �̀�����������������´���!�����������!�������������������*��:�������=���&������!�&�$����&�������
the controversy during the Second Iconoclasm ended with the victory of the devotees of holy men 
�&!�����������!�&����$�+��������Y����=�X�Q�*���������!��!�&�����������#�`�
��������$����~&����!������
because not all lives dating to this period contain scenes that show the saints as readers of thoughts.82 
�����������������&!������!��!������$���!&��������!������=�����#���������������������&���������������
Lives agreed with the Stoudites but were not willing to engage in an open controversy. However, the 
fact that they attribute to their heroes other supernatural powers makes it seem more likely that they 
simply were not particularly interested in the topic. If this is the case one can conclude that the debate 
had lost much of its urgency.

THE ELEVENTH CENTURY

������$����Q����&������������*�����!���&�`������$�����´�������!���
��!�#:���$�Q����������������'�-
!��������?�$���������$�:�����$���:�����!�����=��������´�����[����Y����Y�������&������Y���������Q��!��
was written between the years 1000 and 1025 by the monk Athanasius of Panagios.83 In an early part 
of the narrative the hagiographer states that Athanasius revealed to the abbot Michael Maleinos his 
Q�������
�!�#����#������$����������##�$�����`�Q�����#��*��=����������´:������?�!�������&�&�&���
behaviour with the comment: ‘Indeed, he was a great one and quick to conjecture what is not visible 
from what is visible’ (ê¡Ï�ÛÐ ØÙ ����Ð \Ï ��Ý Ñêô �×Ï ÷�Ìê���ÏÛÏ �� �� ÷�Ìê��ÌÏ� �Ì�����×ë�� 
��î�Ð).84 No reference is made to any supernatural insight into Athanasius’ soul. The narrative then 
!�����&���Q��������!!�&������Y�������&��������#�������Q����'�!�:���&��+�������������:��Q����?�-
!�����?�������=�������Q����$����������Q���������#���;

b�Ø��ÛìÌÝÐ ë�������Ð, ØÌ�ÏôÐ \Ï �Ð �� �¡��ë�� !ì�Ð ÑÏØ�ôÐ ��Ý ÷����� ��Ý ÷¡Ø�ë�� ��Ý ��Ï 
õ���Ï ���Ï î�������Üë�� ���¡ë��ë�Ï, ï�Ì�� �ôÏ ����Ï �ÜÐ �Ì ÌY� ��Ý ê�ìÌÏ, ��Ý �ë� �ØÌ� �ôÏ 
����ù��Ï êÌ�Ý ������ÛÏ ��Ìëì��.85

The aforementioned general, being highly capable of gaining an understanding of a person from 
his disposition and look and gait and from everything else about him, asked the great one (sc. 
Michael) who he was and from where, and whatever else such a one would ask about such things.

 80� ������´�����!�&$��������*����������������Y#�����������$����������&$������$�'�!������������&$���=�
 81 Life of Constantine 20 (ed. H. DELEHAYE, Vita Constantini. Acta Sanctorum Novembris IV [Brussels 1925] 633F); Life of 

Michael Maleinos 22 (ed. L. PETIT, Vie de saint Michel Maléinos, suivie du traité ascétique de Basile Maléinos. ROC 7 
[1902] 543–592, esp. 565, 5–19); Life of Paul of Latros 32 (ed. H. DELEHAYE, Vita s. Pauli junioris, in: Th. Wiegand, Milet. 
Ergebnisse der Ausgrabungen und Untersuchungen seit dem Jahre 1899, III.1: Der Latmos. Berlin 1913, 105–135, esp. 124, 
20–32). 

 82 Such episodes are absent from the Life of Joseph the Hymnographer (ed. A. PAPADOPOULOS-KERAMEUS, Monumenta graeca 
et latina ad historiam Photii Patriarchae spectantia II. St. Petersburg 1901, 1–14); the Life of John of Galatia (ed. M. VAN 
ESBROECK�����[���$�����������������&#����$��������������:�������:��������*�:�`��´=�OC 80 [1996], 153–166); and the Life 
of Nicephorus of Miletus (ed. H. DELEHAYE, Vita s. Nicephori, in: Wiegand, Milet, 157–171).

 83 Athanasius, Vita A of Athanasius the Athonite (ed. J. NORET, Vitae duae antiquae sancti Athanasii Athonitae [CCSG 9]. Turn-
hout – Leuven 1982, 1–124).

 84 Athanasius, Vita A of Athanasius the Athonite 20–21 (8–12, 10–15 NORET).
 85 Athanasius, Vita A of Athanasius the Athonite 22 (12, 11–15 NORET).
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The similarity between the two passages is striking. Like his uncle, Nicephorus assesses Athanasius’ 
!����!����
`��
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lives differed greatly from one another. Michael Maleinos was a monk who had gone through the 
whole monastic curriculum and acquired a saintly reputation whereas Nicephorus still lived in the 
world. This suggests to the reader that despite all differences Michael’s behaviour is still indistin-
guishable from that of a discerning layman. Presenting abbots and laymen in this fashion is not with-
out precedent. As we have seen a close parallel is found in the Life of Euarestus. However, the author 
of Vita A goes much further than Euarestus’ hagiographer.

This becomes obvious when we turn to an episode that describes Athanasius’ activities as an ab-
bot. In this episode we are informed about the travails of a monk of Lavra who suffered from inconti-
nence. The monk is eventually healed by Athanasius, and this miracle seems to be the reason why the 
story is told, in particular since it is inserted into a series of similar accounts. Yet a closer look reveals 
that the author had another agenda, namely to describe how Athanasius interacted with the members 
�������!�##&��� =̀�����������$�������&��������#������#����!��!����$�������³�!�������$���������Q���
therefore ‘unknown … to the wise physician of such things’ (õØ���Ï … �� ë��� �×Ï ������ÛÏ 
ú����).86 The monk eventually became so distraught that he decided to commit suicide. However, at 
this point God ‘touched invisibly … the mind of the wretch’ (Ñ��Ï×Ð �×Ï ��ÌÏ×Ï … ��ù Ø�ë��î�ùÐ 
Wê�Ì���) and made him confess to Athanasius what he had planned to do.87 Nevertheless, he was still 
not prepared to disclose what drove him to take such a desperate step. In order to help him Athanasius 
‘who was wise in these matters’ (ë��×Ð�!Ï �� ����ù��) enumerated a number of possible causes: ‘Is 
it that or that … or this?’ (�Î �� ��ù�� åë��Ï²�]���ù���ã�]���ØÌ).88 Yet none of these guesses hit the 
truth, which only came out when the following happened:

�Ü �sÏ; Wê�Ì��� ��Ý ê¡��Ï ��Ð ������ ���ØÜ�Ð Ñ��Ï×Ð à ê�¡ë�Ð �Í��Ï ���� ��Ï�Ð ��Ý ��Ï�Ð �×Ï 
Ñ��Ï×Ï �Ï
ë��Ð, ��Ý Ø� ����Ï��ÌÝÐ ��Ý ÷�ì��Ï �� ��Ý ê���ôÏ ÑÏ����æ�Ð … êøÏ�Ñê����Ï� �ô ��ù 
ê¡ì��Ð ��ë�Î���Ï.89

What then? He who made the heart in a separate place and alone knows what is invisible again 
touches his (sc. the monk’s) heart in an invisible manner, and being contrite and moaning deeply 
and bitterly … he reveals the whole secret of his illness.

In this episode Athanasius appears as a spiritual father who is deeply concerned with the well-being 
of his monks. Indeed, the hagiographer takes particular care to present the saint as a seasoned practi-
tioner of the art of confession who knows all the techniques needed to winkle out a person’s thoughts. 
However, at the same time there is strong emphasis on the limitations of Athanasius’ powers. The saint 
�����������Q�����������#�������������&
�������$���������$��&��Q�������Q�����Q������#�Q�������`������`�
have a conversation. In each case the impasse is only overcome through a divine intervention, which 
induces the monk to speak about his problems. The manner in which these interventions are described 
��������`�������!���=������&������Q�!��&���������$*��
�Ñ��Ï×Ð, and he calls God ��Ï�Ð �×Ï Ñ��Ï×Ï 
�Ï
ë��Ð, which is clearly a reference to the well-known statement that God alone is a ‘knower of hearts’ 
(���Ø���Ï
ë��Ð�=�������´:��!���`��&�����&�������Y�������&��������`��������&#���
������!�&�$���*��$�-
rect access to another person’s thoughts, or even be informed about them through a divine revelation.

 86 Athanasius, Vita A of Athanasius the Athonite 197 (95, 3–4 NORET).
 87 Athanasius, Vita A of Athanasius the Athonite 197 (95, 25–26 NORET).
 88 Athanasius, Vita A of Athanasius the Athonite 198 (96, 35–38 NORET).
 89 Athanasius, Vita A of Athanasius the Athonite 199 (96, 39–44 NORET).
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It is evident that the author of Vita A held the same views as Theosterictus of Medikion, Ignatius 
the Deacon and Theodore of Stoudios. This raises the question: what prompted him to follow their 
lead? Earlier it was suggested that in the Second Iconoclasm two factors played an important role, 
elite mentality and the coenobitic ideology, which both put great emphasis on conformity and mo-
$�������=�^�����������!�����������´:�������������!����������&��������[����Y8�"��������´�����������&�������
he lived at the monastery of Panagios, which in the early eleventh century was one of the foremost 
coenobitic houses in the capital.90 Moreover, before he became a monk he had been a member of the 
Constantinopolitan elite. He says about himself that he had served in the imperial administration, 
and the high quality of his prose shows that he had received the best education available at the time.91 
Thus it can be argued that we simply have a repetition of an established pattern. However, then we 
���������$�����´:�����Q�`���#����������#���������������&�$����������!���&�`���������:� =̀
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suggests that strictly coenobitic monasticism went into a decline after the end of Iconoclasm and was 
only resuscitated in the late tenth century.92 The preference for looser forms of community life would 
account for the fact that the denial of supernatural powers of perception played no role in hagiograph-
�!�����´������#�������������������$�������!���&����=��`�!���������������#&!��#����$���!&����������
�����
whether there was a change in elite mentality because the evidence base is so slim.
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metropolitan of Caesarea, Basil Minimus. In one of his speeches Gregory claimed that like a capa-
ble ‘diviner’ (�¡Ï��Ð) and ‘conjecturer’ (Ìú��ë�ÎÐ) he had deduced from the behaviour of the young 
Julian what a bad emperor he would become.93 In his commentary Basil presents the following inter-
pretation: ‘This would as I believe also have been found out by a diviner and a good physiognomist; 
ã����Q������Q�*����������´:�����$�
`�����¢�������������*��`��Q��Q�`���$�Q��������$������:��:����!�
way’ (v ��Ý �¡Ï��Ð �^��� ��Ý Ñë����Ð ��ë���Ï
�ÛÏ åìÎ��ëÌÏ õÏ … å�ê����ë��� ØÙ ê¡Ï� �ú�ÌÜÛÐ 
��Ý �� ê���Ý ��Ý ê�������×Ð ��ù�� Ø�����Ì����).94 This statement shows clearly that Basil regarded 
clairvoyance as an integral part of sanctity, despite the fact that he was highly educated and had most 
likely been a member of the patriarchal clergy.95�������!��$���´������������������&������X�����������-
#�&����!���!���$�Q��$��Q�����=������$�����`�����&�������������:�������&����Q��
&�������´!�:����-
ally high quality of the prose and the sophistication of the narrative leave no doubt that he, too, was 
a member of the elite.96�Y������:�������������������&$���!������������������!��������$��&�������$�����`���
thief ‘because he knew that the one who had perpetrated the theft would not remain hidden from him 
but would be caught by his inner eyes’ (wØÌ� ������� �� �¡ì�� �Í�ôÏ�à���Ï ���ê�Ï�å���ë¡�ÌÏ�Ð�Ñ��� 
��Ð��ÏØ�Ï �Í��ù���
ëÌ����%�ì����Ð�=�������&�������*�$����������&�������������!��������&$$���`�
‘raised … his eyes and looked at somebody’ (Ø�¡��Ð … ��DÐ�%�ì����DÐ ��Ý ê��ëëî
Ï ��Ï�), called 
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International Colloqium, ed. M. Mullett. Belfast 2007, 63–86.

 91 See NORET��������$&!�������������$�������!��:������&�;�ò���&��&��$�����[���Y��Y��������$��+������&���!´´´�!´�*=
 92 This can be seen from the discussion about asceticism. See D. KRAUSMÜLLER, From Competition to Conformity: Saints’ 
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 93 See above note 12.
 94 Basil Minimus, Scholia in Orationem II Contra Julianum (PG 36, 1141AB).
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of his hagiographer.
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him by name and asked him why he had stolen the money. Dumbfounded, the man then confessed the 
theft.97�Y�������������������#������������&����������$�����*��Q�����������?���#&�=�X�Q�*��������*��`�
theatricality of the narrative bespeaks a lack of seriousness.98 The author appears to be playing with 
traditional topoi rather than voicing a strong personal opinion.

From our analysis it is clear that the author of Vita A deviates from both these views because he 
not only denies the possibility of clairvoyance but is also quite serious about this matter. It is likely 
��������Q�����������������$���&���
�!�&�����#���������#�����Q����:������$�$�����!����
���!���*�*�� 
were also members of the elite.99 The rules that they produced show a strong preference for confor-
mity.100 Thus one can argue that we are in the presence of a further shift in the attitudes of at least part 
��������������Q��!�����&���$������#��$����������������`�����#
��$�����#�������`����������!���&�`���&����
such as Theodore of Stoudios and Theosterictus of Medikion.

CONCLUSION

This article has focused on the phenomenon of clairvoyance, the ability to know the thoughts of oth-
ers that set holy men apart from ordinary human beings who had to make inferences from a person’s 
outward appearance. We have seen that this phenomenon is often mentioned in Late Antique hagio-
���:��!�����$��:����&����������&���
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on divine revelation. Yet others argued that saints used their natural powers of observation but that 
divine assistance prevented them from making mistakes. Finally we encounter the theory that saints 
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er, the situation changed radically. At that point various authors insisted that human beings can only 
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conceptual framework was attacked by others who asserted that clairvoyance was possible either 
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longer permits us to establish why these authors chose their particular points of view. The situation 
is somewhat better for the early ninth century. In their writings Theodore of Stoudios and Theoster-
ictus of Medikion present abbots as highly effective confessors but declare that they arrive at their 
conclusions through the interpretation of outward signs. By contrast, the hagiographers of Peter of 
Atroa and Joannicius claim that their heroes are clairvoyants because they are permanently endowed 
with the Holy Spirit. The views that the two groups held could not have been more different. Thus 
it comes as no surprise that they clashed with each other in person and sniped at each other in their 
writings. One possible reason for the reticence of Theodore and Theosterictus is the fact that both 
were coenobitic monks. As such they would have been beholden to the coenobitic ideal, which stressed 
 
 97 Life of Luke of Hellas 53 (ed. D. Z. SOPHIANOS��x�÷Ü�Ð���ù�àëÜ���y���ø���ù�Ú�Ì���
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 100 This theme was particularly prominent in the Panagios Typikon, which can be reconstructed from later adaptations, cf. D. 
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Theodore, Ignatius and possibly also Theosterictus had one thing in common: they were members of 
the highly educated Constantinopolitan elite. As far as we can tell this elite was obsessed with social 
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of holy men like Peter of Atroa and Joannicius who were provincials of lower social status and little 
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sympathies for the Iconoclast cause and yet held the same views as the Iconophiles Theodore and 
Theosterictus. After the end of the Second Iconoclasm there is very little evidence for controversy 
and one gets the sense that the issue had lost much of its urgency. It only resurfaces in the early 
eleventh century when the author of Vita A of Athanasius the Athonite denied this saint any super-
natural powers of perception and stressed that only God could know the minds of human beings. 
Like Theodore and Theosterictus, the author of Vita A was a coenobitic monk and a member of the 
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