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MONAS'l'ARY OF S'l' a CA'i'HF2IflE 

The Monastary of St. Catherine is onE of those anonalies that provide 

a. facinating tlet. il of history. '.l'he monastary bas been an island of' tradi­

tion and belec..f AnJ. ca. .s~ Ai ctuary for var ious archetecturul ti ter&rj' , and 

artistic treasures for c.bout 1500 yec..:"s, WhA.lc. ~ ~ wu pstssing threugh 

c 
risen and fallen . and greQt l!lorks of me."_, hands and ninds had ' or the most 

part been df'stroyed or long since decayed, the monstary lived i.n almost 

couplete selitude and preservation. With each passing century then1 she en¥ 

riched herself' with SO!ile artifact of that era but did not rcoxperience the 

periods of unrest thnt would takes these acquisitions frcm her . As a ~ 

sult, she is not only and interesting detail of history but enriches history 

in turs. 

».arly Christians WC're ouch concerned about waere God worked h.:i.s mracl<"s. 

Old Testament as well as Nel-1 Testament sites were venerated and the sites wh 

when believed to be found often turned into a ge.thr ring .. ~ .(::v- ~s CIUl4I\ 

hermits. 'l'here is not proff that when th<" h<"'mits settlf"d in the shadow of 

what the believed to be Mt. Sinai, that there was any tradition then ex-

isting that this .yr'1s indeed the place of the 'l'en Comhla.Bdments and the burn..i..ng 
1 

bush. 7radition in this respect dates no further than Justir ien. When 

the hermits first began settling in this stark but beautiful area of Sil'.ai is 

not known for sure . It 12 lmcwn that •gypt was one of tht> first countries 

to witness the pers cution of the Christians. 'l'oward thC' end OJ... the seca>nd 

and the b ginning of the t~.{ C.c.ll"--t v .,.1c s ~ people i.-1ere fleeing into the des­

erts and wildernes~ . Pou~lo 'J ~"' C. ~ristiims frM J aypt and other Rcman pr 
2 

provinces Wt re caae tE> this iarea duri ng this period. St. Helena, mother of 

emperor Constantine the Great however, is s~id to have visited t he area 1n 

A. D. J'J? in her search for holy sites. At this time she ordered the building 



of the chapel of the buniing bush. 'l'ho early hermits none-the -less, lived 

i n a pri itive state scattered in t he m untains •·nd wl.lies around the area 

of Jebel Musa (Mou tain of Moses) but tberir exi stence in the ea.v·s of 'Lh£" 

wilderness was rrecarious. 'E.utychuie , writir.g in the ninth centu...7 said 

tl-iat tlae henrl.ts h~aring h0w Justinian 11delight(d to build churches and found 

convents, made a journey to hil:l and complained how the waruilering sons of 

Ishmael were wont to attack the!l suddenly, eat tbeir provisions , desolate 

the place, enter t~~~ cc..U.~ and carry off everything; and how they also 
3 

broke into ~ ~~ ~ c.v «n devoured tht> holy wafers ." 

'i'he By11ant ine er:iperor conceded to build them a o·ntuary but hisreaasons 

were ap1a.rently not due entirely to reli gious piety. Justinian~ recently 

lont the city of Petra in what is now J r rdan to the Arabs . He had no de-

fence thcref~re against the arubian tribes betwe~n Jerusalem and Memphis . A 

legate {official eraiasary) was sent to the hermits to bui:j..d for tbea a fortr 

rcss-monastary whi.ch was bceun in A. D. 535. The story goes that the f ortress 

was to be built upon the summit of' the peak but tht: legate inst ad bulit the 

structure against 0ne slope of a steep-sided wadi, becQuse of lack of water 

u on the pea.k. The change of plans irritated t he LilpSror imd the poor legate 
4 

lost his head. The fortress-monaatary vas cot1. let d £irst thoueh in A. ll . 
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545. Coootantine ltlso had built at the site, a ba:;ilica in comldeJllOrution 

of his wife Theodrra which includes the chapel of the burning bush . This 

lasti ain the wilderness was not at first known as St . Cathirrinel'.>bttwuas 

called thti. Catherdral of the Transfiguration. It w· ,s not until th ninth 

century that the legend of St. Catherine had its association vi.th t !ie mon-

astary. 

Catherine was a patrician maiden ef Alexandria t.Jho sought refuge fro 

the persecutions of Maximus lI but was unable to escape anc 'Was taken back 

to Alexandria to suffer mart'Jr ·om. Latt r her body was taken by angc J o Lo Go 

Gebel g~rina by an3els so the legend eces. J.'herf' her body la#d until 



6 
centuries lntc-r hor bones Yer<<" .found and movecl to th comrent. iUl th··t 

re"'lllins 0 1' t' r now is a . kul.1 and hand sine(->. it seees devoted pi lgrina made 

off with b:i.ts and pieces of her as t.alisrnans having supe rnatural pro,rerties .. 

The skull nd hand• eowr~d with jet.rel1cd rlngs are kept out of r Pach of .ie 

genernl public in ailver boxes in the bonilica. 

ti t0ther legt!'rxl had uch to do wit, tbe continued ftxiat ,., nof' of th men-

astary. It ie suid that Mol:u1g~fd ";kilf' stell a camel driver in Arnbi , wn-

the prophet granted the cnka a covenant wbrreby l'Wir lives and property 
7 

warp ooi'e undc:r Husl·lm rule. This stGry e-f ?-oh :;.ed, though old, is li30st 

likt"'ly untrue but tz·ue er not, it worked, for dcit-m t.hrough the centuriE-s 

various Sul tans (probably not lmotd .. ng Yb.ether t.he story vaa true or not 

eithc:r), followed tl~eir predecos. or' s exu u lee Numerous mamwcrlpts in 

th· oonuto.ries ·ive evidence to these continued grimts of protectien. Where 

is the original covenant? Tradition ht&S it t.hnt it uas taken f'ro·., the ~nas-

tary by Sultan Selif'J X after the Ot ... ODan conquest of Egypt in 1517. But the 
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Sultan gave the DOOks a copy of lt. Whether fort;ed or rea 1
, it is st!lsll t0 

be seen in the libraey. 

The rwnastary continu~ to survjve tbreUfh the> c nturii-s r njoying the 

protection oi' thE"· Arabs nrd the support of vnri rius personalities ~1' l,urope . 

The benefactors of th~ monas~-y included popes, emperors, and kings . Pope 
9 

Gregory the Gremt {592-604) vas one of the early supporters in T}ome . }ven 

the schiSl!!l bLtween C<i>natantin0ple and Rome in thr tifteenth century appar­

ently had little af 'ect on the relation of st. Cathrine and l-lestern lurope. 
10 

l',nvoys went Gut eve1"Y yenr to eol ~t donatien from vnrious Cr thollc stateo. 

Numerous oonarche-s would &lao send gifts . In 1411 Char1es VI of France sent 

a chalice. Hecord-8 in ~1.ris tell us Kine Louie XI of France prOiaised the 

l*>naskry the SU15 of 2000 ducats to f'ulfill a vow. CQntributions also cane 

r Queen 



fro.-a -lueen 16lil'bel of Spa tn ( 1481-1504), ~ror lk>x1 n1Jian of Ge:many 

(149.3-1517), and Louis XIV of f ranee(1643-171!5) whocre portrait once or still 

lm.ngs on tr..e wall ef tbe old library. In 17% a rronch ~xpedi ti.on ws 

erdered to contribute a tewer ancl alao to repair tbo wll.s so as tQ proVi.de 
11 .~ 

an outpost for Napol.oCi)D. Of all the supporters however, thE. Cmrs ~Russia 

wrc the z:i.ost loyal. 

Attention ie t!OW turned fro~ t.hc history of th monactary to the people 

ir:J;medin.tel.y i nvolved vi.th it. It seems that evPr since tbe early yeurs cf 

the Chriatia.'l e.rai; there haw been oenks li.Ving herr· in tlw midst of Sirdli . 

Aa el.re dy sa.ld, they were at f'irst a scattered brotherbook atWng t ht. hills 

and vallief; mtil they were fftltllered totether due to the charity of Justinian. 
12 

The largest number of inhabitants reached JIXJ i.R the fourteenth centuryo 

'iodo,y their numbers are betwP• n ten and fifteen. 'fbe rule of the :'lO?laotnry 

ia of St. Baoll the Greut (329-379). lhey therefore lead a lif~ of poverty 
13 

and auateri ty but fol I.ow t he nue of labor along with the principle of prayer. 

j. sch t!!Onk lives hio life : n his own Cf'll um prep ree nost o.f his oHn food . 

'.i'be onks c tego .her enly for worship and prayer. Perhaps these werP the 

sum he.bits l 'oll OW'Cd lJy the heroits 'lx-f ore thE' rwnastary was built. 'l'lw J!¥>nks 

llrt' of t h(' ijreek Orthodox fait h nnd ao are t rahibitcd i'rol!'I Nl.ting meat but 
14 

were or are permitted to prepare u.rnki, a potent llqueor 1:riadP f ra:i ctatetl . 

At 3130 am, belle are henrd 1'or the -::onka te p..~aro f'or connmal prayera 

Fifteen~ later ti:trty-t.hree bello call UJeI:l ogeth~ro On Sund. ys end 

r.air1ta duya this is foll01.Jt"d by nore bells, the be:.iting of a 1rood0n board ir 

the la ga toW<>r and the striklrlt~ (Of a bar of iron. 'l'hls mmounc( s t :ie begin-

ni.ng of '"'.taSS which lasts about five hours. Thf. early oorn.ing hourf ~ fUl-
15 

ed wlll bells, the chanting of ""!Onks, snd the heavy, m..Jeet smell of ince.naeo 

Sorot" cboractc ristica of the monks have come to us from vurious w:i.ters. 

Antoninus }~tyr fom:d here ttm~e li~iko uho spoke Latin, Greek, Syriac, Cop-

tie~ and Persi&n. 'I'ht herni t Simeon uho C•.!T:le into :r Ul"0pe a~..:t 1025 spoke 



16 ~w 
f.,gyptlim, Syriae, Arabic, Gr1 ek, and -ODD.n. ':hr. picture eiven by Dean a --

'!'-- •. .,, ' 

Stanley clooor to our preaen tise in his book SiW:li ....at flBJ.eqtiije is quite 

different. or the monks ( : . 't>Gn that they are- "exiles .fron +,hf' mountains 

of the Greek archipelaea1 reliel~ from monastic rule at ho::io , ltmi tics sent 

!'or recovery, they seldom remain rore thai-1 two or three years; they arc 

wit hout klwvledge o.f Arabic, m th no call on tht.ir exertions nr.d ne check 
17 

on their ignorance. 11 '!'his e -. ·ld possible be true to an oxt<mt 00"1 or at 

one time but nowdoubt ' here W'C 1"..any li viJl« at the r:cnastary of sincerity,. 

devotion and education as wello 

In direct connection with t.h<> 1'10i'8.nt..ary are alsc to be fo'UM the Gebel-

iyeb or maunt'. in folk. They are d t ce:ndants of the HOli'lQD sln.vP.-a ser1 t to the 

oonastary by Justinian to ce.re for the cooks. One bu.'Ulred in m.imber with 

their wives Qtl(i children were brought in from the IUace Get! and another one 
18 

hundred with wives and children r n.tm ~ gypt. 11'.k:- aetUc-ment was at one time 

know as Deir : bid er l!llOllasta.ry ef t he f~lavea. ln dress at'ld mode of llf'e, 

they are not much difforent than the other inhabitants ef Sil"..a.i though the. 

still possess sooe physical characteristics of their 1 uropean oricrin. 'i'hey 

are also of th<- Moslem faith, havine converted over in thP sevtnth century 

by Cal.irh Alxl el-Malik Um Mervan. But ta f l!"w renained Christians for a 

thousand years. '.t.e la.st Christian of' the Jebeliyeh, an old wOl'lla.n, di€'d in 
19 

1750. Suprisingly, the monks as far es we knew, newr attempted to teach 

these prople the Christian f r1ith. Evident ly they felt their lives of pov­

erty .. nd prtWer wrc all tha.t wan required of them to be good Christians 

and gocd monks. Though in 6\lmost every "t-T«JI the Jebeliyeh o.re alike to other 

tribes, they are despised as .tiU..im by t.h~ Arabs and the Arabs wil".. not 
20 

inter-marry wi. th t.nc--m. 'Ilwugh sore independent than they once \;ere, the 

Jebeliyeh continue to care for thr isonks by laoki ng af'ter their far.den and 

performing various task::; as aerv.·mts. To keep the:ir loyal and devote-A, the 

monks at various ti1~.,..' have u3ed t ickery and coercion.. ~ monks once 



boosted that they had ii vented thf foot-Mark of ~>ioha.cr:ied • s mule nearby te 
21 

gain tbe Jebeliyeh's devotion. Al.Ioost fif y years ago, the mo1lks in a.'l at 

attecpttoo, ctbhe tr:ibe give up a earden, they had ncriuired, ceo.aed tile 

people's daily ration of bread w: ich ws a. custom dating back to Justinian. 
22 

The Jebeliyeh complainro to th ,r,ov.,,rnment and a eozpromise was reacht d. 

One other group of people -mat not bfl forr,otten ln co ct.ion llith 

the r:ionastary; these are the traveh·ra , adventurers, and piJ.erins who found 

in th(> conastary a. cool and hospitable re.f'uge ir. .he he ~ t ef th< Sinai. 

There is no doul>t that this was one of the chief c enters for pilgric ge 

·Ghougl1 the route was a long and weary one und not wothout da.ngt•r . Cara-

vo.ns of long ago would teke ' ight cl ys to reach tn< ronastary f'ro tho Suez 
23 

and six days from Akaba. The vast number of piJ.erims a.re ttestcd to by 

the c·tchi ~ tts which \.Jel' 1· f't on the nastaries wallR, buildings, ..J.r.d doors, 

not te mention the hundreds of scratcb'ngs ir the rocks of the wadis nlontv 

the routes to the 1:1onastary \/he re a weary pllgrilJ would chance to resto 

Mont inscrip ... ens ar in Gre k , Latii. , Arauic~ and ussian. Also I resent 
2.4 

are many crusader ams ··nd blasaons. Literary accounts are also Lft to 

us such as Peter-''°udolf vor1 Suchen (1336) , John Tucke:r (1479) 1 and l<"'elix 

l'aber (1484) fl"On Ger<:Wl'ly; Niccolo di . l'("ae<>baldi {1384) a1'd 1'iccolo di 
25 

Martoni (1.3 -JS) were frOJ!'J Italy; Pero 'l'afur (1435) was fret! Catalan. 'i'be 

Swiss traveller l3urokhardt (181 c ) says that a carav1.m ef 800 Amenians ar-
26 

riv~-d oo day from ~ieruanlem and another time 500 Copts f r on Cairo ,. To-

day thP ronaatary is vir.i ted by hundreds of Pf>Ople a yen. r but usuP..lly not in 

the old roll of pilgrin and advt nturcr but as tourist 'With cai;aera and air 

condidoned b ::;es. A eocXt part of ~any of the monk's d ut ies are now taken ut 

up qirine f 1. the oouriat a. d a ting as guides. 'i'his has : r·owd to '"Je a 

profitable and uch neecled source of is e r • 

i.tow let us turn to the various structures ann their contents to be 

£ound at St. Catherine. 



The outside walls ef the monunt·ry 1:1re bullt o" granitt- of which tnere 

is cer rainly no :ack n t'1is area. t irtPrvalB, t ,.e wall l.S Gtr Ilt vhercd 

b. towers. Rather than a f:X>nastury, it has t!'i,. l(:>ok of a i:1yt;antin<> fortress., 

lnnide th<" 1:.'allf' is a labyrlnth of nnrrov, windir,g pt1ssa.g0s thnt aacdbd and 

clescena ,. It is a "jungle of archetectural foni.s" incll•Jing "ruined cha• e--la, 

unus('d cor idors, c · lapsed stairw~,r s, subter·anear vaults hoked with debris, 
Z"I 

roomn without doors and doors without rooms." 1'he buildings are remnants 

ef various centurieo; buildin added building wil.h littl apparent planning. 

Tlir.· in buildings to b<• conceM"ed 'With src the r(>fectory, the nc h use0 

the basilica, ~ mosque, and thf. library. 

The re.f eoctory ( dir".ing 1 .nil) is si tua tcd south-east of the basilica and 

is a long, vaulted c bcr a.bout 55 f et lorlt.~ (17 ?:!ett rs), 16 feet vi<ie {5 

~°t('ra) . It is not knO\m wbeth• r it \18.S origlnal~ built as a r'"fecto y Gr 

a cl1apel in tr~c &;ganti r..criod . · t wa.3 howev~ r, lnter tranafcn"l'Ded inw a 

do:rmi tory ·or l.atin pil11tri s in the l1>1tc middle ages. The wsll.., cor tain f'rr: 

frescoes 0f the Last Juc'Jg· mnt (1573) and the ''Apparition of the Trinit~. to 

Abraha"n" (1571) . •11e room in also f~us for nnny heraldic cngrnvlngtJ as 

well a.s names 01 pilgrims f'roM the :fourteenth to the seventLenth centuries .. 

The bone house is lecated on w.ll is called "Cod's Acre" . It. is the bu 

buriial place 01' he nlc's and is C'Xactly v nt tho nQl'Je impliea, a house 

full of bones. Wht-n a ooPJc dies, the corpse is la'd out on an i·on gruting 

in the cellar until the nesh is deca,: ed . When nore rorl="'\ is nei::.-tleod because 

of the death of another 11ionk, th .. bones ef the corpse which has been in the 

cello.r the longest &ge~n out, sorted and put on r~spPrtiv piles in the 

bone house i . t-'. t~e skull on i:mr plle, the leg bone en still another pilt'>, ete. 

t..rchbiahop's bones hovavPr 11 are not aepar t. d but put o~eth r ~n shelves cm 

the wall" One story havin~ to do with two corpses is rather i ntt:.r esting. 

Ar.uistasuis :ieacr' bed how two r-pses, laid side by sid on the gratine t-rel'a 

found frequently to have been moved or moved a1art tnc:mselvcs ., It was I'Gund 



that. onf> of tht? c0rpscs \.JQ.S atf£~t.. It see:ras he did not like thf> .f("llow 
29 

next to him nnd coDtinued to 1ove a\IC\I until told sternlµ not t do w .. 

Uy0n entr rine tht: bonl" lwuse, one is confronted by Ste;jhanos, the late port-

or of tlw t'!onaet<try, whose skel""Lon sits in a glass and wood ease, drPBscd 

in his vest.menta with rosary in one had nrrl s' arr in the other, .1ust us he 

did tl .b·tl"'en and a half cPnturies age. Thf" bones can be seen in thr ir respec-

ti ve },!llles but are now out f th · re, ch of the tourist b0b.in<l ~lls of wtDe 

nesb. Before this prec ut.ion the rt. w r(: i:m.ny instances or OOnflS diaa!J1~ear-

ing. The reuson t.he i.iones of the l'lOnlcs are tro1Jted in sueh a way ic; bcc.'.mnr: 

the, Greek Orthadmt believes . n ~ phy,.iool reser<>C ion of the origi r· body 

u on the arrival of Chriot .. 

~he basilica as mentioned e· r-liPr . ,gs built by or<1cr of Juotiniun "to 
30 

the ~.ory am rest of our late mpress 'i'hei:xforatt. It is a i'ine e:xar"Ple 

of ByP.Gntine eccleaiaatical arehitec w-e ., '1'h. floorplan is o~ a nar1 Lex 

(the rOOL'l betwt-.en the outer door und th~ na:~e) lea.ding to hhe nave ( ceT'tral 

hill) and the nnv"" is sq:iorated fro~ the aisles by too rows of Hix gra."lite 

colu ~ns with corinthian-type capitals ( abtbchnut.. ixiintepa:thteck>~e!l w: .it< 

and thf> c pitFlS green) . ':.he basilica h.,s nine chapels, four on each side 

with ti <"' <:hare 1 of ttw burning uah bhiind the alter emd belou th~ tr.round 

ive \.."irdowa ar c n Pith(•r side of the nave. ,he entablnture {upper 

pun of t;.e waU) of ·~he nave r sts on round arc es w· ich are supp«lrttid by 

the: ercen arid w:I ite ;~rel"1te colt~s aP.d capital.a. Thf' ro0t is of cypress 

wood, covert with lead. '.;.he wood co tai1 a these inscriptions: !1011r holy 

king, Justinian the Great" and "I.ord Goo , who ( i<~st. appear on t.r..is SJ:i0t , 

sa.ve &md bless the :;lave Stepha.roe , the builder ef this monastary froi,;; 1\ila, 

and :<oo;ia (his wife), and .:iv. rest ..,o the soulo oi' their children, Georee p 
.31 

As usuall , the alter io to the Past und rnc,>ath 

a beauti 'ul i:JOmaic from Justinta1.s tit~ . '£.ht. basilica. is ricr in art of 

Christlan nn i .. ity, havir~ t.he rid:lil38t collection of ici ns 1n the world and 



hnvin.<: n rich c0llcc !.ian of '1/ood r"a1~nng..- of exc, p · onal qu11li ty o 

The doo.r ,) .' ·.: r.ar h z i n · v r:r anci -t b :·.r o only l leven h 

century F& Umid wor~sfiip .. What in interest:.r :ibout it :is tb ~ -usader 

c ts of arms engraved upon it fron IDl dieval .il!X'S a Tho next door is ex-

ceptionr.u f'or it is of' fourth c ntury bynantine workciunship. CarvE-d upon 
.32 

it Qrf' beautiful animal, bird, nnd noral engravir.gs. 

The oo·a.uti f'ul floor OS&:iC WuS vOl"Il up l:r.t Arab treasuresse?kers but 
33 

rPrl1-ced by Eisho1 ~·~astasius ( 1583-1592). 

The exceptional l'iiosaic abcV? ti'-..e alter dates t0 Justinian. 'i'he subjects 

are as folloils:Christ is represPT1ted soari c heav@!nward with ~lij on one 

side pointing te h. m and · !eses on thF- othor side Yi. th his hand t.1Praised; 

Jolm and .Tames o.re kneel:Jng while Poter lays prostrate. 'the thircy rned-

alli,-ns repro~ent the twelve apostles, l~ul, th.a superior of the convent B.l'ld 

aixt.een pl'."ophets. 1'o thi! right above is Mosen at the buriing bush and at 

the left he i::i hollling tee tablets 'With th ten co: :andttents. BelGW are t 

two angels a.nd two portr·i i ta, perhaps Justinian and ·· lleoi oru.. Below is writ-

ten in Greek, t'In the rume of the Father, 0an, and Eoly Ghost , the wole of 

this work was executed for the salvation of those who cont.d.buted towrds 
31 .. 34 

it by Longi us, moat h{"ly priest, and superior •. u This Sin.-aitic work ia 

~~at ulhique because it iu one of the r~v rema:ing figure mosaics from the 

time of Justir.i.An. Most of the other :Jos·iics of this 1-"erioo werE' aestroy-
35 

Pd during the time of the iconoclasts (i;-iagE~ breake1·s),. This was a period 

when m.'lny believ.:;d the muk:i.ng of and rii;.ures in 17.IOsaic, paint, o~ sculpLure 

was breaking the lQw of God f(UrlJiR;iing the creation of grav{ !1 1i"lag•·s. ;\a a 

result, this iE on of the~ few re!"'· ining pieces of oosaic art from tbe ti 

of Justinian. l''~t.11enrorc it is ~?le of e1cceptio1!al quali t~· . To g~in more 

of :raosaic arto 

Te;e Greco-:~o!llml world used h-c iwsaic to n gre::1t degree but their 



P10aoics lRT't" confined to floor dGC'Orations. It s not nn iih th£" Christi@ 

d()mes, and °W'lls. 'the sub,jP'Ct mtte't' m:n.mlly consj i;tE>d of' Bil liCDJ. 1atters 

and thes~ ~re most ot ,en fmm the Hew 1'esta. 1~nt.. 'l'hcy St"rvc>d two f'u:nctionso 

HIUtlit.a naturally w~re lln"'d to b~autify tr•c int< ri r of htrlld:i. gs 

wer< also nsed to provide n picttlrf' ntory for the many whci could r-et read. 

''his t,adk w~1s Ir vided lat.er on by th(• st~·ined glass wir:deu in the cathedrals 

thottughout l!ur-opeo. A s11ce0Ernful and excellent saic Wl)r chop did not. ~ 

by itself,. It r~lied npen th< radition ar1d complex skills of a prosperous 

s~ciety. :!l'or cl".nturi• s, Const.antin ple dom.ir.atcd tl.tn world of the 11 . saic. 

Cro.ftsr· n would journ~y to va:MouB parts of the known w"OI"lct bo ~Pttt1.fy nm.-

ei'i'icii"nt teo.mwork. A -;aster· nrtist wP-uld f'irst aketheh the s~ "1~, ~ml t.~ c-n 

drawn upon t.l:l \,ll"t plaster. T~:en, according to the ability of each indivt-

dual f'!O::micist, work would be enc on the hf'"'.ds, druped ~1t··7 nta, sr-r:onery and 
36 

plain baclcrou:nd. 1he crf"ation of a moSf.lic as o.t St. Cat6erine" ~nen was on 

ambitiouo ~..nd costly I reject . 

fi'c:> th~ ~ht of ',he alter in th!!" ba.silict? under a c?omed canopy :ts a 

wearing a f'ra't:lll of <i ld ard rr cieus str• eos, ane1 the other <!e>Ptei '1S h~r. l ~ft 

nMcl wot.h rings o gold :.md m::>r<' precioun st'}Ttf'fl. 'i'heee Gl"f" put or- vil"lrT to 
J7 

t.hf' ublic on Saint's Day (Novel'"!X"r S). 

fnth rine work0d in ~old w..d prccioru; stones. 'l'hcy vere . ifts of th( CzQra 

o.f !<.us .. d.a, Peter the Great '1688) and Alexanrlf'r IT (1860). They m'.'fl twed to 
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::it.ore otJv~r lPvaluable donation."' r c• (''Vt!'r~ f'ro ro:ynly tfireugh tht' <'ent.urii"'s . 

:!'!'-' chupel of th bU'":1ing bush which cru· only be r~a.ch,·d by 1..hJ bnf;ilica, 

containn nore t.re1sure of acCUMUl.'t~d chaliel"'s• tray, r.cld am silver crosses , 



ihleG with h.3avy Gold a..'l'.!d sil v r covers und relics or o: . .h( r saints such 

as th sk· 11. cf St., Jo:..n Cl·7sost,crrn, t1'11 ann 0f St Basil, ind thr lower 
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·au er S: .• Grcg.::iry o~' !';, sso. . As l'oscs took off h..i..!; shoes at this site~ 

ao tu.st tho vlsi tor. ~'.hr oriainal Al tc cf the b.l!'~..g bust. is · !"'..dico.tcd by 

a s'lvc-·:· ph.te. · arlier, th bush ;.ad b n transfcrr~d to ~he ea.st of the 
lJ) 

basil.tc~ .. 

·h- no:rJrn !R'\d t h !>!oslel".s hav·· always gettfm Rlon ad·· irnblrr. ihis is 

eXf-;..'lpliihi d j ' e. ,..,. "'que which li.::-e nf·st to the bnsili<'a . The rouni'a¥~ 

ru:o Fa. ti d built in ful &' illmcnt of u VO\t of +,he vi~ir Abul Mansur Anush-

takir. i 1106 durlnr the co.lphlte of Al 17...ir. This information is f~und in 

tho kufic inm'I'iption on the minbar (p1.:J.pit). 'l'h~ mosque is a si·~ple bttlld­

in. ~ 32 feet (10 r t :rs) by 22 feet (7 r.:t"ters)~ rectangular -md s11lidly en-

r re d by tu.., pilla:rs t.1rich car .; th~ 'lrcloies 1·Jhich a..TTies th roof. ?he 

foliag~ and dates tr\ 110( • ·r~re are ofil:· t~ otherf; like 5 t in ·L!·r:> !olEJ.mic 

w0 ·lcl; in a tour of Qus in upper n:tJ't tmd a.t the tomb 0:£' ! 1br·1ham, Isaic, and 

Jacob in l!ebron. A 1ocnl Jebeleyah fartl.ly is entrusted with the "eys of the 

: od;Jy therf' is s new li br·· 71 w! I'f> tM.P_gs are we 11 arranged and pre-

gin. Thi 0. igi.nal state of thf ·..,nm;cript::: w@-:-·e an 'l'ischcnd· rf relnte~;.. 11 .lJ.'). 

v-lai t1. e thr librnr.f of the n rmo·1:.ury, ! preceoi vod in the "'liddl~ nf the ~eat 

:.i:U.l a lriree nnc1 wide- basket full of old p3rch~etrt.s, ar.d tn" librnrian, who 

·~m-; a mc1r1 of lnfor".jation, i:.old ie th.at two heaps of p1lp(•ro 1-1.ke th.i..~, mould-
41 

In 1853 a d1f 591 'Yisctwndo.-f ~'ldc u sc--cond nnd third ve;·a{{E to the east. ·with 

the. ai<1 BT.id protctttion of Al<" .. lW.nder II , C:~r of 'iusdn. On .... cbruo.ry L~ , 1P59, 



'I'iscbendorf was invited to tht~ cell ef the ste~ of the monastary... The 

nionk took a bulky book fron the shelf and placed it bef0.re Uschendort, In 

his ow words we hAve, "I llnew that I held in roy hantl the iJOst. precious Bib-

licul t.re?~Sure in existcmce- ll document tho age ar.t1. importance ef which ex­

ceeded that of all TJanuccripta which I had ever EOOllllined durilJg twenty years 
42 

st'\Xly of the subject." 'l'he book wna the Coeex Sinai tieua - a forth cen-

tury Gre k text contuliitl8 large portions of the < ld l esttment and the com­

plete llev Testanent. It io Gne of the oldeat nanuscripts of the Bible .. 

'i'ischendorf rect:dv(.:d per :ct.salon to barrow tho !"lalluscript and toke it to St. 

Petcroburtl so to copy it o.a accurately us possible . There are two difi'· rent 

accounts of what happencc~ :next. On uccount has it that the mnzly "' l0ctecl 

archbishop Calliatratus offered it as a gift te the Cnar of Pusai.a and re-

eived in turn 9, 00@ ruhFls. The monks say the J!ltlruacript uas neVl"r returned 

ant'! the CEGr gave thP!" 9 110 0 rubels 'lllnlmitn1 ~t. And npparE>ntly they h 

haw- a dec~mt to prove it. However, C.:OOLX Sinaiticus retlllined in the pons-

e:·sioo of Stet Petersburg library until 193.3 when the Bolahev.ika, in reed of 

fort"ign curre.ncy , oold it to the ;.ritiah Museum.. 'l'he su.ri prove.1 toe much 

but e?rlatians throughout the D:ri tish Isles ~anuted large 8l'ld small sums to 
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its purchase pric~ of 100.000 p0und aterliP.g. It is still to be- ae n in 

th I.h.-ltish Musew. 

JiWn,.· 'I.ht, otlwr doc'W!?erts ln the library is th ... Oodo:it Syrsin• an in-

corsplete text but the oldest known Syrian translation of the Bible which 
MJ. 

was probnMy taken f ron a Greek text of t.he s cond cPntury.. Aluo thPre 

is a Ulique et af official docum nts er chlilrers if.sued by· Caliphn and Sul-

tans of Id.an of' protect-ion to thr •wnks er the rnon~stary. . here are over 

two t housand in mli'lber Yhich represc.nt acv ral :oharnmedtm dynasthis from. the 

tve1 .. th to ninti. enth cent.urif:!a. The oldest datci:; from A.D. 1130. Thi.a set 
45 

is thr rullest knw source on the evolution of Arabic ceurt oond'lilrl.t.inP,o 

iloo inc·1 uded are a.Yi 

number 01' hiatcrrico.l, ~ro~rophio~, nnd philioophical 



sources of .:t,fea.t vru.ue. "'he total number of manuncripts is staggering. 

Gre..-k rnnnuscripta amount to 2250 u.nd ,\rabic r.isnuscripts uroum 600; several 

hundred volIDea are in ~;yril:CI, ,\rsenian,, CC!Orgian, Coptic, Fhiopcc, and Slav-
46 

ooic. SO!!le of t he 1!ilarlUSCr1pta ·tre from Crete •. Cairo., _ and Cyp"'lla. Tuo htm-

dred nt'.ms or scribes have b en record~ as wll.. The tew collection un-
47 

doubtr dly surpasaPs 3000. 

Lastly,. the monnatnr, ia rich in icoris or paintings of relieioos nature 

usually painted en a amnll wooden panel. When Islam cenquer 1 d the area, the 

oonaotary ooc a Christian i r;lom in a Hoalem world, acvor d from Byznntitl!'!l. 

At the ti -:e of the iccmoclasts,. Byzantine oaperors ordered the dent.ruction of 

all images but the t'1011ks 01· st. Co.tl.erine chose to ignore the.' cemmand since 

they' Ye-re i'ar !'re)m. their authority. Aa a result .. the sonaatary has the richeut 

collecticm of icG>ns in the oorld . IJart of the value or the collectian li<•s 

in the faet that it eplilna the history or this art fom ~wn during the d.gh1h 

and ninth centuries when t.he mldng 1lf imap;es was .forbidden. 

With all t,his accumulated uealt.h of buildirws, mosaics, TJaDUSoripts,. 400 

icons, t.liP iionastary C)f St. Catherine is lil<e elimpsing into t.heuvorld of 

llymmt-ium ill'rl successive ages. Its naITOw, wil'1dy atret'!ta, ai:::a.11 court s , old 

buildines, <X>vered passages and ,,;cathered wlls are a. pa:tc·1wortc of' r.11aey per­

iods and agea. Its aaics ~lw with their eriginal color ith a jeYelled e»>­

cellencc. lbs p&intinea form 11 continuous bridge threugh the c .nturies that 

;;ive n unique insight into thf' dev~lop:ment of" the icon, and its rnonUL1cripts 

are mi invnlua~ source for research and reference. that date frot't many ~s. 

And then too there arc the people. The J be~ are still therj, a pure stock 

of tho original sl.awis rux1 atill f'·1lf'illint their ori ·inal function. And the 

monks too f'Ulfill their original purpose of poverty, prayer, care for the mon­

astary and care for the visitors that journey .fr many lands. dtls the monks 

have been dG:lng for ov~r t'i 'teen-hundred yc:.1rs maldr.g the Hrmastar"J of St. 
h 

C therine one of the elclc."l., o.c..\-\·~ ~~~C$ "'~ ~ .. ~~~, 
c 
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