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Beyond the Borders of Femininity: St. Eugenia and 
St. Athanasia in Byzantine and Post-Byzantine Art

Byzantine written sources contain vitae of holy women, who, disguised as monks, lived in 
monasteries, concealing their gender and developing male ascetic qualities [31, pp. 600–602; 
37, pp. 2–3; 8, pp. 1–6; 7, p. 4]. Their vitae1 were composed probably in Egypt, Syria and Pal-
estine, from the 5th to the 7th century. After the Arabs conquered these regions, Middle Byzan-
tine hagiography focused on other types of female saints, leaving aside female cross-dressers 
[11, p. 179]. Most of the legends of holy women disguised as men were translated into Latin in 
the early Middle Ages and became popular also in the West [18, p. 14].

Several interpretations may be given to monastic disguises adopted by women. Since an-
cient times virility has been associated with positive qualities, while femininity with weakness 
and spiritual poverty. Transcending femininity was, according to Church Fathers, the only 
way for women to find soul salvation [6, p. 90; 18, pp. 16–18; 5, p. 16; 15, p. 141]. Therefore, 
hagiographers, overlooking the prohibitions of the Deuteronomy (22:  5), the church2, and 
the Theodosian Code3, praised the efforts of female cross-dressers to overcome their nature. 
Although legends of holy women disguised as monks have been the object of interdisciplinary 
study, the Byzantine iconography of this particular category of female saints, with the excep-
tion of St. Thekla [34], the earliest transvestite saint and probable model for the others, has 
attracted little scholarly attention so far [15, p. 138].

The aim of this paper4 is to discuss issues of gender identity and iconography in Byzantine 
and Post-Byzantine art (9th–16th centuries) based on the figure of the transvestite female saint. 
Using as case studies St. Eugenia and St. Athanasia5, I will try to explore the visual language 

1  These legends exist in Greek, Coptic, Ethiopic, Syriac, Latin, and Arabic versions. See [3, p. 50; 40, 
p. 142; 18, pp. 14–15].
2  The Council of Gangra (c. 341), in Paphlagonia, condemned, among others, the cross-dressing of women 
favoured by the radical ascetic tendencies of the Eustathians. The concluding canons of the Council forbade women 
from wearing men’s garments (canon 13) and cutting their hair (canon 17) [28; 33, p. 92; 40, p. 147; 8, pp. 21–22]. 
On the Council in Trullo forbidding men and women from cross-dressing in popular feasts with dances, see [17]. 
3  The Theodosian Code also prohibited female tonsure [40, p. 147].
4  I am particularly indebted to Dr. Pavlos Flourentzos, Director Emeritus of the Department of 
Antiquities, Cyprus, for giving me permission to publish photographs of depictions of St. Athanasia in 
painted churches of Cyprus. I would also like to thank Mr. Dimitrios Doumas for editing the text.
5  It is, however, worth mentioning that Byzantine hagiography contains at least ten more detailed vitae 
of female cross-dressers (Eyphrosyne/Smaragdos, Hilaria/Hilarion, Marina/Marinos, Pelagia/Pelagios, 
Margarita/Pelagios, Apollinaria/Dorotheos, Matrona of Perge/Babylas, Theodora of Alexandria/Theodore, 
Anastasia/Anastasios, Glaphyra) [8, pp. 2–7; 40, p. 141].
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used by Byzantine artists to depict 
them, in comparison with Western 
imagery, and shed light on the role of 
Constantinople, the empire’s Capital, 
in shaping their iconography. I  will 
also examine the symbolic meaning 
of the trans-hagiographic portraits of 
St. Athanasia in the otherwise con-
servative iconographic programme 
of Byzantine and Post-Byzantine 
churches in Cyprus tracing the ori-
gins of her particular popularity on 
the island. 

According to her legend [9, 
cols.  339–344; 22, cols.  609–652], 
St.  Eugenia was the beautiful and 
learned daughter of Philip, prefect 
of Alexandria. Having instructed herself in the Christian faith and knowing that her pagan 
father would oppose to her new religion, she fled from her parental house and, disguised as 
a man, entered a monastery accompanied by her servants Protas and Hyakinthos. She lived 
there an exemplary life, received from God the gift of healing the sick, and later became an 
abbot. Once, a young rich woman, named Melanthia, cured of an illness by Eugenia and not 
suspecting that the handsome abbot Eugenios was a woman, made sex advances to him, which 
Eugenia rejected. Melanthia accused Abbot Eugenios publicly of adultery and the holy cross-
dresser was taken to court, where she faced her father as the judge. At the trial, Eugenia, tearing 
her garments, revealed her real female identity and was exonerated, while her father turned 
into a Christian and became Bishop of Alexandria. After her father was executed for having 
adopted the Christian faith, Eugenia with her mother and brothers moved to Rome, where she 
converted many people to Christianity. During the persecution of Emperor Valerian against 
Christians Protas and Hyakinthos were beheaded on the 11th of September, 258, and Eugenia 
was also decapitated on the Feast of the Nativity. Her feast day is celebrated on the 24th of De-
cember in the Orthodox Church and on the 25th of December in the Roman Catholic Church.

St. Eugenia is very rarely depicted in Byzantine art. In Early Byzantine mosaics in the Ba-
silica of Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna (c. 561) (Ill. 50) and in the Euphrasian Basilica in 
Poreč (6th century) [44, fig. 5.4] she is shown as a young beautiful female saint and identified 
through an inscription6. The inclusion of her vita in the 10th-century menologion by Symeon 
Metaphrastes [11, p. 180] and her depiction in the Menologion of Basil, a richly illustrated 
Constantinopolitan manuscript for Emperor Basil II (976–1025), in the Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana (cod. Vat. Gr. 1613, p. 270), imply that her worship was well established in the Capital 
during the Middle Byzantine period. The miniature in the Menologion of Basil (Fig. 1) depicts 
the decapitation of the saint and her two companions in combination with the martyrdom of 

6  S(an)C(t)A EVGENIA (in both churches).

Fig. 1. Martyrdom of Sts. Philip, Eugenia, Protas, and 
Hyakinthos. Miniature. Menologion of Basil (Cod. Vat. Gr. 1613, 
p. 270). Around 1000. Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 
Rome. © 2019 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana. By permission of 
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, with all rights reserved
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her father, Bishop Philip. Although on the day of her execution Eugenia was not disguised 
as a man, she is portrayed with short hair, similar in appearance to the eunuchs Protas and 
Hyakinthos. Thus, the miniature combines visually the scene of Eugenia’s martyrdom — a 
typical image for a Byzantine menologion — with her cross-dressing earlier in life, probably 
to emphasize the overcoming of her female nature.

The 11th-century illuminated manuscript Δ 51 at the Great Lavra Monastery, on the Holy 
Mount Athos, containing vitae of saints commemorated in December, also includes a minia-
ture (fol. 131β) with the martyrdom of St. Eugenia [32, fig. 116] who is no more depicted as a 
unisex figure. Moreover, Eugenia (Η/ Α/Γ/Ι/Α — Ε/Υ/Γ/Ε/Ν/Ι/Α) is depicted half-length, as a 
young female saint in a medallion, in the narthex of the katholikon of the monastery of Ho-
sios Loukas [4, p. 213, fig. 1; 44, fig. 5.5], in Boeotia, the mosaic decoration of which is related 
to the art of Constantinople. Similarly, in scenes of her martyrdom in Western art, Eugenia 
appears fully feminized. There are only two medieval Western artworks known so far which 
show St. Eugenia disguised as a monk: a capital (c. 1120) at the monastery of Sainte-Madeleine 
in Vézelay [15, figs. 8–10; 21, p. 222, no. 4] and a late 13th-century Catalan altar frontal by the 
Master of Soriguerola [44, pp. 225–226, fig. 5.19], now in the Musée des Arts Décoratifs in 
Paris. In both works St. Eugenia is depicted tonsured, exposing her breast to reveal her true 
identity at the courtroom. Probably related to the ideals of the Gregorian Reform (mid-11th— 
first decade of the 12th century), the Eugenia capital had a pronounced edifying role, high-
lighting patterns of denial of sexual temptation, a key issue of monastic life [21, pp. 221–222]. 

The second transvestite holy woman in question, St. Athanasia, also belonged to a high 
social class, according to the Life of Andronikos and Athanasia7, probably a 6th-century 
tale, traditionally ascribed to Daniel of Sketis [31, p. 600; 2, pp. 396–397; 11, p. 239]. She 
was married to Andronikos, a wealthy and pious banker from Antioch. After the sudden 
death of their two children, the two spouses took monastic vows in Egypt and thus lived 
separately for twelve years. Due to God’s dispensation they met each other on their way to 
the loca sancta. Since, for safety reasons, Athanasia was disguised as a monk, Andronikos 
did not recognize her and she did not reveal her true identity to him, although she had 
identified him. After their pilgrimage Athanasia, constantly disguised as a monk, and An-
dronikos shared the same cell in the monastery of Oktokaidekaton for twelve years. The 
true identity of Athanasia was revealed only after her death through a pittakion (i.e. a short 
text) left by her. Andronikos died soon afterwards and they were buried side by side at Ok-
tokaidekaton. The feast day of the two saints is celebrated on the 9th of October and their 
dormition on the 2nd of March [9, cols. 125–126, verses 33–34, col. 501, verses 21–22]. A 
kanon in their honour by Demetrios Stoudites [2, p. 603] provides evidence for their wor-
ship in the Middle Byzantine period in the Stoudios Monastery, one of the most important 
religious foundations in Constantinople.

7  For the Greek versions of the tale of Sts. Andronikos and Athanasia (BHG  121 and BHG  122), in 
the cod.  Gr.  1598, fol.  247v–252 (993) and cod.  Coislin 283 (11th century), 264v–267 of the Bibliothèque 
Nationale, Paris, as well as the Syrian versions in the cod. Add.14649, fol. 96, in London, and cod. Syr. 235, 
fol. 204, in Paris, see [3, pp. 370–384, 401–406]. For another Greek version of the Life (BHG 123a) in the 
codex Urbani 36 (10th–11th centuries), fols. 183–193v, in the Biblioteca Franzoniana, Genova, see [1, pp. 4, 
256–277].
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Moreover, the depiction of Sts. Atha-
nasia and Andronikos in the manuscript 
Syn.  Gr.  183, fol.  142r, in the State Histori-
cal Museum of Moscow [42, figs.  9, 11; 43, 
figs.  186, 188], one of the few surviving edi-
tions of the so-called Imperial Menologion, 
bears witness to the worship of the two saints 
in the imperial court in the 11th century since 
the texts of this menologion were read out in 
the emperor’s presence, in one of the numer-
ous chapels of the Great Palace. This edition, 
which reveals a close iconographic and sty-
listic affinity with the Menologion of Basil II, 
contains four homilies and fifty-five vitae of 
saints commemorated in February and March 
[42, p.  131, no.  2]. Each life is followed by a 
short prayer for the well-being and salvation 
of a Byzantine emperor, probably Michael IV, 
the Paphlagonian (1034–1041)8. Athanasia and 
Andronikos are portrayed in prayer in front of 
the porch of a building with a row of arched 
windows, which probably belonged to the cells 
of a monastery. Athanasia is shown disguised 
as a monk, wearing the analabos, a distinctive 
garment of the Great Schema monks and nuns, 
the highest grade of Orthodox monasticism, and a turban-like koukoulion typical of depic-
tions of Egyptian and Syrian monks.

The cult of the two saints is also attested in Cyprus, where many small churches are dedi-
cated to them, and they appear in frescoes and icons. The earliest, securely identified image 
of St. Athanasia in Cyprus is her full-length inscribed portrait in the soffit of the northwest 
arcosolium in the narthex of the katholikon of the monastery of Hagios Nikolaos tes Steges in 
Kakopetria (Fig. 2). It belongs to a fresco layer of the early 12th century with a representation 
of the Last Judgment [36, pp. 59–62]. St. Athanasia (Η/ Α/[ΓΙΑ] — Α/Θ/Α/Ν/Α/CΙ/Α) appears 
in a monastic habit similar to that of her portrait in the Moscow manuscript of the Imperial 
Menologion. Her inclusion in a pictorial programme with eschatological content reveals the 
local belief in her intercessory role, probably due to her ascetic qualities and also her name 
“Athanasia”, which in Greek means “immortality”.

A 13th-century depiction of St. Athanasia is preserved in the katholikon of the monastery 
of Hagios Ioannes Lampadistes in Kalopanagiotes, dedicated to St. Herakleidios (Fig. 3) [36, 

8  On the two surviving illuminated copies of the Imperial Menologion, namely the Cod. W 521 at the 
Walters Art Museum in Baltimore and the Cod. Syn. gr. 183 at the State Historical Museum in Moscow, see 
[42; 43] (with the previous bibliography).

Fig. 2. St. Athanasia. Wall painting. Early 12th 
century. Katholikon of the monastery of Hagios 
Nikolaos tes Steges in Kakopetria, Cyprus. © 
Department of Antiquities, Cyprus. Photo by Jenny 
P. Albani
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p.  298] integrated into an iconographic narrative which underlines her intercessory role. 
St. Athanasia, with a similar iconographic rendering as in Kakopetria, appears next to her 
husband, on the eastern side of the northwest pier of the nave, facing the Deesis which is 
shown on the corresponding side of the southwest pier. Opposite Sts. Andronikos and Atha-
nasia, on the west side of the northeast pier, the Virgin Paraklesis is depicted in dialogue with 
Christ, painted on the western side of the southeast pier, asking him, according to the text on 
her scroll, for the remission of human sins.

The painted decoration of the church of Panagia in Moutoullas, sponsored by John 
Gerakiotes and his wife Irene in 1280, also contains a portrait of St. Athanasia ([Η ΑΓΙΑ A]/
ΘΑ/ΝΑ/CΗ/Α) [36, pp.  323–325, 328; 35, pp.  102–103; 23, pp.  172–173, fig.  24; 4, fig.  7], 
painted on the western wall of the nave, to the left of the entrance, between those of St. Mavra, 
a local saint of Cyprus [25, pp. 251–252; 4, pp. 217–218], and St. Andronikos. To the right of 
the door three more female saints, Barbara, Marina and Anastasia Pharmakolytria (i.e. the 
poison-curer), are depicted. St. Athanasia is painted with an oriental koukoulion and a short 
beard, a peculiar iconographic detail which can be paralleled in Western hagiography, namely 
by the legends of Sts. Galla, Paula, and Wilgefortis. In their effort to evade a forced marriage, 
these holy women are supposed to have grown beards either because of some organic change 
or by divine intervention [8, p. 16; 39, pp. 9–11; 41].

Fig. 4. St. Andronikos and St. Athanasia. Wall painting, 1474. 
Church of Archangelos in Pedoulas, Cyprus. © Department of 
Antiquities, Cyprus. Photo by Jenny P. Albani

Fig. 3. St. Andronikos and St. Athanasia. Wall painting, 
13th century. Katholikon of the monastery of Hagios Ioannes 
Lampadistes in Kalopanagiotes, Cyprus. © Department of 
Antiquities, Cyprus. Photo by Jenny P. Albani
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Portraits of St. Athanasia are also included in two 15th-century church decorations, firmly 
dated by dedicatory inscriptions: in Archangelos in Pedoulas, from 1474, and in Hagios Ma-
mas in Louvaras, from 1495. The building and decoration of the church in Pedoulas were spon-
sored by the priest Basileios Hamados, his wife and two daughters. The dedicatory inscrip-
tion mentions also the painter Philip Goul [36, pp. 331–332, 337; 35, Donors, pp. 112–114].  
St. Athanasia (Η/ Α/ΓΙ/Α — Α/ΘΑ/ΝΑ/CΙ/Α) and her husband (Ο/ Α/ΓΙ/ΟC — ΑΝ/ΔΡΟ/ΝΙ/
ΚΟC) are portrayed on the west wall to the left of the door (Fig. 4), while to the right of the 
entrance Sts. Constantine and Helen, who enjoyed a fervent cult in Cyprus [4, pp. 222–224], 
are depicted. St. Athanasia is shown as a nun, holding a cross and making the gesture of prayer 
with her left hand. Her blue wimple reveals influences from the religious attire of Western 
nuns9. In the church of Louvaras, painted with funds provided by John Kromides and George 
Pelekanos, councillors of the village, and their wives [36, pp. 246–247; 35, pp. 110–111], im-
ages of St. Athanasia (H A(γία)/ ΑΘΑΝΑ — CΙΑ) and St. Andronikos (Ο A(γιος)/ ΑΝΔΡΟ 
— ΝΙΚΟC) (Ill. 51) appear on the western part of the north wall together with portraits of 
St. John the Faster, Patriarch of Constantinople, St. Therapon the Wonderworker, a popular 
saint in Cyprus, and St. Kornoutos. The badly preserved figure of St. Athanasia is rendered 
with a headdress similar to that of her portrait in Pedoulas.

Alsο fragmentarily preserved is the 15th-century portrait of St. Athanasia next to that of  
St. Andronikos, on the western part of the south barrel vault of the church of Chryseleousa in 
Empa. The spirituality and ascetic qualities of the holy couple are emphasized by their depic-
tion close to the figure of St. John the Theologian, apostle, evangelist and hermit. Two more 

9  On this costume detail, see [20, p. 149; 26, p. 215, pl. 112/8; 12, p. 74]. 

Fig. 5. Sts. Andronikos and Athanasia. Wall painting. 15th century. Church of Chryseleousa in Empa, Cyprus.  
© Department of Antiquities, Cyprus. Photo by Jenny P. Albani
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late 15th-century images of both saints10 (Fig. 5) in a similar symbolic context appear on the 
northern part of the western barrel vault of the church among prominent figures of Orthodox 
monasticism, namely Sts. Euthymios, Theodosios, Ephraim the Syrian, Sabbas, Anthony, Cos-
mas and Joseph the Poets, Theodore of Stoudios, and Symeon Stylites.

A fragmentarily preserved portrait of St. Athanasia in the church of Hagios Theodosios 
at Achelia, appears next to those of St. Andronikos and St. Anastasia Pharmakolytria, in the 
north part of the west cross arm [29, p. 94]. Although dated to the 15th century, these frescoes 
may have been earlier works, since the detail of their halos decorated with pearls is a typical 
feature of 13th-century icons [24, p. 119, figs. 68–69]. Images of the Apostles Peter and Paul 
with two deceased are facing those of the three saints.

St. Athanasia was highly venerated in Cyprus also during the 16th century, as evidenced by 
her depictions in church decorations and icons. Two full-length portraits of the saint are includ-
ed in the painted decorations of Hagios Sozomenos and Archangelos (or Panagia) in Galata, 
both signed by the painter Symeon Axentes and dated by inscriptions to 1513 and 1514 respec-
tively. The first project was sponsored by a group of fourteen villagers, including two priests. 
Sts. Athanasia and Andronikos are portrayed in the soffit of the northern door as guardians of 
the church [35, pp. 116–117; 36, pp. 84, 88; 4, p. 221]. St. Athanasia (H A(γία)/ ΑΘΑΝΑ — CΙΑ) 
is painted in the typical habit of a Byzantine nun. A similar portrait of the saint in prayer appears 
in the church of Archangelos, built and painted under the patronage of the probably Hellenized 
Zacharia family [36, pp. 90–92; 35, pp. 117–120]. To the left of the west door the figures of St. 
Athanasia (H A(γία) ΑΘΑ — ΝΑCΙΑ) and St. Andronikos (Ο A(γιος)/ ΑΝΔΡΟ — ΚΟC) are 
arranged within an arcade (Ill. 52), an iconographic motif with a pronounced funerary sym-
bolism, since it harks back to Early Christian architectural-style sarcophagi. Part of the same 
arcade with the portraits of Sts. Marina and Paraskevi, two very popular saints in Cyprus [25, 
pp. 252–253; 4, pp. 217, 221], are arranged on the other side of the door.

The last portrait of this brief survey is included in the painted decoration of the church of 
Timios Stavros (i.e. Holy Cross) in Kyperounta. The full-length figures of St. Athanasia and 
St. Andronikos facing each other appear in the intrados of the north recess, the wall paintings 
of which are dated by an inscription to 1521 [36, p. 219]. At the center of the conch [4, fig. 30] 
appears the Holy Cross, symbol of salvation, surrounded by scenes of its discovery. In the 
bottom left, the donor, monk Akakios, supplicates to the Holy Cross, the saints Cosmas and 
Damian and the holy figures of the Sanctuary. On either side of the conch, St. Peter, with the 
keys of Paradise, above the scene of the Lamentation, and the Virgin “Eleousa” are depicted 
looking towards the Sanctuary. The inscribed scroll of the Virgin contains a request to Christ 
for the salvation of mankind. Within this eschatological iconographic programme with a con-
notation of salvation, St. Athanasia (Η Α — ΓΙ Α/[ΑΘΑΝΑ] — CΙΑ), depicted as a monk, with 
the characteristic oriental headdress, holding a cross in her right hand, makes a gesture of 
prayer with her left [36, fig. 127]. 

The examination of Byzantine and Post-Byzantine depictions of St. Eugenia and St. Atha-
nasia reveals that the iconographic rendering of these holy cross-dressers was by no means 

10  Inscriptions: H A(γία)/ ΑΘΑΝΑ — CΙΑ and  [O AΓΙΟC]/ ΑΝΔΡΟ —ΝΙΚΟC. On the date of these 
portraits, see [29, p. 92].
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established, but rather a field of experimentation for painters. It seems, however, that Middle 
Byzantine artists in Constantinople had developed a pictorial language of representing the 
disguise of both saints, as evidenced by the Menologion of Basil II and the Moscow Imperial 
Menologion, two manuscripts securely related to emperors.

St. Eugenia, albeit very popular in Western art, is rarely portrayed in Byzantium. Though 
in the Menologion of Basil, in the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, St. Eugenia is shown as 
eunuch, in the manuscript Δ  51 of the Great Lavra Monastery and the Early and Middle 
Byzantine mosaics in Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo, the Euphrasian Basilica, and Hosios Loukas 
there is no visual reference to her disguise. The unstable iconography of Eugenia’s portraits, 
the majority of which do not show her gender inversion, probably derives from the artists’ 
difficulty to manipulate visually a subject that goes beyond hagiographic stereotypes, disrupts 
social conventions, and is associated with a practice prohibited by the Church. The Byzantine 
Church prefers to represent Eugenia as a Christian martyr rather than a holy cross-dresser 
since she spent only a part of her life in the monastery. Similar ambiguity is observed in the 
early iconography of St. Thekla, and also in Western medieval depictions of transvestite saints 
[34, pp. 119–133; 15, pp. 138–143].  

St. Athanasia appears only in one Byzantine manuscript known so far, the Moscow Imperi-
al Menologion, but often in painted Orthodox churches of medieval Cyprus, an island hosting 
several social and ethnic groups which corresponded to a diversity of identities11. Her early 
portraits in Cypriot monumental painting are associated with monastic circles and influenced 
by metropolitan models, as attested by the iconographic resemblance of her portraits in Kako-
petria and Kalopanagiotes to that in the Moscow Imperial Menologion. Athanasia was not a 
martyr and her sainthood is based exclusively on her life as a monk together with St. Androni-
kos, her husband. Therefore, she is represented in Cypriot churches either as a eunuch monk 
of the Christian Orient12 or as a nun13 with no visual reference to her gender inversion. Her 
cross-dressing is especially pronounced at the village church of Panagia in Moutoullas where 
she is depicted with a short beard. The monastic habit and the pairing of her image to that 
of St. Andronikos are standard elements of her iconography aiding viewers to recognize her.

The depiction of St. Athanasia next to her husband Andronikos emphasizes the indivis-
ible companionship of the two spouses14 and calls to imitation. The belief in the power of 
their spirituality is evidenced by their depiction as intercessors in eschatological contexts as 
well as close to prominent figures of Eastern monasticism. Moreover, the combination of the 
images of the two spouses with healing saints, such as Anastasia Pharmakolytria, Cosmas 
and Damian, probably reflects a tradition associated with their own healing properties.  A 
text on their life, partly preserved in the late 16th-century manuscript Bollandien 100915, in 

11  On the cultural and social history of Cyprus under Frankish rule, see [27].
12  In the miniature of the Moscow Imperial Menologion and the wall paintings of Hagios Nikolaos tes 
Steges in Kakopetria, the katholikon of Hagios Ioannes Lampadistes in Kalopanagiotes, and Timios Stavros 
in Kyperounta.
13  In the wall paintings of Archangelos in Pedoulas, Hagios Mamas in Louvaras, Chryseleousa in Empa, 
Hagios Sozomenos in Galata and Archangelos in the same village.
14  On the theme of marriage in Byzantine hagiography, see [19, pp. 132–134, 143].
15  This manuscript consists of two mutilated manuscripts joined to each other.



314 J. Albani 

the Bibliothèque des Bollandistes in Brussels, mentions (fols.  54–69v) healing miracles of  
St. Andronikos [16, p. 254]. Moreover, in an enkomion in honour of Sts. Athanasia and An-
dronikos on their feast day (BHG 123), St. Neophytos the Recluse, who also enjoyed a particu-
larly popular cult in Cyprus, accredits their relics with healing miracles, and also refers to the 
healing qualities of the myrrh which sprang from their images in a church dedicated to them 
[10, p. 179; 23, pp. 196–197, no. 103; 4, p. 217, no. 31]. St. Neophytos himself had received 
a small glass flask with this miraculous myrrh, healing people and animals as well, which 
was flowing from a part of the relic of St. Andronikos in his church in Antalya, Asia Minor 
[10, 180]. Does this information by Neophytos16 reflect a generic practice associated with the 
transfer of the healing liquid from Antalya to Cyprus? This is a plausible hypothesis, if we 
consider the close commercial relations of Cyprus and the Asia Minor coast [14, pp. 122–128] 
and a depiction of St. Andronikos with a flask on a 13th–14th-century icon from the church of 
St. Andronikos in Kalopanagiotes, now in the Icon Museum of the monastery of St. John Lam-
padistes [13, fig. 87; 38, p. 265, no. 136]. It is also worth noting that, according to a Modern 
Greek folk tradition, water flowing near a church of St. Andronikos in Cyprus could heal skin 
and animal diseases [30, p. 113; 25, p. 247]. The posthumous healing powers of the two saints, 
their intercessory qualities, and values associated with their relationship may provide the clue 
for understanding of the remarkable dispersal of their cult in Cyprus. Moreover, it offers an 
explanation for the inclusion of images of St. Athanasia, a holy cross-dresser and, therefore, an 
ambiguous persona par excellence, within the iconographic programmes of Cypriot churches.
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long time in monasteries or hermitages. Concealing their gender, they developed exceptional ascetic qualities 
surpassing their female nature. These legends, probably composed in Egypt, Syria, and Palestine, from the 5th 
to the 7th century, exist in Greek, Coptic, Syriac, Ethiopic, Arabic, and Latin. After the Arabs conquered these 
regions, Byzantine hagiography focused on other types of female saints, leaving aside holy cross-dressers.

Several interpretations may be given to monastic disguises adopted by women. Virility has been associated 
since antiquity with positive qualities, while femininity with weakness and spiritual poverty. Transcending 
femininity was, according to Church Fathers, the only way for women to find soul salvation. On the other 
hand, several scholars see in the attitude of these women an attempt to imitate the superior sex and acquire 
equal status within the patriarchal society. The transvestite holy woman is consequently an ambiguous figure, 
being at the same time admired and disputed.

This paper addresses issues of gender identity and iconography in Byzantine and Post-Byzantine art (6th–16th cen -
turies), based on the figure of the transvestite female saint. Using as case studies St. Eugenia and St. Athanasia, 
it explores the visual language adopted by medieval artists to depict them and argues that the role of the Capital 
Constantinople was crucial in shaping the iconography of these holy cross-dressers. It also examines the sym-
bolic meaning of portraits of St. Athanasia included in the otherwise conservative iconographic programmes of 
Byzantine and Post-Byzantine churches in Cyprus, tracing the origins of her particular popularity in the island.

The image of the transvestite female saint in Byzantium challenges the accepted notions of medieval gen-
der identity and invites us to consider an alternative version of the female persona in the Christian East. The 
examination of medieval depictions of St. Eugenia and St. Athanasia reveals that the iconographic rendering 
of these holy cross-dressers was by no means established, but rather a field of experimentation for Byzantine 
and Post-Byzantine painters.
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Название статьи. За пределами женственности: св.  Евгения и св.  Анастасия в византийском и 
поствизантийском искусстве.

Сведения об авторе. Албани Дженни — Ph.  D., историк искусства. Министерство культуры и 
спорта Греции, Бубулинас 20, Афины, Греция, 10682. jennyalbani@gmail.com

Аннотация. В византийской агиографии известны жития святых жён, которые, переодевшись мо-
нахами, жили в мужских монастырях, скрывая свой пол и становясь мужественными подвижниками. 
Жития этих святых были написаны в V–VII вв. в Египте, Сирии и Палестине на греческом, сирий-
ском, коптском, эфиопском, арабском и латинском языках. После того как эти территории были за-
воеваны арабами, в средневизантийский период, агиография переключилась на другие типы женской 
святости, оставив в стороне этих подвижниц.

Можно по-разному интерпретировать подвиг женщин, переодевшихся монахами. С  древности 
мужество ассоциировалось с положительными качествами, тогда как женственность — со слабостью 
и духовной нищетой. В соответствии со святоотеческими писаниями преодоление женственности 
было для женщин единственным путём спасения души. Некоторые исследователи видят в поступках 
таких святых жён попытку подражать сильному полу и приобрести равный с ним статус в патриар-
хальном обществе. Таким образом, святая жена, переодевшаяся мужчиной, — противоречивая фигу-
ра, вызывающая восхищение и в то же время споры.

Цель этой статьи — рассмотреть проблемы гендерной идентичности и иконографии в визан-
тийском искусстве VI–XVI  вв. на примере святых жён, переодевшихся в мужское платье. Образы 
св.  Евгении и св.  Анастасии рассматриваются для исследования процесса создания двойственной 
гендерной идентичности и визуального языка, использовавшегося для этого византийскими худож-
никами. Показано, что роль столицы, Константинополя, в формировании визуальной идентичности 
этих святых жён была решающей. Кроме того, исследуется символическое значение изображений 
св. Афанасии в иконографических программах кипрских церквей византийского и поствизантийско-
го периодов, которые в остальных аспектах достаточно консервативны. Прослеживаются причины 
особой популярности этой святой на острове.

Изображение святых трансвеститов в Византии ставит под сомнение принятые представления о 
гендерной идентичности в восточнохристианской культуре и заставляет их пересмотреть. Исследо-
вание изображений св. Евгении и св. Анастасии показывает, что иконография этих святых трансве-
ститов ни в коей мере не была установившейся традицией, а скорее экспериментальным полем для 
византийских и поствизантийских художников.

Ключевые слова: св. Евгения; св. Анастасия; св. Андроник; Константинополь; Кипр; святые транс-
веститы; монахи.
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Ill. 50. St. Eugenia and St. Savina.  
Detail of the procession of female martyrs. Mosaic.  

Ca. 561. Church of Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna. 
Photo by Anna Zakharova

Ill. 51. St. Andronikos and St. Athanasia. Wall painting. 1495. Church of Hagios Mamas in Louvaras, Cyprus.  
© Department of Antiquities, Cyprus. Photo by Jenny P. Albani

Ill. 52. Symeon Axentes. St. Andronikos and 
St. Athanasia. Wall painting. 1514.  

Church of Archangelos in Galata, Cyprus.  
© Department of Antiquities, Cyprus.  

Photo by Jenny P. Albani


