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The sixth-century site of St.  Symeon the Younger at the Wondrous Mountain, 
located approximately 18 kilometers southwest of Antioch, is founded around 
the column of the saint that followed the ascetic model of his namesake, the fifth-
century “protostylite,” St. Symeon the Elder (Figure 7.1).1 Scholars have long rec-
ognized that St. Symeon the Younger’s cult is founded upon inherent references 
deriving from the tradition of St. Symeon the Elder, despite the careful silence of 
the textual sources concerning the apparent link between the two Symeons.2 The 
site of St. Symeon the Younger at the Wondrous Mountain similarly refers to the 
site of St. Symeon the Elder at Qal’at Sem’an through various elements, among 
which the most apparent indication emerges as the octagonal space surrounding 
the columns of both saints. Although this interaction is clearly important, the 
architectural interpretation of the building site seems to have suffered from the 
perspective that perceived the site mostly in comparison to Qal’at Sem’an.3 While 
the recent fieldwork on the Wondrous Mountain revealed that the planning of the 
building complex remained relatively misunderstood despite two excavations and 
one major survey previously conducted on the site, the results also call for a new 
perspective on its architecture.4

Subsequently, the present discussion will focus on one essential but rather 
neglected feature of the site at the Wondrous Mountain that distinguishes it from 
the majority of the pilgrimage centers: the complex was not a commemorative 
center built after the death of a saint, but was an elaborate setting constructed 
around a living ascetic.5 In this framework, the active interaction of the immobile 
stylite with the liturgical celebrations seems to have played a more significant 
role in the architectural formulation than previously realized. A closer analysis 
of the site clearly indicates that the stylite was essentially positioned in a setting 
that offered facilities for pilgrimage, but was meant to be perceived as a church, 
providing a highly unconventional interpretation of sacred space.

*

The seventh-century Lives of St.  Symeon the Younger and Martha, the saint’s 
mother, are hagiographic texts that remain as the main sources for establishing a 



Si
te

 o
f S

t S
ym

eo
n

th
e 

Yo
un

ge
r

Sp
rin

g

N
ah

ırl
ı

Si
na

nl
ı

D
ağ

dü
züTo

 D
ap

hn
e

an
d 

An
tio

ch

Se
le

uc
ia

 P
ie

ria

An
ci

en
t s

ite
 o

r s
tr

uc
tu

re
M

od
er

n 
si

te
 o

r s
tr

uc
tu

re

Su
ta

şı

Modern ro
ad to

 Antakya

Oro
nte

s  
   R

iver

A
si

Ko
yu

no
ğl

u

G
öz

en
e

Se
be

no
ba

Te
ke

ba
şı

05010
0

15
0

20
0

25
0

30
0

35
0

40
0

45
0

50
0

55
0

60
0

65
0

70
0

75
0

80
0

85
0

90
0

95
0

0
5 

km

Fi
gu

re
 7

.1
 �M

ap
 o

f t
he

 si
te

 o
f S

t. 
Sy

m
eo

n 
th

e Y
ou

ng
er

 a
nd

 it
s v

ic
in

ity
.

D
ra

w
in

g:
 O

liv
ie

r H
en

ry
.



A mobile dialogue of an immobile saint  151

relative chronology for the saint and his site.6 According to these texts, St. Symeon 
the Younger was possibly born in 521 AD and started his ascetic career as a child – 
six or seven years old – at the monastery of John the Stylites. The monastery of 
John was located at the slopes of the Wondrous Mountain crowning the route 
from Antioch towards Seleucia Pieria. This was the monastery where the child 
stylite moved to his second column when he was twelve or thirteen (533–534). 
The change became an incident of celebration, during which he was ordained as 
a deacon.

St. Symeon moved to the peak of the hill sometime after the Persian Sack of 
Antioch at 540 AD. The construction activities started shortly after, and the build-
ing program not only included the column for the stylite but also a monumental 
complex around it. He is considered to have moved to his column approximately 
ten years after, perhaps in 551 AD. He was ordained as a priest when he was 
thirty-three years old (ca. 554 AD).

The complex witnessed another major building activity after Martha died. The 
Life of Martha clearly states that a church was built on the site in order to house 
her remains. Although her death cannot be dated securely, the text suggests that 
one or two decades passed after the initial consecration of the site. Based on Van 
den Ven’s proposal, 562 AD remains the conventionally accepted date for the 
death of Martha. Symeon himself died in 592 AD, and this year is the only actual 
date given in the Lives.

The main spaces of the complex are arranged in an overall rectangular planning 
(i.e., the Rectangular Core) around an octagonal open area, at the center of which 
the column of St. Symeon the Younger is located (Figure 7.2). Three centrally 
located entrances lead into the Rectangular Core, from the west, north, and south, 
conducting the visitors towards the Octagon. The octagonal space opens east-
wards into the Church of Holy Trinity, which is flanked by two other churches. 
The church built after Martha’s death is at its south, while to its north is a small 
church of uncertain designation that possibly had a functional relationship with 
the baptistery. Despite being a freestanding structure, the baptistery is not located 
far away from the Rectangular Core. Various traces on both buildings suggest that 
a covered walkway once connected the baptistery to the North Church, thence to 
the Rectangular Core, although this walkway no longer exists.

The main entrance to the Rectangular Core was the western one. The atrium 
that preceded the rectangular center led visitors eastward into the octagon by way 
of the Entrance Hall, adjacent to a hospice at its north. Several cisterns and uni-
dentified rooms are located to the south of the Entrance Hall. A passage at the 
southeastern corner of the Entrance Hall leads into the Tetraconch, at the south-
west corner of the Octagon. The Tetraconch was linked to the South Passage by 
another short passage way.

The Life of the saint also indicates that the Church of Holy Trinity and the 
Octagon was consecrated during the ceremony (ca. 551 AD), when the saint 
ascended his column on the site. Hence, these structures are dated securely to 
the first construction program of the sixth century. In addition to these two main 
structures, there is mention of some secondary spaces such as the hospice, a grain 



1. The Octagon
2. The Church of Holy Trinity
3. The North Church
4. The South Church
5. The South Passage
6. The North Passage

7. The Baptistery
8. The Hospice
9. The Entrance Hall
10. The Storage Area
11. The Atrium
12. The North Gate

13. The “West Gate”
14. The South Chapel
15. The North Chapel
16. The Eastern Area
17. The North Tower
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Figure 7.2 � The Rectangular Core at the site of St. Symeon the Younger.
Drawing: Ayşe Belgin-Henry and Pascal Lebouteiller.
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storage room, the kitchen, the bakery, and the smithy in the Life of St. Symeon the 
Younger, which have been accepted by scholars as part of the same construction 
phase.7

On the other hand, the Lives do not mention the North Church or the baptistery. 
This silence in the texts persuaded the scholars to insist on a later date for the 
small basilica. The architectural details on the structure state otherwise and clarify 
that the North Church belonged to the same building phase as the Church of Holy 
Trinity. The clearest evidence is the masonry; the north wall of the Holy Trinity 
church, which is the south wall of the North Church, is bonded with the east wall 
of the North Church (Figure 7.3). Despite the lack of secure dating criteria, the 
close spatial and functional relationship of the baptistery with the North Church 
might also suggest that they were built together.

The extent and the context of the renovation on the site after Martha’s death 
also seems to be more complicated than was reflected in the Life of Martha. There 
is no doubt that the South Church, the main structure, was added a few decades 
later and was destined to house the relics of the stylite’s mother.8 Nonetheless, 
there is evidence that suggests the Tetraconch and the South Passage might have 
been finalized alongside the South Church at this period, and the south section 
of the Rectangular Core was transformed into an alternative route of veneration 
at this later date.9 Overall, the goal of the second sixth-century phase seems to 
differ from the initial concerns, focusing on the future of the site, foreshadowing 
the impending death of the stylite through the death of his mother.10 The later 
configuration of the building complex would eventually integrate various relics at 
different locations (the tombs of Martha and Symeon, the fragment of True Cross 
and the column of the stylite) and a dynamic pilgrimage experience for its visitors.

Figure 7.3 � The southeast corner of the North Church.
Photo: Necati Alkan.
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The saint and the “ecclesia” at the Wondrous Mountain
At first glance, the planning of the Rectangular Core might suggest that the saint 
and the liturgical activities did not have a direct interaction, since the saint had 
a fixed position on his column surrounded by an octagonal open area and the 
liturgical areas are limited within the adjunctive churches to the east. However, as 
Ann Marie Yasin convincingly argues, even when the cultic foci and the liturgical 
areas were physically separate at the early Christian centers, they were correlated 
through various formulations of visual interaction.11 A careful examination of the 
complex at the Wondrous Mountain reveals that the interaction of the saint with 
the liturgy seems to have been similarly established through a series of differ-
ent planning and decoration strategies. Nonetheless, the interaction of the sty-
lite and the liturgical area at the Wondrous Mountain seems to be stronger than 
other examples and perhaps was one of the major characteristics of the original 
configuration.

The two churches of the site that were the first to be constructed, the North 
Church and the Holy Trinity Church, were adjacent occupying the east of the 
Rectangular Core. The Church of Holy Trinity held the central location and was 
opened towards the octagonal space with a large arch (Figure 7.4). The choice of 
an open arch instead of a simple door (or doors) might easily be read as an archi-
tectonic element that signifies these two structures meant to communicate; but this 
element on its own does not provide enough evidence for discussion. Djobadze 
has also suggested that the elaborately sculpted pilaster capitals of this arch, dif-
ferent than the simple capitals of the remaining three entrance arches that open up 
into the Octagon, further emphasized the connection between the church and the 
octagonal area.12

Figure 7.4 � View from the Octagon towards the Church of Holy Trinity.
Photo: Ayşe Belgin-Henry.
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The ascetic practice of St. Symeon the Younger was immersed in a liturgical 
context, as Susan Ashbrook Harvey discusses in several studies.13 The passages in 
the Lives reflect the actual routine of Symeon the Younger, who was an established 
member of the clergy (a deacon since a young age) and was involved continuously 
in reading the scriptures, delivering sermons, and coordinating communal prayers 
and troparia.14 His audience was either monks or laymen, depending on the occa-
sion.15 The Life gives specific emphasis to the resident monks, but this fact might 
have more to do with the authorship of the text and its focus on their convent and 
its daily life, rather than the actual realities at the site. Hence, the question arises 
whether Symeon was actively involved in the regular services. Although a clear 
answer for this question is not possible, it might be surprising for a saint, who 
was actively involved in the preaching and scripture reading, not to be involved 
as a member of clergy during the official liturgy of a church that was built specifi-
cally for him. The lack of an ambo (or a Syrian bema in an Antiochene context, 
although much less likely) within the Church of Holy Trinity seems to support this 
possibility.16 Despite the lack of evidence, whether the liturgical activities within 
the main church, or both churches, were extended into the Octagon remains an 
open question. Nonetheless, the spatial integration of the saint within the liturgy 
was definitely fulfilled with the confirmation of the saint as a priest at a later date; 
his column could have acted as altar from this time onwards, in addition to its pro-
posed role as an ambo. The ordination would have literally turned the octagonal 
area surrounding him into an open-air church.

One intrinsic element of liturgy  – incense  – also served to connect the two 
spaces, with its Antiochene-Syriac emphasis on both liturgical and personal devo-
tion.17 The extensive significance of incense for the cult of St. Symeon the Younger 
as an intermediary between the divine and the devotee has received recent schol-
arly interest in studies concentrating on texts and tokens.18 The element of interac-
tion between the saint and the different kinds of visitors was certainly not limited 
to the incense, and the Octagon was certainly a scenic setting where visual, tactile, 
auditory exchanges were set into motion. On the other hand, the incense seems to 
have played a particular role in this context, for it both activated the internal sanc-
tity of materials and had an epistemological role in the process; the incense ena-
bled the knowledge and internalization of divine presence for the participants.19 
What needs to be added is its spatial significance as an olfactory bridge between 
the Holy Trinity Church and the Octagon that marked their unity and contextual-
ized private devotion within the liturgy.

The architectural decoration of the church of Holy Trinity seems to be another 
element that implemented the transition and connection between the Church of 
Holy Trinity and the Octagon, while providing a link between the ritual within the 
church and the cultic activity centered on the stylite saint at the center of the Octa-
gon. The majority of the architectural decoration of the Church of Holy Trinity is 
a combination of the rural scenes and geometric figures, and both the architectural 
sculpture and the mosaics seem to convey a taste for themes based on the life 
in the countryside, combined with an awareness of contemporary Mediterranean 
themes. The large-scale parallels  – with comparisons ranging from Adriatic to 
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Syria, which Djobadze found related to the style of the geometric decoration of 
the architrave in particular – usually remained unexplained and undercontextu-
alized.20 In my opinion, although the Mediterranean trade networks did supply 
Antioch with some of the basic materials needed while it was in the process of 
rebuilding (specifically at the time the construction of the Wondrous Mountain 
started), Antioch most likely not only received the materials, but also the latest 
trends of patterns, accompanied by artisans and masons.21

Several examples of architectural sculpture that belonged to the Church of Holy 
Trinity can be distinguished and seems to have had particular significance. The 
first of these is the southeastern pilaster capital, which clearly had a complicated 
composition, but cannot be fully discerned due to its rather badly preserved state 
(Figure 7.7). The major motif, two birds flanking a cross, is central on all three 
sides of the basket capital. Two buildings flank the central motif at the western 
face, but unfortunately, it is not possible to deduce more than this, since the rest of 
the composition is destroyed. The possibility remains that the scene on the north 
and the south faces of the capital was repeated here symmetrically.

The cross on the capital was most likely intended to be perceived simultane-
ously both as a cross and stylite, considering there had already been established 
according to the saint’s hagiography this comparison between the stylite’s column 
and the cross.22 If perceived in this manner, the pilaster capital might reflect a 
known formula used on some eulogia (although never in the stylite iconogra-
phy) of two buildings flanking a saint. The nature and significance of these rep-
resentations are not always clear.23 Here, if such a composition was intended, the 
building represented may be the actual church with its three apse windows rather 
than a generic one, and the same can be suggested for the depictions on all three 
sides of the pilaster capital. The compositions on the north and south sides of the 
capital seem to be identical. In this composition, there is again the representation 
of the eastern exterior facade of a basilica, but the southern one also includes a 

Figure 7.5 � The restored drawing of the architrave with angels.
From: Djobadze, Archeological Investigations, Figure.XXIX, 138.
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hand pointing downwards towards the church. There is a square structure with an 
inserted equal armed cross at the westernmost limit of the composition, with an 
elongated spiral above the square base.

The hand pointing at the church, which represents the Hand of God, parallels 
the narration in the Life of “showing the saint with the finger” (δακτυλοδεικτοῦν), 
and at least two similar iconographic motifs can be discussed in relation to this 
detail.24 First, the composition might directly allude to the Transfiguration of 
Jesus, as the Hand of God holds the same position in some mosaics that depicts 
this subject.25 The spiral might represent the column itself; yet none of the known 
stylite images to my knowledge depict a spiral column and the spiral object fluc-
tuates rather than being a rigid and straight row. Hence, because of the reference 
with the hand, and since the spiral is not under the hand but higher, I suspect that 
this might be the reference to the tradition told in the Life about the origins of the 
site – that a cloud of light descended upon the mountain, which would again be a 
parallel reference to Transfiguration.26

Nonetheless, the spiral, however badly depicted, might simply be a stairway 
superimposed on the column of the stylite. The perspective of the stairs is almost 
always represented on the eulogiai with diagonal steps. It is also important to note 
that whatever was depicted at the corner, it was separated at the upper sections 
from the top decorative border of the capital that clearly continued at the back. 
The possibility that the stylite on his column might have been represented on this 
section cannot be dismissed easily.

Considering either of these alternatives, the Hand of God indicates the 
announcement, transformation, and theophany within the context of the actual 
monastery. In addition, the congregation gathered inside was transformed into an 
audience that viewed in this imagery the actual building as if from the exterior, as 
witnesses to the time when the announcement for the site was made. Additionally, 
since the imagery flanked the bema of the Holy Trinity Church, the liturgical rite 
was put in relation to both the actual exterior of the church and the traditional nar-
ration of its origins. Subsequently, during each and every communion, when the 
Holy Spirit descended in the sanctuary for the consecration of the bread and wine, 
the recent past when the Holy Spirit saturated the saint and marked the site was 
also reenacted.27 The transformation of the saint and his site was given a parallel, 
Eucharistic context, that in turn ensured the transformation of the visitors. This 
would have acted as a reminder for the congregation that the site was linked to the 
divine power they were witnessing during the Eucharistic rite.

There exists another noteworthy detail that seems different from the remain-
ing rural scenes of the architectural sculpture of the capitals. A monk in orans 
found on one of the fallen column capitals of the church quite possibly repre-
sented Symeon himself (Figure 7.6).28 Yet, this representation is surprisingly not 
centrally positioned, but located towards the corner. This choice might not be 
arbitrary, however, if this figure was meant to interact with one of the architraves 
of the church.29 This particular architrave was clearly meant to signify something, 
as it is quite different from the others; it has the only figural composition among 
the geometrically decorated nave architraves, with four angels carrying a cross, 
inscribed within a wreath (Figure 7.5).30



Figure 7.6 � The capital with monk in orans, the Church of Holy Trinity.
Photo: Ayşe Belgin-Henry.

Figure 7.7 � The southeastern pilaster capital with the Hand of God highlighted by the 
author, the Church of Holy Trinity.

From: Djobadze, Archeological Investigations, Plate 43.
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The architrave may be a direct reference to a passage in the Life (or to the tradi-
tion that later found itself into the pages of the text), in which Symeon is given 
the gift of “sanctity,” when archangels bore a “diadem that carried a cross, above 
which a star shined like lightning.”31 The iconography of the eulogiai that is spe-
cifically attributed to St. Symeon the Younger distinguishes itself by the small 
detail of two angels carrying a “clipeus decorated with a cross,” a detail never 
observed in St. Symeon the Elder tokens, and it is tempting to link this detail to the 
depiction on the architrave (Figure 7.8).32 If combined with the capital depicting 
Symeon, this architrave would create a three-dimensional allusion to the eulogiai 
of the saint, in which the stylite was frequently shown under crowning angels.33

However, the notion that the Rectangular Core was designed as a coherent 
whole is perhaps best visible from the exterior rather than the interior. The exte-
rior articulation of the core presents indications of how the site was contextually 
conceived and what the Rectangular Core was meant to signify. The Rectangular 
Core does not have much of its original exterior walls intact, but the remaining 
sections, especially the northern façade, hardly reflect the functional separation 
within the walls. The relatively unarticulated exterior façade of the Rectangular 
Core might have contributed to the visual impact, as it seems to suggest an ordi-
nary, albeit a huge basilica with a freestanding baptistery to its north.

The western atrium precedes the core much like an atrium of a church. The 
atrium is opened into the Entrance Hall with a central door and once this door was 
opened, the view would resemble a three-aisled “church,” extending towards the 

Figure 7.8 � Eulogia of St. Symeon the Younger.
From: Bobbio, Mennella, Inscriptiones, 138, no. 132 A.
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east but pierced by the Octagonal space.34 Perhaps most telling is how the protrud-
ing apse of the Holy Trinity Church, together with the slightly recessed apse of 
the North Church, mimics the eastern façade of a basilica. In fact, rather than any 
basilica, it would have directly resembled in its original state the eastern façade of 
the East Basilica at Qal’at Sem’an with its three protruding semi-circular apses, 
which is extremely rare in Northern Syria.35 Although probably the southern sec-
tion was not completed at this period, enough seems to have been established to 
give the exterior impression of a “church” for visitors who approached the site 
from the main entrances, especially from the north.

An intended emphasis on the exterior perception of the Rectangular Core as 
the “church” would also explain why the North Church was constructed with 
odd proportions, which resulted in a squarish interior that could have easily been 
balanced by extending the church towards east.36 The medieval rebuilders who 
reinterpreted the interior of the North Church by adding four piers were right 
about understanding these proportions in terms of a cross-domed plan rather than 
a basilica, although it is unlikely that the original designers ever thought about the 
church as such.37 These proportions were not corrected, since the overall impact 
was likely much more important than the interior space38 and the apse of the North 
Church should have therefore remained recessed.

Therefore, I suggest that the Rectangular Core was perceived as the “ecclesia” 
of Symeon the Younger with its colorful and busy interior wrapped into the archi-
tectural frame. The interior was compartmentalized in order to establish services 
associated with pilgrimage, such as an interaction with the saint/relic or receiving 
beneficiary work, but these spaces were reconsidered at the Wondrous Mountain, 
offering a unique architectural syntax. St. Symeon the Younger stood on his col-
umn at the Wondrous Mountain, not surrounded by a commemorative site, but 
piercing a church, while the builders of the site seem to have successfully under-
scored the holistic integrity of the saint’s practice and the liturgy.
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