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 When considering early Byzantine pilgrimage tokens, questions of touch and 

tactility arise almost instantly.  Tokens lack cords or mountings, and so touch is implicit 

in such objects.  Even gazing at them was a form of touching for the pilgrim.  

Hagiographies tell of pilgrims crowding to holy sites with the express intent to access 

sanctity through touch.  Touch then, whether visual or manual, mediated the desire for 

connection between a pilgrim, a site, and a body.  This requires an examination of a 

token‘s touch as well as a pilgrim‘s.   In my thesis, I focus on a surviving token of the 

stylite saint Symeon the Younger, housed in the Menil Collection.  This particular token 

bears iconography associated with physically and spiritually transformative events.  

Images of veneration, baptism, and healing appear together on the token‘s obverse, while 

a human handprint on its reverse demands a multifaceted discussion of the implications 

of touching this object.  I propose that in a pilgrim‘s interaction with this token both 

object and viewer had agency.  The token encapsulates a comprehensive pilgrimage 

experience.  As a contact relic, the token makes present the saint‘s body. Representation 

of baptism and the token‘s backwards inscription enact sphragis – a figurative and literal 

stamping that pilgrims frequently described. I call attention to the experiential, memorial, 
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and physical impressions made on the lives of early Byzantine pilgrims through the 

simultaneous touching of both viewer and object. 



 vii 

Table of Contents 

List of Figures ...................................................................................................... viii 

Introduction ..............................................................................................................1 

Chapter 1: Climbing toward Health and the Holy: Transformation ........................9 

Signifying Pilgrims: Symeon the Younger ..........................................12 

Imitation [and Speech Acts] on the Menil Token ................................17 

Baptism and Pilgrimage .......................................................................23 

Chapter 2: His Blessed Dust and His Right Hand: Embodied Touch ...................29 

Materiality, Agency and the Extended Body .......................................30 

Hands and Eyes: Manual and Visual Touching ...................................35 

Sealing Transformation ........................................................................41 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................48 

Bibliography ..........................................................................................................68 



 viii 

List of Figures 

Figure 1: Clay eulogia token of Saint Symeon the Younger (obverse), 7
th

 century 

CE. Courtesy of The Menil Collection, Houston. .............................52 

Figure 2: Clay eulogia token of Saint Symeon the Younger (reverse), 7
th

 century 

CE. Courtesy of The Menil Collection, Houston ..............................53 

Figure 3: Map of the Eastern Mediterranean region with the pilgrimage sites of 

both Symeon the Stylite the Elder (Qal'at Se'mān) and Symeon the 

Younger (Wondrous Mountain/Sem'ān Daği) indicated in red. After 

Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 2010. .................................54 

Figure 4: Lead mold for a eulogia token, 7
th

 century. Found at El-Fauz, near the 

village of Sem'ān Daği, Syria. After Maguire, Materials Analysis of 

Byzantine Pottery, 1997 ....................................................................55 

Figure 5: Clay eulogia token of Saint Symeon the Younger showing the Adoration 

of the Magi, 7
th

 century CE. Royal Ontario Museum. After Vikan, Early 

Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 2010. ...................................................... 56 

Figure 6: A selection of surviving clay eulogia tokens of Saint Symeon the 

Younger from the Antakya Museum and one lead revival token, 7
th

 and 

12
th

 centuries CE. After LaFontaine-Dosogne and Orgels, Itinéraires 

archéologiques, 1967. .......................................................................57 

Figure 7: Hypothetical reconstruction of the column of Saint Symeon the younger 

and the monolithic staircase and ladder structures leading to its top. 

After Djobadze, Archaeological Investigations, 1987. .....................58 



 ix 

Figure 8: Plan of the monastic complex at the Miraculous Mountain with the 

original 6
th

-century structures indicated in red. After Djobadze, 

Archaeological Investigations, 1987. ...............................................59 

Figure 9: Lead pilgrimage flask with the Crucifixion and Women at the Tomb, 7
th

 

century CE, from Palestine. After Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage 

Art, 2010. . ........................................................................................60 

Figure 10: Clay pilgrimage ampulla with the Cross on a column and an emerging 

figure, 7
th

 century CE, from Palestine. The Walters Art Museum. After 

Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 2010. .................................61 

Figure 11: Plans of Qal'at Se'mān and the Miraculous Mountain with baptisteries 

indicated in red, 5
th

 and 6
th

 centuries, CE. After LaFontaine-Dosogne an 

Orgels, Itinéraires archéologiques, 1967. ........................................62 

Figure 12: Clay eulogia token of Saint Symeon the Younger  with the Baptism of 

Christ, the Adoration of the Magi, and a backwards inscription, 7
th

 

century CE. The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore. After Vikan, Early 

Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 2010. .......................................................63 

Figure 13: Reverses of the Menil token and three additional Symeon tokens in the 

Menil Collection showing palm prints and five-pointed stars, 7
th

 century 

CE. Courtesy of The Menil Collection, Houston.  ............................64 

Figure 14: Reverse of a lead revival token associated with the Miraculous 

Mountain, 12
th

 century CE. Courtesy of The Menil Collection, Houston.

...........................................................................................................65 

Figure 15: Carved basalt panel showing a devotee touching Saint Symeon and a 

dove, c. 6
th

 century CE. Hama Museum, Hama, Syria. After Peña et al., 

Les Stylites syriens, 1975. .................................................................66 



 x 

Figure 16: Votive mosaic of St. Demetrios with silver hands and donors. From the 

church of Hagios Demetrios in Thessaloniki, c. 629-34 CE. After 

Thessaloniki Ephorate of Byzantine Antiquities, Thessaloniki and its 

Monuments, 1985. .............................................................................67 

Figure 17: Alabaster physician's stamp with five-pointed star, theta, and "hygieia" 

inscription, dated to the late antique period. Historisches Museum, 

Basel, Switzerland. After Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 2010.

...........................................................................................................68 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 1 

Introduction 

In an armored storeroom, in a large glass vitrine, a brown paper envelope in the 

Menil Collection in Houston contains a seventh-century pilgrimage token from the site of 

a stylite saint, Symeon the Younger (521-97).1 The distance between a viewer and the 

object today stands in stark contrast to the close, personal relationship that once existed 

for a Byzantine pilgrim. In size, the Menil token stands somewhere between an American 

quarter and half-dollar. The front of the token contains a surfeit of imagery associated 

with veneration and transformation and the token‘s reverse bears the imprint of a human 

palm (figs.1-2). The palm print, an index of touch and physical intimacy, necessitates 

engagement with the particular motivations that compelled pilgrims to undertake their 

journeys. Pilgrims fervently desired healing transformation transmitted through touch.2 

The iconography on the token‘s front, the palm print on its back and its material matrix 

made Symeon fully present in his token, with the ability to fulfill that desire. I argue, 

therefore, for the Menil token‘s complete agency, and analyze the multifaceted 

implications of tactile encounters with it.  

In bust form and wearing the hooded robe of an ascetic, Saint Symeon dominates 

the center of the Menil token‘s obverse. Two elaborate building complexes at Qal'at 

Se'mān outside of Aleppo and the Miraculous Mountain outside of Antioch testify to the 

popularity and authority of Syrian holy men who perched atop a megas stylos to mediate 

God‘s power on earth (fig. 3). Symeon the Younger imitated Symeon the Elder (390-

                                                 
1
 Gary Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art (Washington: Dumbarton Oaks Press, 2010), 31-32 and 

―Byzantine Pilgrim‘s Art‖ in Heaven on Earth: Art and the Church in Byzantium, ed. Linda Safran 

(College Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1998), 35. Vikan has dated tokens of Saint Symeon the 

Younger based on iconography and their mention in the seventh-century Vita.  The Menil token‘s 

dimensions are 4cm wide by 1.5 cm thick. 
2
 Alice Mary Talbot, ―Pilgrimage to Healing Shrines: The Evidence of Miracle Accounts,‖ Dumbarton 

Oaks Papers 56 (2002), 164. 
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459), the first stylite, in vocation. Symeon the Younger‘s column, the locus of veneration 

by pilgrims, appears below him with no delineation between where his body ends and his 

support begins. Symeon took his position on the column in imitation of the Crucifixion 

and, like Christ, any substance to come in contact with his body took on miraculous 

properties.3 Angels flank either side of the saint's head to further designate Symeon as 

chosen of God. Placed together, these images form a chain of sanctity from Holy Spirit to 

saint, from saint to column, and from the column to the earth below it. 

A devotee carrying a censer on the left-hand side climbs a ladder in order to reach 

the saint at its top. This male figure brings a pilgrim‘s experience to the forefront of the 

Menil token‘s visual program. Byzantine pilgrimage objects depicted the ideal encounter 

between a pilgrim and a site by showing a pilgrim‘s act of mimesis, in the form of 

imitation of the Magi who traveled and brought gifts to the infant Christ.4 The Menil 

token participated in this tradition. The climbing man wears a Phrygian cap and bears an 

offering, both visual conventions common to late antique depictions of the Magi. 

Symeon‘s site at the Miraculous Mountain explicitly belonged to his pilgrims. Pilgrims to 

the saint built the monastic complex around his column, attended to his physical needs, 

and maintained the holiness of the place after the saint‘s death.5 The very people who 

sought after and used an object such as the Menil token appear as a crucial piece of its 

iconography. 

                                                 
3
 Susan Ashbrook Harvey, ―The Sense of a Stylite: Perspectives on Symeon the Elder,‖ Vigiliae 

Christianae 42, no. 4 (1988), 393.  
4
 Gary Vikan, ―Pilgrims in Magi‘s Clothing: The Impact of Mimesis on Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art,‖ 

in The Blessings of Pilgrimage, ed. Robert Ousterhout (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1990), 105. 
5
  Paul van den Ven, trans. La vie ancienne de S. Syméon le Jeune (521-592) (Brussels: Société des 

Bollandistes, 1970), 194 (192). Stoneworkers from Isauria in Seleucia provided the funds for and 

constructed the entire pilgrimage site at the Miraculous Mountain as a type of monumental votive in thanks 

for the saint‘s healing abilities.  
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On the other side of the column is a representation of the baptism of Christ. This 

scene solidifies Symeon‘s relationship with Christ as the source of his power as well as 

his ascetic imitation of John the Baptist. John the Baptist provided a concrete role model 

for practitioners of strenuous asceticism such as stylites, and John appeared frequently in 

apologetic texts for severe ascetic practice.6
 
Additionally, the inclusion of the Baptism of 

Christ underlines parallels between the act of pilgrimage and the act of baptism.  

The Menil token participated in sphragis, a figurative and literal stamping or 

sealing that pilgrims frequently described.7 Just below the level of Symeon‘s shoulder is 

an inscription that reads, from left to right, Α Ι (at left), and Γ Υ (at right). The gamma in 

the inscription is backwards. Read correctly, the inscription is YΓIA, hygieia, ―health.‖8 

The token's obverse resembles a sealing implement. Held in the hand, or in any of the 

various ways the token and pilgrim‘s body touched, the backwards obverse would leave 

the impression of its images. It would actually seal the body, altering it and hopefully 

curing it. 

A token's method of manufacture and its material substance are two crucial 

aspects of its potency. The clay that formed tokens originated from the base of a stylite's 

column. A vertical channel of holy power from God, bestowed upon the holy man, 

descended through Symeon's column by way of contact with his body and charged the 

earth around the column base. By means of physical contact with the saint, his dust 

possessed the same miraculous properties as the stylite's own body. Archaeological 

                                                 
6
 Daniel Caner, Wandering, Begging Monks: Spiritual Authority and the Promotion of Monasticism in Late 

Antiquity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 39. 
7 Gary Vikan and John W. Nesbitt, Security in Byzantium: Locking, Sealing, and Weighing (Washington: 

Dumbarton Oaks Press, 1980). 
8
 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 52.  ―The token of Symeon Stylites in Houston bears the Greek 

word hygia (hygieia, ―health‖) spelled backward slightly above its middle.  That it was reversed simply 

results from the mechanical process whereby all such tokens were produced…Thus the letters of ―health‖ 

are reversed in the impression simply because the die cutter failed to reverse them on the stamp.‖ 



 4 

evidence has shown that this sanctified material became a token in workshops along the 

periphery of a stylite's living complex.9 In these workshops, artisans mixed clay with oil 

and/or water and pressed the mixture into a mold. Molds for Symeon tokens survive in 

the Louvre and the National Museum of Aleppo, such as an example found at El-Fauz 

near the Miraculous Mountain (fig. 4).10 Stamping or molding as a means of manufacture 

formed a long-standing and important tradition in the Byzantine world in the production 

of coins, seals, and eucharistic bread.
11

 Stamping not only endowed the clay with the 

images on its obverse, but deliberately allowed the object to retain evidence of numerous 

tactile encounters, seen in the palm print on its reverse. Symeon's clay received its 

holiness through the touch of his body, its form through the touch of its maker's hand 

pressing it into a mold, and finally it was activated through the touch of the devotee who 

received it.  

Anthony Cutler has emphasized the ―thigmophilic,‖ or touch-loving, quality of 

Byzantine visual culture.12 

                                                 
9
 Jacqueline Lafontaine-Dosogne and Bernard Orgels, Itinéraires archéologiques dans la région 

d’Antioche. Recherches sur le monastère et sur l’iconographie de S. Syméon Stylite le Jeune (Brussels: 

Éditions de Byzantion, 1967), 80.  Lafontaine-Dosogne remarked on the discovery of molds for eulogiae at 

a gatehouse on the edge of the monastic complex during her observation of Wachtang Dzjobadze‘s 

archaeological investigations at the Miraculous Mountain in 1965. The gatehouse opened to the main road 

to Antioch at the time. 
10

  Lafontaine-Dosogne and Orgels, Itinéraires archéologiques, 145. Ignacio Peña, Pascal Castellana, and 

Romauld Fernández, Les Stylites syriens (Milan: Publications du Studium Biblicum Franciscanum, 1975), 

179. 
11

 On stamped coins used as phylacteries, see Mary Margaret Fulghum, ―Coins Used as Amulets in Late 

Antiquity,‖ in Between Magic and Religion: Interdisciplinary Studies in Ancient Mediterranean Religion 

and Society, ed. Soulchana R. Asirvatham et al. (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2001), 139-147. On the 

legacy of seal and stamp-making in Byzantium see Gary Vikan and John Nesbitt, Security in Byzantium. 

On stamped eucharistic bread see George Galavaris, Bread and the Liturgy: The Symbolism of Early 

Christian and Byzantine Bread Stamps (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1970). 
12

 Anthony Cutler, ―Makers and Users,‖ in A Companion to Byzantium, ed. Liz James (Chichester: John 

Wiley & Sons, Ltd., 2010), 309,―Byzantine objects were (to use an odd word of Greek ancestry) 

thigmophilic: they wanted to be touched… Many far-from-primitive medieval Christians believed not only 

that objects were thigmophilic, but also that they could share in the emotional lives of those who venerated 

them.‖ 
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As we gaze at objects in vitrines, or on the walls of churches, it is sometimes 

forgotten that the wear and tear they display did not occur under museum 

conditions.  Rather, they are evidence of Byzantine use. A rubbed ivory, a 

chipped or candle-smoked panel, a worn piece of ecclesiastical or domestic silver, 

all are evidence of use.  Objects were made to be held, stroked, kissed.
13

 

Byzantine pilgrims' intense longing to touch sometimes proved overwhelming for the 

recipients of their devotion. Theodoret of Cyrrhus (393-457) explained that the frenetic 

grasping of pilgrims was what encouraged Symeon the Elder (390-459) to mount his 

column. 

 As they come from every quarter, one can see collected in that spot a human sea 

into which rivers from all sides pour in. For it is not only those from our part of 

the world who pour in, but also Ishmaelites, Persians, and the Armenians subject 

to them, the Iberians, the Homerites. Many came from the extreme west: 

Spaniards, Britons, and the Gauls who dwell between them... As the visitors came 

in increasing numbers and they all tried to touch him and gain some blessing from 

his skin-garments, he thought at first that this excess of honor was out of place, 

but then he found it annoying and tedious and therefore thought of standing on a 

column.14 

Georgia Frank has determined that even gazing at a holy man or his relics was a 

form of touching for a pilgrim. Early Christian pilgrims participated in the ancient 

understanding of vision as extramission, and used tactile language to describe the act of 

looking.15 Touch then, whether visual or manual, mediated the desire for connection 

between a pilgrim and a holy body.   

                                                 
13

 Cutler, ―Makers and Users,‖ 309-10. 
14

 Theodoret of Cyrrhus, Histoire des Moines de Syrie, ed. P. Canivet and A. Leroy-Molinghen. Sources 

Chrétiennes, vols. 234, 257 (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1977-79), 182-84 (26.11-12). 
15

 Georgia Frank, ―The Pilgrim‘s Gaze in the Age before Icons,‖ in Visuality Before and Beyond the 

Renaissance, ed. Robert Nelson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 107, ―No matter how 

much the ancients disagreed regarding the mechanics of sight, they all shared the language of contact, 

penetration, and even collision to describe the workings of the eye. Thus, haptic language cut across any 

differences among various theories.
 
One Christian summary of the visual process went so far as to describe 

the rays emitted by the eye, which "lay hold with their ends upon external bodies, as though grasping them 

with hands."‖ 
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According to Hans Belting, images and devotional objects provided a venue for 

supernatural power and allowed for human interaction with divinity.16 Ernst Kitzinger 

inquired into the possible apotropaic and magical qualities of pre- iconoclastic images, 

and he used icons of Symeon the Elder as an example.17 Belting and Kitzinger offered an 

avenue for future scholars to discuss the protective and operational workings of 

Byzantine art. 

Gary Vikan provided the first seminal investigation of Byzantine pilgrimage art 

and demonstrated that pilgrimage tokens functioned not only as souvenirs, nor as 

surviving evidence of larger monumental art, as Kurt Weitzmann had argued earlier in his 

seminal article on pilgrimage art.18 Tokens were also amulets loaded with prophylactic 

power and were fully capable of warding off evil and healing bodily ailments. Vikan 

explored the relationship between pilgrimage object-amulets and health concerns, arguing 

that pilgrimage tokens, their inscriptions, and images were primarily understood to heal.19 

A Byzantine viewer did not privilege an original image over numerous copies, and 

images themselves were physically consumed.20 Vikan has successfully shown that the 

Byzantine world understood sanctity to be transmitted by physical contact.   

Vikan originally attributed most stylite tokens to Symeon the Younger and the 

Miraculous Mountain but, more recently, he has argued that they originated solely from 

the site of Symeon the Elder at Qal'at Se'mān, due to a find of over eighty tokens in a 

                                                 
16

 Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image before the Era of Art, trans. Edmund 

Jephcott (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 6-10. 
17

 Ernst Kitzinger, ―The Cult of Images in the Age before Iconoclasm,‖ Dumbarton Oaks Papers 8 (1954), 

90. 
18

 Kurt Weitzmann, ―‖Loca Sancta‖ and the Representational Arts of Palestine,‖ Dumbarton Oaks Papers 

28(1974), 35. 
19

 Gary Vikan, ―Art, Medicine, and Magic in Early Byzantium,‖ Dumbarton Oaks Papers 38 (1984), 68-69. 
20

 Gary Vikan, ―Ruminations on Edible Icons: Originals and Copies in the Art of Byzantium,‖ Studies in 

the History of Art 20 (1989), 53-56. 
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glass bowl made during excavation there.21 A materials analysis, subsequently, proved 

inconclusive.22 I will continue to attribute this token to Symeon the Younger. The 

motivations behind the production of tokens remain the same regardless of their source. 

Over 250 total tokens survive, most with unknown provenance. Both sites likely 

produced tokens and circulated them widely around the Mediterranean and beyond.23  

Alicia Walker reconsidered Gary Vikan‘s assertion that worn objects 

corresponded literally with health in her study of Byzantine marriage rings. She argued 

that inscriptions invoking health related less to actual bodily health than to the physical 

and spiritual health of an individual.24 
Walker‘s problematization of Vikan's analysis 

provides an opportunity to ask similar questions about the Menil token. An investigation 

of pilgrimage as a transformative state of being accessed through an object or place 

necessitates engagement with theories of materiality. Patricia Cox Miller demonstrated 

through analysis of hagiographies, that late antique Christians were acutely aware of the 

physical, and that the physical world carried spiritual meaning.25 Glenn Peers has 

considered provocative questions of Byzantine animism, and he has asserted that there 

was  

                                                 
21

 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 31. 
22

 Martine Gerard et al., ―Argiles et eulogies en forme de jetons: Qal'at Sem'an en est-il une source 

possible?‖ in Materials Analysis of Byzantine Pottery, ed. Henry Maguire (Washington: Dumbarton Oaks 

Press, 1997), 13-14.  
23

 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 31, 51. 250 tokens are those currently cataloged in museum 

collections. More tokens likely survive unpublished or in private collections, such as in Bissera Pentcheva 

The Sensual Icon: Space, Ritual, and the Senses in Byzantium (College Park: The Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 2010) 26-7. Vikan himself acknowledges the multiple archaeological find spots of 

Symeon tokens. Tokens can be found in collections such as The British Museum, the Louvre, the Walters 

Art Museum, the Royal Ontario Museum, the Antakya Museum, the National Museum of Aleppo, and the 

Menil Collection among others.  In addition, dispersal of the tokens beyond Syria is materially evident, for 

example in the survival of two tokens in the cathedral treasury at Monza-Bobbio in Italy. 
24

 Alicia Walker, ―A Reconsideration of Byzantine Marriage Rings,‖ in Between Magic and Religion: 

Interdisciplinary Studies in Ancient Mediterranean Religion and Society, ed. Soulchana R. Asirvatham et 

al. (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2001), 159. 
25

 Patricia Cox Miller, The Corporeal Imagination: Signifying the Holy in Late Ancient Christianity 

(Philadelphia: The University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 5-12.  
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…a deeply relational sympathy between Late Antique Christians and their 

objects...distinctions among humanity, objects, and the world were sometimes 

blurred or masked.  The natural world, then, provided insight into God‘s 

immanence, renewed after the Incarnation of Christ, and even physical 

apprehension of it.  Divinity infused matter, and when properly activated and 

perceived, that matter mediated and transformed.26   

Peers‘s exploration of materiality as active in Byzantine ―art‖ and art as subject rather 

than object informs my argument that pilgrimage tokens acted as  agents themselves and 

participated in touch just as much as a viewer.  

 My aim is to promote the vivacity of an unassuming object. Photographs belie 

the token‘s extremely well-preserved condition. The images and text on its obverse 

survive in surprisingly crisp detail. The fine, organic lines of a Byzantine palm remain 

visible on the reverse. This token in the Menil collection must have been meticulously 

cared-for, an indication of its spiritual and material value. It participated in an 

extraordinary connection with the person or persons who might have made and/or 

possessed it. Far from lifeless, the Menil token left an intense and powerful impression of 

a holy presence and an event on its recipients. 

  

                                                 
26

 Glenn Peers, ―Object Relations,‖ in The Oxford Handbook of Late Antiquity (forthcoming) (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2011), 1-4.  Peers goes on to identify theological discussion of Byzantine image 

theory as a type of Capgras syndrome, ―In insisting on safe relations between images and models, image 

theory disguised the fact that the ‗normal condition‘ for the Late Antique world was: in the first place, that 

persons and objects, which were said to be nonessentially related to a ‗real model,‘ were essentially related 

after all;  and in the second, that that understanding of the world…made the world fully open, relational, 

and contingent.‖ 
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Chapter 1: Climbing toward Health and the Holy: Transformation 

The Menil token participated in a construction of idealized pilgrimage narrative 

aimed specifically at the people who made contact with Symeon the Younger an explicit 

spiritual goal. In Early Byzantium, pilgrimage implied a change in location, with little to 

no emphasis on the distance or effort involved in an expedition.27 Though Theodoret of 

Cyrrhus (393-457) mentioned pilgrims to stylites arriving from as far away as Western 

Europe, pilgrims to Symeon the Younger came from as near as Antioch and, in some 

cases, did not travel at all.28 In many discussions of pilgrimage to stylite saints, pilgrims 

take second place to interpretation of the colorful and dynamic lives of the holy men atop 

their columns.29 While Symeon's own actions understandably spark scholarly interest, the 

stories in his Vita also feature numerous and socially diverse pilgrims. Symeon tokens 

form a distinct subgroup in the category of Byzantine ―pilgrimage art,‖ and a study of 

tokens should therefore focus on how such objects catered to pilgrims' interests and 

satisfied their desires.  

An iconographic analysis of the Menil token places a pilgrim at the forefront of 

the object's visual program. On the left-hand side of the Menil token, a small male figure 

climbs a ladder leading up to a bust of Saint Symeon atop the column (fig.1). The figure 

wears a tunic or a robe, and nearby is an equal-armed cross. He wears a cap on his head 

                                                 
27

Pierre Maraval, ―The Earliest Phase of Christian Pilgrimage to the Near East (before the 7
th

-Century),‖ 

Dumbarton Oaks Papers 56 (2002), 63. 
28

 Maraval, ―The Earliest Phase of Christian Pilgrimage,‖ 63. In addition, many of Symeon‘s pilgrims 

accessed pilgrimage through tokens themselves, as in Paul van den Ven, trans. La vie ancienne de S. 

Syméon le Jeune (521-592) (Brussels: Société des Bollandistes, 1970), 169-70 (163). The author of 

Symeon‘s Vita explains that tokens were frequently distributed to the poor who were either too sick to 

travel, or did not have the means to do so. 
29

 Susan Ashbrook Harvey, ―The Sense of a Stylite: Perspectives on Symeon the Elder,‖ Vigiliae 

Christianae 42, no. 4 (1988), Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art (Washington: Dumbarton Oaks Press 

2010), Ignacio Peña, Pascal Castellana, and Romauld Fernández, Les Stylites syriens (Milan: Publications 

du Studium Biblicum Franciscanum, 1975), and Peter Brown, ―The Rise and function of the Holy Man in 

Late Antiquity,‖ The Journal of Roman Studies 61, (1971) all give priority to the saint before any 

discussion of his pilgrims. 
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that bears strong resemblance to Phrygian caps typically found in Byzantine depictions of 

the Magi, and on his way up to the column, he carries a censer.30 The man carrying 

incense up a ladder to Saint Symeon demonstrates the behavior of a perfect pilgrim. 

When the pilgrim encountered the saint, he or she was transformed from ill, lame, or 

possessed, to healthy. Barren women bore children. The saint resurrected the dead and 

brought speech to the mute.31 
 

The author of Symeon‘s anonymous seventh-century Vita described how the 

imagery on tokens depicted the affinity between the saint and his pilgrims. A priest 

brought his sick eldest son to visit the saint. After the saint had blessed the boy, Symeon 

sent the pair home and assured them that the child would return to health. The priest 

asked if they might not stay by the column a few days longer, in order that a cure would 

come. Symeon chastised the priest for his lack of faith, saying, ―Don‘t you know that the 

power of God is effective everywhere? Take this eulogia (―blessing‖) made of my dust. 

When you look at the imprint of our image, it is us that you will see.‖ Later, when the 

priest‘s youngest son became ill and asked if they should return to the saint, the priest 

instead directed his family's prayer toward Symeon in the form of his eulogia. While he 

prayed to the eulogia for healing, the boy suddenly gasped and yelled for his father, ―Get 

up! Quickly! Throw on incense and pray, for the servant of God, Saint Symeon, is truly 

before me!‖32  

The eulogia in this passage refers to a clay token, and Symeon specified that it 

was imprinted with ―our image.‖ The priest and his son would see ―us.‖ The author of the 

                                                 
30

 Gary Vikan, ―Pilgrims in Magi‘s Clothing: The Impact of Mimesis on Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art,‖ 

in The Blessings of Pilgrimage, ed. Robert Ousterhout (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1990), 105. 
31

 La vie ancienne, 125-27, 164-65, 212-13 (122, 158 and 218).   
32

 La vie ancienne, 230-33 (231). 
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Vita did not clarify who was included in this sudden plurality.33 Whose images were 

―ours,‖ and who exactly was ―us?‖ With no additional characters in the scene, readers are 

left with only the people in the passage: Symeon and his pilgrim. If the pilgrim who 

looked at the imprint of ―our image‖ saw ―us,‖ he saw the saint and himself together. 

Holy man and pilgrim, therefore, were central players in the iconographic performance at 

work on Symeon tokens. The dense imagery on the Menil token, with its clear depiction 

of a climbing pilgrim, acted out the connection between the saint and his devotees. 

Furthermore, the scene on the token's obverse made evident how that connection 

actualized a change in being for pilgrims. 

The story of the priest and his son appears in the work of several scholars, but to 

date none have interpreted the subjects as pilgrim and saint.34 Gary Vikan first published 

the Menil token in 1982 and provided an extensive iconographic analysis of several 

pilgrimage tokens associated with Symeon the Younger.35 In Vikan‘s explanation, the 

little man on the left-hand side of the Menil token was a monk enacting a monastic duty. 

Vikan emphasized other aspects of the token‘s iconography, specifically the resemblance 

of Symeon‘s depiction to that of Christ on other early Byzantine objects associated with 

pilgrimage. He also discussed the Menil token‘s inscription invoking health. While these 

aspects play two very important roles in whatever messages the token may convey, he 

left out a crucial actor. Byzantine objects originating from pilgrimage sites served a very 

specific audience: the pilgrims themselves. A consideration of how the Menil token 

                                                 
33

 Patricia Cox Miller, The Corporeal Imagination (Philadelphia: The University of Pennsylvania Press), 

162. 
34

 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 51. Cox Miller, The Corporeal Imagination, 162. Vikan ignores 

the plurality in favor of using this passage to demonstrate the token‘s method of manufacture. Cox Miller 

points out the shift in subject and speculates that Symeon refers to himself and the Holy Spirit. Miller does 

not take into account the priest as a participant in the saint‘s dialogue.  
35

 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 59. 
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communicated directly with a pilgrim or embodied a pilgrim‘s experience is missing 

from Vikan‘s interpretation.36  

Through an analysis of lead ampullae from early Byzantine Palestine, Vikan 

demonstrated that imagery on pilgrimage objects refers to the experiences of pilgrims 

rather than showing an authentic moment in time at a pilgrimage site. He argued that 

pilgrims ritually mimicked the actions of holy people in order to gain the blessings of a 

person, place, or object. In other words, rather than understanding pilgrimage objects as 

representing an actual moment in time or a visit to a particular saint or a site, we must 

interpret them as communicating a pilgrim‘s desire to identify with models for pilgrimage 

behavior.37 For example, a stylite token from the Royal Ontario Museum depicts the 

Adoration of the Magi in place of a climbing supplicant and emphasizes the identification 

of pilgrims with the Magi (fig. 5). I propose to reconsider the Menil token by taking into 

account the models Symeon and his pilgrims imitated when they performed ritual 

mimesis.  

Signifying Pilgrims: Symeon the Younger 

Pilgrims feature prominently in the extant evidence surrounding the cult of 

Symeon the Younger. While the lives of other stylites contain stories of saints mediating 

political disputes, engaging in combat with demons, and enduring physical suffering, 

none presents as many stories featuring ailing pilgrims as that of Symeon the Younger.38 

                                                 
36

 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 59-62. Since his original study of pilgrimage art in 1982,Vikan 

has brought the experiences of pilgrims further into the foreground of his evaluations.  He continues to 

identify the climbing figure as a monk.  Vikan‘s focus remains on the model of the Magi for pilgrimage 

activity as well as biblical paradigms for travel.  
37

Vikan, ―Pilgrims in Magi‘s Clothing,‖ 105-107. 
38

 ―The Syriac Life of Saint Simeon Stylites,‖ in Robert Doran, trans. The Lives of Symeon Stylites 

(Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 1990), 135-37 (55-7). Doran provides the only translation of this 

anonymous Syriac life directly from the manuscript. ―The Life of Daniel the Stylite‖ in Three Byzantine 

Saints: Contemporary Biographies of St. Daniel the Stylite, St. Theodore of Sykeon, and St. John the 

Almsgiver, trans. Elizabeth Dawes (Oxford: Blackwell, 1948),63 (70). Two of Symeon the Younger‘s 
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Over half of the chapters of his Vita focus on the experiences of pilgrims who had come 

to the saint for healing and spiritual intercession.39 Symeon‘s pilgrims were a diverse 

group of priests, government officials, beggars, women and children and others.   

Much like the figure on the Menil token who brings incense to Symeon, the 

pilgrims in the Vita offered incense to the saint in return for his blessings and cures for 

ailments.40 Incense carried connotations of supplication in Byzantium.41 In Syria, incense 

especially symbolized power and transformation.42 The miracle of the priest and his son 

is a prominent example, when the son called for incense once he felt Symeon‘s 

presence.43 Incense could also reveal a pilgrim‘s moral defects. A Syrian nobleman 

climbed a ladder to visit the saint and brought him aloe incense. When Symeon refused 

his gift, the nobleman insisted. Calling for a censer, the saint threw on the aloe, which 

immediately filled the air with a foul stench, and announced the man‘s sin in demanding 

that Symeon take his offering.44 
Pilgrims also relied on the physicality of incense to bring 

                                                                                                                                                 
predecessors, Symeon the Elder and Daniel the Stylite appear to have participated actively in the principle 

theological and political debates taking place during their lifetimes and in their geographic areas.  For 

example, Symeon the Elder mediated disputes between government officials and their constituents outside 

of Aleppo while Daniel preached against miaphysitism from his column outside of Constantinople.  Peter 

Brown especially emphasizes the role of the Syrian holy man as village patron and mediator with the 

outside world in ―The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity,‖ Journal of Roman Studies 

61(1971), 83-86. 
39

  With the exception of the beginning of the saint‘s life, which occurs in chapters 1-20, the rest of the 

miracles in La vie ancienne are healing miracles. 
40

 For further information regarding the importance of incense in the worship of stylite saints, see Ashbrook 

Harvey, ―The Sense of a Stylite,‖ 380.  Harvey asserts that incense not only denotes the worship of 

pilgrims, but that incense features prominently in stylite vitas due to the conceptualization of the saint as a 

rising offering to god, much in the manner of incense smoke.  Pilgrims bringing incense mimic the ritual 

action and devotion of the holy man.   
41

 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 2010. 51. ―In early Byzantium, incense played a critical role in 

the devotional rituals through which the healing power of the pilgrim‘s eulogia was brought to bear.‖ 
42

  Ashbrook Harvey, ―The Sense of a Stylite,‖ 380. Harvey discussed how incense designated a powerful 

and holy man through its sensual stimulation and upward motion when burnt. Pentcheva, The Sensual Icon, 

22-23. Pentcheva has noted that Syria was a center of production for styrax and cinnamon, two primary 

ingredients in Late Antique incense.  Incense then was a marker of local economic and religious authority.  
43

 La vie ancienne, 230-33 (232).  
44

 La vie ancienne, 218-19 (222). 
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about divine intercession as quickly as possible.45 As Susan Ashbrook Harvey has noted, 

incense offerings were physical evidence of prayer ascending to heaven with special 

urgency.46 By bringing the incense to the saint himself, the pilgrim on the Menil token 

demonstrates the yearning for divine presence and transformation felt by pilgrims when 

they climbed to the platform atop Symeon's column. 

Further evidence for interpreting the climbing figure on the Menil token as a 

pilgrim comes from an examination of surviving archaeological evidence. In Symeon's 

Vita, the chapters confirm that pilgrims ascended what was most likely a large stair 

structure with a connected wooden ladder to the top of Symeon‘s column. Although the 

term klimakos does not appear explicitly in the Greek Vita, the author makes frequent 

mention of pilgrims coming to the saint.47 The author of the Vita does not specify 

whether they are at the bottom of the column or the top. Many of these stories, however, 

describe Symeon as laying hands on the sick, or involve pilgrims in direct dialogue with 

him, so pilgrims appear to have had access to the top of the column. Paul van den Ven 

described the structure as a combination of stairs and ladder and noted that the structure 

leading to the saint‘s platform most likely fit three people across, allowing for a multitude 

of pilgrims to climb up at once, as well as descend in a smooth flow.48 At one point, the 

                                                 
45

 Susan Ashbrook Harvey, Scenting Salvation: Ancient Christianity and the Olfactory Imagination. 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 92. 
46

 Ashbrook Harvey, Scenting Salvation, 92, ―The incense offering marks both special urgency in the nature 

of prayer, and unusual efficacy in the prayer‘s power to elicit divine response. Prayer with incense is thus a 

heightened form of supplicatory speech…incense plays a mediatory role: it is the means by which prayer 

reaches its destination and it initiates the response hoped for.‖ 
47

 La vie ancienne, 217 n2. Van den Ven noted in his French translation that klimakos does not appear, and 

offered archaeological evidence for his choice to describe the structure as a ladder.  In fact, the author of 

the Vita does not mention any means of ascent at all; pilgrims simply ―come‖ to the saint.  
48

 La vie ancienne, 111-12 n10. These notes appear in van den Ven‘s French translation, as an explanation 

for his use of the word échelle when describing pilgrims ascending to the top of the column.  He uses early 

archaeological evidence from excavations of the Miraculous Mountain site in the 1930‘s by J. Mécérian, as 

well as observations made in 1965 by Jacqueline LaFontaine-Dosogne in order to argue for the presence of 

a ladder.  Van den Ven asserts that while he never observed the site himself, language in the Vita indicates 

that a ladder for pilgrims must have stood at the site. 
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Vita‘s anonymous author mentions groups ascending to the top of the column to receive 

communion.49  

During archaeological excavation at the site of Symeon‘s Miraculous Mountain, 

Wachtang Djobadze confirmed that a surviving stair structure at the column base was 

contemporary with the column and the sixth-century structures on the site.50 He estimated 

that this staircase originally comprised twelve stairs and observed that the top stair of the 

surviving structure was larger than the others and contained a deep man-made groove 

likely intended for the insertion of a wooden ladder (fig. 7).51 Additionally, Djobadze 

remarked that the top of the saint‘s column had a relatively small diameter of 1.48 

meters. Evidence survives to indicate that a small platform extended outward from one 

end of the column top to receive pilgrims. Because the column lacked a capital or 

overhang, an audience at its base could feasibly see the interaction between the saint and 

pilgrims above.52  

The climbing figure on the Menil token enacts this ideal interaction by ascending 

to the saint with an offering. While van den Ven used communion as evidence of a ladder 

to the saint, this structure was not only for ceremonial use.53 Pilgrims came to the top of 

the column in search of healing and blessing just as often. After seeing a vision of Christ 

healing the paralytic, a beggar from Antioch came to Symeon‘s column to beg for 

blessings made from his holy dust.54 In another story, a man and his son came to visit the 

saint. They stayed in the monastic complex outside the saint‘s octagon in an upper story 
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 La vie ancienne, 216-17( 221). 
50

 Wachtang Djobadze, Archaeological Investigations in the Region West of Antioch-on-the-Orontes. 

(Stuttgart: F. Steiner Verlag Weisbaden, 1986), 65. 
51

 Djobadze, Archaeological Investigations, 65-67. 
52

 Djobadze, Archaeological Investigations, 67. 
53

 La vie ancienne, 112 n10.  In the same notes that he argues for a ladder, van den Ven also contends that 
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of a hostel building.55 The devil, seeing a chance for mischief, tempted the boy to climb 

outside. He fell and died instantly. In the middle of the night, the man brought his son to 

the top of the column; presumably he climbed the ladder structure with the body of his 

dead child. Symeon, ―invoking the name of our Lord the son of God,‖ touched the child 

with his right hand, mended his head and brought the child back to life.56  

Women as well as men had access to the saint and sought him out for ailments 

particular to their sex. 

Women, crying with their newborns, came to find the saint, because they had no 

milk.  After he touched their breasts and their nipples with a coating of saliva, 

they opened on the hour, by the power of Christ, source of milk, in front of 

everyone.  He told the children: ―Stop crying and eat the food that God has given 

you through me.‖ And it was a spectacle worthy of admiration.  In fact, first 

Symeon ordered the women to press their breasts over all the people, and from 

none of them was there any liquid.  Then he prayed over them, with smiling faces 

and with gratitude to God, and seizing their breasts in his own hand, he pressed 

them, milk coming out, he sprayed the eyes of the crowd.  And everyone, 

unanimously, was crying and glorifying God through Saint Symeon.57 

This passage indicates that access to the top of Symeon‘s column was relatively open, 

and that groups of various economic, familial, and gender demographics ascended to the 

top in some way. A man brought his son to the saint even in the middle of the night, so 

the column did not have restricted hours.  It appears from the literary sources that the 

Syrian nobleman bringing incense had the same access to the saint as the beggar from 

Antioch. The women healed of their struggles with lactation were not on the ground. 

Their milk sprayed over a crowd in an octagonal plaza below the column (fig. 8). The 

Vita makes very little mention of monks climbing to see the saint, although priests and 
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bishops make appearances. These pilgrims censed the saint in an act of veneration and 

supplication, not because of a sense of duty or ceremonial responsibility. Ordinary 

laypeople made desperate climbs for Symeon‘s aid, to bribe him, or to take communion 

straight from his hands. An ideal pilgrimage to Symeon the Younger included ascension 

to the saint, the experience of his physical presence, and a transformation performed at 

his command. Tokens facilitated this journey to those who traveled vicariously through 

its imagery as well. The pilgrim on the Menil token enacts this encounter in the moment 

just before such a change occurs. He climbs to the top in anticipation of what lies there – 

the saint as a vehicle for and imitation of the transformative power of Christ himself. 

Imitation [and Speech Acts] on the Menil Token 

An episode in the Vita describes the saint healing through the use of imagery that 

recalls the central part of the Menil token‘s visual program: 

A man named John had long had deformed feet, and since he trusted in God‘s 

servant, he begged him to cure his illness.  At the third hour of the day, he saw in 

a vision, two angels dressed in white, to the right and left of the saint, and he [the 

saint] among them took his palm stick and marked the sign of the cross above, 

saying: ―In the name of our Lord Christ be healed!‖ He [John] sat up immediately 

and ran to the saint.  Having obtained his recovery, he became a monk and 

whenever he invoked the saint he was able to hear his [Symeon‘s] holy voice.  

Because of these benefits, he never ceased to glorify the son of God and his holy 

servant.58 

The image of Symeon on his column dominates the center of the Menil token. To either 

side of him appear a cross, birds, and angels. With the exception of the birds, these 

elements appeared in John‘s vision of Symeon. In this vision, Symeon spoke out, invoked 

Christ and made his sign, while John invoked Symeon. By their association with Christ, 

the crosses, birds, and angels on the face of the Menil token articulated a typological and 
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mimetic relationship between Christ and Saint Symeon, and point towards the ultimate 

source of the pilgrim‘s transformation.    

Vikan first observed this visual connection between Symeon and Christ. 

The text of the Vita leaves no doubt that Symeon‘s appearance and behavior on 

the column were expressly parallel to that of Christ on the Cross.  When, at the 

age of seven, Symeon mounted his first column, the Lord appeared to him in a 

vision, telling him that his stasis or ―station‖ atop the pillar was to be a mode of 

crucifixion in imitation of his own.  This was Symeon‘s ―position of combat,‖ 

which in the words and images of his contemporaries, became thoroughly 

assimilated to that of Christ.59  

He noted that Symeon in bust form appears universally on Symeon tokens of the seventh 

century, as well as on later revival tokens, and serves several purposes. Vikan stated this 

convention makes clear that the token was a relic of the holy body that sanctified the 

object through a chain of physical contact.60 Symeon‘s position also connected him 

formally to Christ on the cross. A lead flask from the cathedral treasury in Monza bears 

the scene of Christ‘s crucifixion on its front (fig. 9). While the two thieves next to Christ 

appear full length upon the cross, Christ appears only as a nimbed head above.61 A clay 

ampulla dating from the seventh century shows the cross upon a column on one side (fig. 

10). The cross on a column motif draws a striking parallel between visual language for 
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Christ and visual language for stylites. Artistic as well as textual evidence supplied 

support for assimilating Symeon‘s power with Christ‘s power.62 

If Symeon‘s position in the center of the Menil token communicated his 

connection with Christ to a viewer, the crosses, birds and angels acted as auxiliary image 

and further tightened this relationship. The pilgrim John saw angels above the saint in his 

vision, the same angels who flank Symeon on the Menil token.63 Viewed from a pilgrim‘s 

perspective, the sign of the cross originates from stories of healing. In several instances, 

Symeon made the sign of the cross either on the pilgrim with his hands or with a wand 

made of palm fronds, as he did with John. In the objects and texts associated with stylites, 

doves and crosses indicated the presence of the Holy Spirit within the saint and pointed to 

his ability to channel the power of Christ through his words and deeds. When Symeon 

was a boy, 

…another aged man asked if there were doves [native to the area]. And when all 

ensured that there was nothing similar, he claimed to have seen an extraordinary 

miracle: "While you were speaking,‖ he said," I saw a luminescent dove that 

entered and exited through the child‘s window!‖64 

The appearance of the dove so early in the saint‘s life shows that from his very initial 

actions, pilgrims to Symeon associated the saint‘s behavior with Christ‘s and fully 

understood him to be an agent of Christ‘s power on earth via this imitation.  
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A similar vision occurred in the earlier life of Daniel the Stylite and is a common 

literary topos with which to reinforce the association between stylite and Christ. 

But the people demanded that the holy man should be shown to them before his 

burial, and in consequence an extraordinary tumult arose. For by the Archbishop's 

orders the plank was stood upright-the body had been fixed to it so that it could 

not fall-and thus, like an icon, the holy man was displayed to all on every side; 

and for many hours the people all looked at him and also with cries and tears 

besought him to be an advocate with God on behalf of them all. When this had 

been done, behold, all the people suddenly saw clearly with the naked eye three 

crosses in the sky above the corpse and white doves flying round it.65 

Earlier in the Life of Daniel, a pilgrim at the base of his column had a vision, in which he 

saw Daniel surrounded by the saints and ―those people pleasing to God,‖ and said,  

'There is great joy in heaven at this hour, for the holy angels have come to take 

the holy man with them, besides there are come, too, the honorable and glorious 

companies of prophets and apostles and martyrs and saints; they are tormenting 

me now, and to-morrow at the third hour they will drive me out of this tabernacle; 

when the holy man is going to his home in the heavens and his saintly corpse is 

being brought down, I shall come out.' And this did indeed happen.66 

The chapters from Daniel‘s hagiography emphasize his connection to Christ at the time 

of his death. The Holy Spirit, which had resided in Daniel for the duration of his life on 

his column, appeared to pilgrims at and after the moment of his departure from earth and  

signified that they had always been there as the source of the holy man‘s power. 

Pilgrims also engaged in imitation and mimicked the behaviors of those Christ 

healed. A pilgrim came to Symeon imitating the Woman with the Issue of Blood. 

A woman from a village called Mylitai, who was subject to losing a flow of blood 

for the last three years, approached the saint‘s column from behind, mimicking 

the hemorrhage of the woman in the time of Christ.  When she affected this, the 

flow of blood stopped immediately.  Symeon knew it by the Holy Spirit, and he 
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said to the woman: ―Woman, thy faith hath made thee whole, go in peace.‖ And 

the woman gave thanks, glorifying God‘s holy servant.67 

This passage illustrates quite clearly that both Symeon and his pilgrims performed mutual 

mimesis. In particular, Christ‘s power to heal, manifested through Symeon‘s presence on 

the column, appealed most strongly to pilgrims as they conceptualized themselves and 

the meaning of their journeys. 

Pilgrims in the Vita of Symeon the Younger desired one thing above all – the cure 

for a whole host of diseases and injuries that plagued them. The pilgrims that flocked to 

the Miraculous Mountain continuously sought transformation from a state of illness to 

one of health. Vikan stated that the Menil token‘s inscription warded off disease and 

protected the pilgrim in a long tradition of amulets found in the late antique 

Mediterranean bearing the word hygeia.68 Protection and prevention certainly appealed to 

pilgrims. Apotropaic iconography appears on most surviving tokens and a stylite‘s 

blessing could ward off a variety of dangers. 69 The hygeia inscription on the Menil token 

relates well to pilgrims‘ descriptions in the saint‘s Vita of desiring the saint to ―heal them 

with his word.‖70 In this sense, the inscription is a speech act, the saint‘s verbal command 

for the pilgrim to achieve a state of health. Each letter lends it a potentially auditory 

quality, just as if Symeon declared health to the pilgrim ascending the ladder to his left.71   

Both Robert Nelson and Amy Papalexandrou have examined speech acts in 

Byzantine visual culture. Nelson has argued that in contrast to the art of the medieval 
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West, images in Byzantine art animated text in the present environment of the viewer.  

Using an eleventh-century miniature of Christ from the Dumbarton Oaks Psalter/New 

Testament (DO Ms. 49), Nelson argues 

To the Byzantine beholder, the image was a traditional and thus venerable icon of 

Christ.  Consequently, the miniature could validate and animate the text, so that 

this Christ becomes the person speaking these words to the person holding the 

book and reading its words.72 

Nelson further emphasizes the verbal command in the present through an analysis of the 

inscription on a Byzantine paten: 

Around the icon of Christ in the center is abbreviated his words, ―Take, eat, this is 

my body.‖ Note that the inscription is heavily abridged after the word ―this,‖ 

TOYTO, so that what is easily read is ―Take, eat this.‖ The word ―this‖ is a deitic, 

a word that is used and can only be understood within an actual physical setting, 

in this case the display of the Eucharistic bread.73 

Likewise, the nominative ―health,‖ YΓIA, present on the face of the Menil token is best 

understood in its semantic context.74 Symeon, in his established iconographic tradition of 

bust-on-column, speaks the word to the pilgrim holding the token as an invocation. 

Feeling the token‘s inscription also had ties to oral culture, which could be tactile, as 

Amy Papalexandrou has demonstrated. Papalexandrou proposed that the placement of 

monumental inscriptions on Byzantine architecture allowed for tangible interaction with 

their viewers.75 Since the Menil token must be held, its inscription can be felt as well as 

read. 
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In almost every chapter in the Vita pertaining to healing, Symeon gave a verbal 

command to the pilgrim to heal. Even when he sent pilgrims away to be cured abroad, his 

voice or the pilgrim‘s own frenetic invocation of his name aloud contributed to the 

pilgrim‘s recovery.76 In the miracle of John with deformed feet, Symeon commanded him 

―In the name of our Lord Christ, be healed.‖77 Another episode mentions both Symeon‘s 

dust and his healing word. After a venomous snake bit a man‘s foot, his foot began to rot, 

and his doctors told him he would surely die. Other pilgrims to Symeon encouraged him 

to plead to the saint for his intercession. When the man applied Symeon‘s holy dust to his 

foot while thinking about and calling to the saint to heal him, he was immediately 

cured.78  When audibly evoked, the cure Symeon effected transformed a pilgrim 

spiritually as well as bodily. 

Baptism and Pilgrimage 

An as-yet unexplained piece of iconography on the Menil token is the Baptism of 

Christ on the viewer‘s right-hand side. Broadly, the act of baptism implies a change from 

one state to another, from sin to purity. The transformative and curative power of baptism 

held special significance for early Byzantine pilgrims. Baptism performed by Syrian holy 

men ritually unified pilgrims into a single community free of sin and protected from 

exterior dangers.79 Pilgrims to Symeon the Younger participated in an established 

Christian tradition of conversion and baptism. This section addresses how the Menil 

token performed Symeon‘s administration of his own type of sphragis to his devotees, 

that is, a curative transformation modeled upon baptismal rites.  
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Symeon‘s depiction on the Menil token directly indicates his imitation of Christ, 

but another exemplar for the saint‘s behavior is present in the figure of John the Baptist. 

Daniel Caner contends that John represented the model ascetic in late antiquity.80 

Specfically, Evagrius Ponticus (345-99) and Nilus of Sinai (d. 430) both defended 

rigorous ascetic practice and used John the Baptist as an exemplar.81 Symeon and his 

vocation fit neatly into the type of asceticism John represented to Late Antique holy men, 

and Symeon mimicked John‘s actions as well as Christ‘s. The Vita tells of Symeon 

emulating John in several ways, including wearing a hair shirt, consuming a local and 

restricted diet, and seeking isolation from the majority of the population.82 John the 

Baptist‘s frequent appearance in the Vita of Symeon the Younger, as well as his presence 

on the Menil token, designated a typological relationship. Through his healing, Symeon 

transformed pilgrims such as John transformed his followers through baptism. Reading 

the Menil token‘s iconography, the pilgrim climbing the ladder encountered Symeon and 

his healing word, and underwent a transformation signified by the Baptism on the other 

side of the column. 

Although textual evidence for baptism is found only in accounts of the life of 

Symeon the Elder, the presence of monumental baptisteries at both Qal'at Se'mān and the 

Miraculous Mountain attests to active practice at both sites (fig. 11).83 Describing 

Symeon the Elder as a lamp whose light illuminated the truth of Christianity, Theodoret 

saw 
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…Iberians, Armenians, and Persians coming to gain the benefits of divine 

baptism. The Ishmaelites, who came in bands of two or three hundred at a time, 

sometimes even of a thousand…they smash in front of that great luminary the 

idols revered by them, they partake of the divine mysteries and accept laws from 

his [Symeon‘s] sacred mouth.84 

In addition to Theodoret‘s account of large-scale baptism and conversion at Qal'at 

Se'mān, Georges Tchalenko remarked on archaeological evidence of adult baptism 

beginning immediately at the site following its monumental construction in the fifth 

century.85 Likewise, Johannes Emminghaus asserts that baptism formed a large part of 

liturgical services at Qal'at Se'mān, with an adjacent basilica used solely for 

congregational witnessing of events in the baptistery.86 Archaeological evidence at the 

Miraculous Mountain baptistery has been largely silent, but the building likely served a 

similarly large demand from the growing population of the surrounding village of Sem'ān 

Daği.87 Jean Lassus even remarked on the conscious imitation of the Qal'at Se'mān 

baptistery at the Miraculous Mountain.88 

While baptism featured prominently at the sites associated with stylite saints, the 

notion also appealed metaphorically to those who had already received divine initiation 

elsewhere. The act of pilgrimage corresponded to transformation and baptism.  As 

Cynthia Hahn has observed,  

…the impress of the Christian paradigm through pilgrimage contained a number 

of parallels to the notion of rebirth through baptism; they are apparent in 
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theological evidence, in pilgrimage accounts, even in the eulogiae themselves. 

Indeed the pilgrimage experience in its structure reiterates the rituals of baptism… 

John of Damascus called holy sites and relics ―receptacles of divine energy.‖ 

Similarly, it would seem that ampullae were intended to be such 

receptacles…they were incomplete until the pilgrim filled them with his or her 

experiences – specifically, used them in a ritual blessing in which they were filled 

with holy oil or water and then sealed.  They became, as it were, a personalized 

representation of the rebirth and sealing of the pilgrim.89 

Although Hahn discusses ampullae and not tokens, her model of a pilgrim executing a 

ritual sealing action by means of an object, resulting in transformation works well for 

Symeon‘s eulogia. 

 Another token associated with Symeon the Younger in the Walters Art Museum 

in Baltimore bears a strong resemblance to the Menil token (fig. 12). Along with the 

Menil token, the Walters token is one of three surviving eulogiae featuring a 

representation of the Baptism of Christ.90 On this token the Baptism appears on the left 

side of Symeon‘s column, and the Adoration of the Magi takes the place of a climbing 

devotee on the right. Like the Menil token, the Walters token bears a backward 

inscription, in this case ―AΓIOC AΓIOC,‖ ―holy, holy.‖ That the two surviving Symeon 

tokens with baptismal iconography have inscriptions that are backwards supports Hahn‘s 

assertion of pilgrimage as a type of baptismal transformation completed with a seal. 

 Eulogiae originated from the physical presence of a holy person. They could be 

something as immaterial as words or visions, or some type of substance that had physical 

proximity to a sacred body. In the context of pilgrimage, these blessings performed 

sealing actions on the pilgrim, much in the way that baptism sealed the orifices of the 
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body.91 Tokens represented not only the actual sanctity of the person they had derived 

from but also a type of ritual action that transformed the pilgrim from an outsider to the 

member of an elect group.92 Episodes of healing in Symeon‘s Vita follow similar formal 

patterns. A pilgrim approached, Symeon made contact with the pilgrim in some way 

(directly or by proxy), either saint or pilgrim or both uttered a command for healing, and 

the pilgrim left transformed. The pilgrim, now divested of any bodily or spiritual ailment, 

belonged to a group of spiritually pure persons. The Menil and Walters tokens 

emphasized the blessing aspect of baptism known as sphragis, the moment a catechumen 

was anointed, alleviated of the demons that plagued him or her, and became bound to the 

Christian community.93 

The narrative program on the front of the object presents two aspects of a 

pilgrimage. It demonstrates the expected actions of the ideal pilgrim and it shows the 

source of the transformative nature of pilgrimage – the holy man as a carrier for the 

power of Christ. The pilgrim has climbed, been healed, and transformed. The Menil 

token features signs associated with a pilgrim‘s ideal visit to Saint Symeon.   An analysis 

of how its imagery functioned in conjunction with its material to actualize that experience 

will further accentuate the token's agency. The close relationship of pilgrimage tokens 

with holy bodies and necessitates a discussion of the material that makes up the Menil 

token. The stamped impressions on its obverse do not appear on any ordinary clay. As the 

mound at the base of Symeon‘s column on the token indicates, this clay that is the 
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token‘s substance gives the object a body of its own with which to reach out and touch its 

viewer. 
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Chapter 2: His Blessed Dust and His Right Hand: Embodied Touch 

 The principle lines, wrinkles and textures of a human hand mark the reverse side 

of the Menil token (fig.2). A careful look reveals an impression of the two major curved 

lines between the thumb and forefinger. This impression indicates close ties between a 

body and the object at various points of its manufacture and use. The question as to 

whose handprint marks the back of nearly all Symeon tokens remains open.94 The 

individual identity of the handprint, however, is inconsequential. Rather, the palm print, 

as an index of touch, alludes to the participating bodies in a pilgrimage experience. 

Symeon‘s body was present in the token‘s matrix, and the palm print signifies both him 

and the bodies that will benefit from touching his eulogia.  

This chapter analyzes the functions of the Menil token and how it performed 

actions on pilgrims through tactile and material interaction. I approach these connections 

through an examination of the token's material composition as well as by reference to 

recent theoretical discussion of Late Antique viewers' understanding of relationships 

among subjects and objects in their world. I present the token as a shift in a subject-object 

relationship.  By means of its material saturation with sanctity, the Menil token was not a 

passive recipient of devotional action but an agent.  The ―excess‖ (a term Patricia Cox 

Miller has taken from theorist Bill Brown) sanctity the token contained as an extension of 

Saint Symeon‘s body demanded that its viewers comprehended it as if it were his own 

hand.95 I also consider the importance of the touch of Symeon‘s hands as Byzantine 
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pilgrims perceived it.  A saint‘s touch was an external and internal force for healing.  

Furthermore, the haptic quality of vision in this period places seeing the token in the 

realm of tactile experience.96 I explore the Menil token as a body encountered as well as 

an artifact considered, according to phenomenological theory developed by Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty.97 In the context of Early Byzantine pilgrimage, touch was a primary 

mediator in this subject-subject interaction. The Menil token's touch activated earthly and 

divinely-infused bodies.   

Materiality, Agency and the Extended Body  

The Menil token is ordinary clay.  It is chipped, worn, dusty, and plain.  It is not 

especially heavy or fragile.  It sits solidly in the hand. Unlike so many other treasures 

from the Byzantine world, it does not sparkle or shine. None of its material characteristics 

outwardly indicates extraordinary value.  Yet the Menil token was just as spiritually 

charged as any intricately carved ivory or glittering mosaic.  In fact, by means of its 

substance, it was a dynamic agent in prayer, healing, and transformation.  Before he took 

his station upon a column, Saint Symeon saw three angels who explained both why he 

must climb it and the function of his body as a vessel for the Holy Spirit.  

... all will be done through you according to the faith of those who will come to 

you, by the sight of their eyes, by vision, by words which produce action, by the 

laying-on of your hands, by the touch of your palm-wand, by the fringe of your 

melote or tunic, and also by the dust itself given by you, and only if the request is 

addressed to you in faith. There the suffering will come to you, and there the 

divine power that heals all men at all times and throughout the duration of their 
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illness.  They will see you in their houses, on their roads, and in their actions and 

if they invoke God through you, his servant, they will find grace and help.98 

Once he had climbed his column, all elements of Symeon's being became extensions of 

his person, all with equal power to effect change. His hair, his hands, the touch of a wand 

presumably held in his hand and especially his dust (konis) all feature prominently in the 

healing miracles in his Vita.
99

   

Symeon's body as a point of origin is essential to the operational workings of his 

eulogia. Vikan emphasized the importance of the chain of physical contact from holy 

bodies to pilgrimage objects. However, he privileged the impressed image on a token's 

reverse over the miraculous nature of its material.  Vikan interpreted the token as "an 

intermediary agent, at one remove from the saint."100 He contended that while pilgrims 

revered the holiness of Symeon's touch on the object, it validated Symeon‘s power 

through the imagery that linked him to Christ.101 

In the story of the priest who received a token to heal his eldest son, the saint's 

explicit mention of a stamped representation emphasizes the image as an important aspect 

of the token's power.  Symeon told the priest that he would see himself and the saint in 

the imprint on the eulogia.  However, a later passage in the same chapter reveals the 

token's material as equally important. Symeon lectured the priest for preferring his body 

over his blessing.  Once the skeptical priest arrived home from his first journey to the 

Miraculous Mountain, he had a dream-vision of the saint.  Disguised as a beggar, 

Symeon asked the priest, "Which do you prefer, the saint's blessing, or his right hand?"  
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When the priest replied that he would indeed prefer the saint's right hand, Symeon 

revealed himself, extended his right hand and opened it to reveal a token lying in his 

palm.102 "Why did you doubt my words," he asked, "for I told you take this eulogia and 

go, and when you look at it, it is us that you will see.  Now find your son in good 

health."103 The passage ends when the priest's third son became ill.  Having learned his 

lesson, the priest did not seek Symeon a third time.  Instead, he directed his son's prayer 

toward the eulogia, and their mutual faith resulted in a vision of Symeon fighting the 

child's illness in the form of a demon.  Upon his third son's cure, the priest finally 

acknowledged the saint‘s didactic point. Symeon's token was his body, his image, and his 

presence. 

When objects such as the Menil token behaved as bodies, and when viewers 

perceived them as bodies, the difference between subject and object ceased to exist.   The 

Menil token was active, participatory and animated. In the Early Byzantine world, 

created objects shared the identity of their models.104  The border between the two was 

fluid, if it had ever existed at all. Glenn Peers has argued persuasively for this 

understanding of subject-object relationships, stating, 

Galatians 6:14 suggests the idea of identification as central to Christianity: "But 

God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by 

whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world." ...the cross was 

widely seen in the Early Byzantine world as a constituent element of all creation, 

and the idea underlying such a view of reality identifies all matter, phenomena, 

and thoughts with a unitary source, God. In one way, this pervasive idea is 

simply, generally Platonic, and yet, as we will see, the identity of person, place, 

and thing with that unitary source was a dynamically wrought goal.105 
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Peers uses the Mandylion, the famed acheiropoietos image of Christ's face known in the 

Byzantine world in various forms since Late Antiquity, to demonstrate the identification 

of subject with object. The Menil token, like the Mandylion, is both icon and relic.  As 

Peers asserts, the created thing and its model shared a substance and an image.106 

Although the term contact-relic suggests some distance between the relic and what it 

touched, in the case of the token, the clay that composed it was part of a body extended 

beyond itself to reach the faithful both near and far. 

In order to comprehend fully the meaning of the Menil token's material, one must 

consider the significance of dust in this period.  Patricia Cox Miller first raised the 

question of what Symeon's dust actually consisted of, 

Not only does Symeon extend his presence, but he also extends his body by 

scattering it in the form of clay tokens impressed with his physical likeness.  Yet 

the dust has an ambiguous referent: is it some actual shedding from the saint's real 

body, or is it the dust from around the saint's column...The saintly body has a 

persistent vitality that defies categorization: is it an entity, or an event?107 

To Christians, dust had a particular bodiedness, and Cox Miller speculated about a 

connection between Symeon's dust and the creation of humanity from earth in Genesis.108   

  Genesis 2:17 described humanity's creation from dust, and Genesis 3:14 

emphasized humanity's origin and eventual end as earth. Abraham recognized his body as 

"dust and ashes," in Genesis 18:27. In a patristic context, dust became evidence of the 

paradox of bodily complexity and a testament to God's power. Cyril of Jerusalem (313-

86) poetically described the miracle of dust become flesh in his twelfth catechetical 

lecture. 

That the dust of the earth should become a man, this is more wonderful. That clay 

molded together should assume the coats and splendors of the eyes, this is more 
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wonderful. That out of dust of uniform appearance should be produced both the 

firmness of bones, and the softness of lungs, and other different kinds of 

members, this is wonderful. That clay should be animated and travel round the 

world self moved, and should build houses, this is wonderful. That clay should 

teach, and talk, and act as carpenter, and as king, this is wonderful.109 

Cyril of Alexandria (376-444) identified human bodies as dust in a letter to the monks of 

Egypt.110 In his treatise against Nestorius, Cyril argued that Christ was fully a ―man of 

dust and a man of heaven.‖111 Christ‘s human body, however, was 

…ignorant of transgression and free from subjection to death and decay; it is 

holiness, righteousness, and whatever is brother to these and like them.  In my 

view these qualities are appropriately possessed by that nature that is divine and 

undefiled.  For holiness and righteousness are superior to both sin and decay.  The 

Word of God includes us in this, for he makes us partakers of his divine nature 

through the Spirit.112 

Dust was the building block of the human body. Through the Incarnation, the model for 

sacralized matter, material objects took on an inherent divinity.  Dust, clay, earth then 

were a receptacle for and an agent of God's presence in the world.113  Furthermore, it was 

difficult to divorce dust from its connection with bodies.  Symeon tokens, as pieces of 

clay impressed with images, were as much parts of a body as any other piece of earth.  

The impression on the reverse of the Menil token, the intaglio of a human palm, 

contributed a further layer for perception of this object as a body.   
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Symeon modeled his bodily and spiritual practice on the life and sufferings of 

Christ. Both visual and textual evidence attest to this mimetic relationship.114 The 

application of Christ‘s touch to a sick or injured body rendered that body cleaned and 

whole, as in Matthew 8:2. There was a leper who came to him and knelt before him, 

saying, ―Lord, if you choose, you can make me clean.‖ He stretched out his hand and 

touched him, saying, ―I do choose. Be made clean!‖ This touch was reciprocal, with 

ailing followers reaching their own hands out to obtain healing through physical contact 

in conjunction with complete faith. The Woman with the Issue of Blood ―said to herself, 

―if only I touch his cloak, I will be made well.‖115  

It was not just touch that transformed, but the transference of Holy Spirit that 

occurred when the holy body and the faithful body touched one another. Just as the 

images on the obverse of the Menil token signify Symeon‘s identification with Christ as 

his source of power, the palm print on its reverse added the implication of the 

consequences when saint‘s and pilgrims‘ bodies touched together. In the Early Byzantine 

world, touching could take multiple forms. 

Hands and Eyes: Manual and Visual Touching 

The Menil Collection contains five tokens in all specifically associated with Saint 

Symeon the Younger. Four are seventh-century clay tokens and one is a twelfth-century 

lead revival token.  The tokens range in size, with the smallest at 1.75 cm. in diameter 

and the lead token with a 6.2 cm. diameter. The obverse of the clay tokens vary in 

iconography and inscription, but all four display palm prints on their reverses (fig. 13). 

Tokens in the Louvre and tokens in private collections, published by Gerard et al., and 

                                                 
114 See the first chapter of this thesis, p. 13-14. 
115

 Matthew  9:20- 22. 



 36 

Pentcheva also share this characteristic.116 Clay as a bodied medium therefore 

corresponded to the impression of a hand on a token‘s reverse.  

Vikan first raised the possibility that the palm prints vaguely evoked Symeon's 

touch directly from his hand. Current scholarship, including Vikan‘s, has attributed these 

marks primarily to part of the token‘s manufacturing process, without implicating much 

deeper meaning in them.117 Vikan, however, did admit the inclusion of a handprint as a 

possible means for the far-away faithful to access tactile healing when such pilgrims were 

unable to travel to the saint themselves.118 Dispersal to absent devotees was certainly one 

priority, as the saint‘s Vita makes plain. 

A beggar [from Antioch] came to him and asked to receive the eulogia made of 

his blessed dust, for this favor was commonly granted to the poor for their 

sustenance, and wherever they took this eulogia, the Lord healed everyone.  The 

beggar returned to the city street where he stood to beg, and he had near him a 

poor man who lay with paralyzed feet and hands.  He rubbed the eulogia on the 

man with great faith and earnest prayer.  Soon the tick was healed after invoking 

the power of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, through His servant 

Symeon.119 

But in certain passages of the Vita, Symeon gave his tokens to pilgrims who ventured to 

his shrine as well. The palm print eulogiae, then must have had further, more general 

functions. Whether they were near or far removed from the saint‘s shrine, the tokens 

manifested a tactile connection between saint and pilgrim in perpetuity. Symeon‘s touch 

was proof of his presence and the guarantee of healing through him. 

In Early Byzantine pilgrimage narratives, almost all healing occurs through some 

type of touch. Representations of touch appear in visual as well as literary descriptions of 

pilgrimage. A carved basalt panel of Symeon the Elder now in the Hama Museum depicts 
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holy touch in a compressed figural composition (fig. 15). A devotee carrying a censer 

stands at the top of a ladder that reaches to the top of the saint‘s column. The saint once 

again is in bust form over his column, as if the two constituted one body. The devotee 

reaches an arm out and rests it on the saint‘s shoulder. At the same time, the dove of the 

Holy Spirit places a crown on top of Symeon‘s head. The placement of each actor in this 

scene is almost circular and demonstrates a circuit of power underlying Symeon‘s ability 

to heal with his body. The devotee‘s hand on Symeon‘s shoulder establishes the 

importance of simultaneous touch between saint and devotee revealed on the reverse of 

the Menil token and others like it. 

The hands of saints carried special significance in Early Byzantium. Pilgrims 

crowded to the church of Hagios Demetrios in Thessaloniki to experience the saint‘s 

healing presence, often through incubation. Successful healings inspired a seventh-

century votive mosaic in the church that signifies the importance of sacred hands (fig. 

16). In this mosaic, two supplicant youths venerate the saint with covered hands. The 

saint holds up his arms in a position of prayer. His hands are silver tesserae in contrast to 

his white skin. The donor‘s choice to depict the saint‘s hands as sanctified, through the 

use of silver, established the hands as a locus of healing and the act of touch as the 

conduit for power between bodies. The medium ―emphasizes the intimacy of touch, and 

yet also its supernatural quality.‖120 Another example of luxury material used to highlight 

Demetrios‘ sacred body parts survives in the church of Santa Maria Antiqua in Rome.  

There a wall painting of Demetrios exhibits several holes around his mouth that once 

fastened golden lips onto the saint‘s face, granted as an ex-voto.121 Certain body parts 
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especially channeled a saint‘s curative abilities, particularly the parts that came into direct 

contact with their devotees. In the process of healing, a saint‘s manual touch became a 

type of holy scalpel, removing spiritual and physical impurities. 

Saints‘ hands appear frequently as medical instruments in hagiographies, and the 

Life of Saint Artemios provides ample evidence. By the fifth and sixth centuries, pilgrims 

assigned a fourth-century martyr, Artemios, a distinctly medical role.122 Artemios‘ relics 

resided in Constantinople in the church of St. John the Forerunner, where pilgrims, 

especially men with testicular ailments, slept until the saint cured them.123 In the graphic 

miracles attributed to Artemios by an anonymous seventh-century author, the saint‘s 

hands exhibited the power of an internally curative touch. Artemios appeared in the guise 

of a physician to a man with hernias in his testicles, 

Artemios took hold of his testicles and squeezed them so that the man screamed 

out in pain in his sleep for a long while, ―Lord have mercy!‖ and those waiting to 

be cured were awakened by the shouting and approaching him roused him, 

asking: ―What‘s the matter, why are you shouting and not letting us get our rest?‖  

Awakening and touching himself, since he was still in the throes of pain, he found 

himself healthy; and glorifying God he related to them the vision and the miracle 

of the martyr.124 

In subsequent miracles, Artemios‘ touch lanced boils, drained infected skin, and even 

exorcised a demon in the shape of a black crow from a man‘s testicles.125 At one point, 

the author of the miracles speculated that the inefficiency of Constantinopolitan doctors 

―was the outcome of some divine plan to prove the doctors powerless in order to cause 

admiration for the martyr.‖126   
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While Artemios was a specialist in Constantinople, his contemporary Saint 

Thekla performed more general operations at her pilgrimage shrine in Seleucia. For 

example, a stoneworker named Leontios visited Thekla‘s shrine after a fall from high 

scaffolding crushed his leg so thoroughly that all the bones were smashed. While he slept 

in her church, he felt Thekla stomp down hard on his leg, although he could not see her.  

When he leapt up from the pain, he realized that the shattered fragments of his leg bones 

had been reset, and were whole in an act of literal homeopathy.127 While she did not use 

her hands, the touch alone from Thekla‘s body reconstructed the stoneworker‘s leg from 

the inside. In this particular miracle, the absence of Thekla in appearance emphasizes 

even further the power of her touch. Thekla‘s pilgrims did not need to see her in order to 

reap the benefits of encountering her body.  

In these narratives of saints-as-surgeons, Symeon the Younger was no exception. 

Symeon‘s hands participated in the same inward reach. Two chapters from his Vita 

underscore especially the importance of Symeon‘s hands in solving very particular 

medical problems. The saint resurrected a child who died of head injury after a fall.  

Upon the child‘s reanimation, the boy explained to his father and the awestruck pilgrims 

around him that the saint had laid hands upon his head, and ―his touch was like an 

invisible operation, with an incision to relieve the blood about the brain.‖128 Symeon‘s 

touch, while applied externally, had an internal effect. Symeon‘s hands once reached 

inside a sick girl, ―biting‖ (δάκνω) her affliction while she lay some distance away in her 

home. 

A woman had a daughter afflicted with a growth on her genitals, and so the 

woman brought her to the saint. He laid his hands on the woman and said, "Go 
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home, and there you will see me in the glory of God.‖ Once she arrived home, the 

woman had a dream, and she saw the saint disguised and he told her, ―Bring the 

girl, I will discover what ails her, and see what its evil is." After doing so, she saw 

him, his fingers biting both of the girl‘s tumors and breaking them open like 

eggs, and then he healed the wounds…When she awoke she examined her 

daughter, and from that moment on there was no trace that the girl suffered.129 

Rather than healing the girl when her mother brought her to see him, the saint sent the 

two away, and her healing took place as her mother saw the saint in a vision. In this case, 

the efficacy of Symeon‘s touch even extended beyond conscious reality.   

Manual touch, however, was not the only form of physical contact that pilgrims 

desired or that was effective. Pilgrims also wished to see holy bodies and holy places. 

Touch and vision intersected in late antiquity. Two main theories dominated 

philosophical and physiological discussion of vision in this period. A theory of 

extramission prevailed, in which rays extended from the eyes of the person seeing to 

reach out and grab the thing seen.130 Vision could also be understood as a process of 

intromission in which objects in the world sent out rays to grasp the eyes.131 Georgia 

Frank has shown that these existing theories assimilated the two senses.  Vision was, in 

Frank‘s words, haptic.132 Both processes participated actively, and Frank determined that 

whether viewers believed one or the other, both theories relied on tactility to describe 

how seeing operated.133 In a hierarchy of the senses, manual touch was subordinate to 

vision, but both senses ―shared the same vital properties: contact, participation, and 

initiative.‖134 For pilgrims, touching was a logical extension of seeing.  The two senses 

worked concurrently as a means to access the sanctity of a holy man‘s person.135 Pilgrims 
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describing vision used personal and intimate vocabulary. As a traveler to the holy man 

Paphnutius (lived c. 395) described it, seeing a holy man was equal to an ―embrace.‖136 

Haptic vision came to Early Byzantine pilgrims through their classical heritage.  Writing 

on the workings of human memory, Aristotle described memory as a type of touch.  To 

Aristotle, memories formed on the soul through the imprint, the touching, of events 

witnessed.137 Impression (sphragis) was the consequence of converging touch and 

sight.138 

Sealing Transformation 

 When a pilgrim held or looked at the Menil token, he or she experienced this 

collusion of vision and touch. Eyes and fingers both ran over Symeon‘s body in relief on 

the front and did the same over the ridges of the hand print on the token‘s back side.  The 

acts of cradling the token in the hand, of pressing it over the skin, or of consuming it in 

food or drink, required one or more forms of touching. The token, as a body itself, 

touched as it was being touched. What then, was the significance of this touching?  

Touch by its very nature is a type of communication.139 Touch for pilgrims further 

emphasized the otherness of Symeon tokens by indicating both the saint‘s supernatural 

presence and an intimacy with him. As a body endowed with holy power, the saint 
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became an ―other‖ to pilgrims suffering from physical and spiritual maladies.140 Touch 

between saint and pilgrim communicated the pilgrim‘s desire to access the saint‘s state of 

grace and join him as a member of the elect, as well as the saint‘s desire to grant his 

pilgrim that request.141 Touch bridged the estrangement and alterity between a devotee 

and the divine and provided access to the saint‘s body after his death.  Like baptism, the 

moment of touch between token and pilgrim sealed and joined the worshipper to a 

designated group who had received God‘s favor. 

The concept of sphragis, meaning variously stamping, sealing, blessing or 

binding, permeated discussions of pilgrimage imagery and art objects in Byzantium.  

Tactile objects especially participated in the various functions of sphragis by their means 

of manufacture and the origins of representations present on them. According to 

Pentcheva, sealing ―reveals a magic mechanism of implanting sacred energy.‖142  

Pentcheva connects the origins of sphragis as an activity to the ancient practice of 

branding slaves and demonstrating control or ownership. In the context of magic, 

especially magical amulets popular in Syria between the third and seventh centuries, 

sealing was therefore an assertion of will and a means of controlling the actions of 

supernatural powers.143 Magical ritual assuredly provokes questions of the desire of 

humans to manipulate the world around them. Symeon tokens, while amuletic to some 
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degree, filled more connective, less restrictive and dominative roles in the lives of their 

possessors.  

Magical binding and joining featured prominently in Late Antique regulations for 

baptism.144 John Chrysostom (349-407) and Cyril of Jerusalem both exhorted their 

catechumens to abandon magic as a means of controlling external factors in their lives.  

Rather, sacred words expelled the internal physical and spiritual demons that prevented 

an initiate from receiving the grace of the Holy Spirit.145 Cyril especially emphasized that 

souls could not achieve grace without the expulsion of the demons that caused humanity 

to sin, and Cyril went so far as to describe the Holy Spirit acquired in baptism as an 

apotropaic seal to protect against further spiritual transgression.146 In her comprehensive 

study of baptismal liturgy in fourth- and fifth-century Syria, Juliette Day noted the 

emphasis on sphragis in baptism. Sphragis, the moment of anointing with water and 

chrism, occurred both before and after immersion in fifth-century Syriac baptisms.147  

Day explains this double anointing as evidence of the importance of this transformative 

moment.148 As vehicles for the distribution of grace, holy men such as Symeon provided 

the removal of bodily and spiritual imperfections in order to allow their pilgrims to 

achieve grace.  

Rather than exerting control or dominating supernatural forces, tokens, as bodies, 

reached out to close and seal the gap between the earthly and the divine. As scholarship 

on materiality and embodiment has shown, saintly bodies were a type of ―other.‖  In her 
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assessment of late antique travelogues, Frank noticed the alterity manifested in extreme 

ascetic practice, 

The History of the Monks casts the monks in an exotic glow: ―They do not busy 

themselves with any earthly matter or take account of anything that belongs to 

this transient world.  But while dwelling on earth in this manner, they live as true 

citizens of heaven.  Some of them do not even know that another world exists on 

earth‖…That separation is critical to the work‘s ability to construct the 

―otherness‖ of desert asceticism.149 

The saint steeped in God‘s power and authorized to exert his will on earth differed 

drastically from sick, possessed, or sinful pilgrims who approached him. Therefore, a 

type of distance or estrangement opened between the two actors in a pilgrimage 

experience.  

 The moment of contact between saint‘s body (as an object of desire) and pilgrim 

shrunk the distance and bound the two in a circuit of physically-transmitted divinity.150 

Touch as sense and action could identify the parties involved as both self and other, while 

simultaneously overcoming the distance between self and other to establish a category of 

co-existance.151 The communication of God‘s power from Symeon to his pilgrim joined 

the two actors as mutual recipients of the Holy Spirit during moments of contact. Lest 

this model portray pilgrims as passive recipients of the touch embodied in a pilgrimage 

token, pilgrims' sincere faith demonstrated the receptivity necessary for a resulting 
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transformation.152 Symeon‘s repeated insistence on his pilgrims' unquestioning, sincere, 

and unwavering faith demanded receptivity in order to actuate his miraculous ability to 

heal. When pilgrims did not display the proper receptive faith, Symeon questioned them, 

―why did you doubt my words?‖, or when asked if he was truly Saint Symeon, he 

snapped at one inquisitive pilgrim, ―who do you think I am? Why do you think I would 

be anyone else? Now get out of my way.‖153 When pilgrims displayed insufficient 

receptivity and faith, Symeon became angry and scolded them.154 Indeed, Symeon went 

so far as to punish a man who doubted the effectiveness of his cures by rotting the flesh 

from the man‘s right hand. Lack of faith required admonishment, and even 

punishment.155 In the interaction required for healing, token and pilgrim were mutually 

active. One extended outward to touch and the other opened to receiving that caress.  

The reversed imagery on the token‘s obverse and its backwards inscription 

invoking health are particularly evocative of questions related to both sealing and 

healing. Vikan compared the Menil token to a surviving Late Antique physician‘s stamp 

currently in the Historiches Museum in Basel (fig. 17). The physician‘s stamp is the same 

round shape as the token. Like other tokens in the Menil collection, a pentalpha or five-

pointed star dominates the object‘s visual field (see fig. 13). Between each of the star‘s 

spokes lies a backwards letter: YΓIEIA, ―hygieia,‖ a goddess of health.156 As Vikan has 

stated, this stamp most likely crafted a type of pill for the sick to swallow. The pentalpha 
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surrounds a theta, believed to stand for thanatos (death).157 These magical images, 

ingested into the body, attempted to cure or to prevent illness. 

The Menil token (and likewise the Walters token with its backwards inscription) 

was an intaglio itself. The letters of the backwards inscription remain in crisp, easily 

legible condition. Interpretations of their reversal as a mistake made by the die-cutter of 

the token‘s stamp neglects the significance of sphragis as an element of pilgrimage 

experience, and particularly of pilgrimages centered around healing.158 In one respect, the 

Menil token participated in a tradition of medicinal tablets meant for consumption. 

Transformation from sick to healthy took place by closing the distance between the 

pilgrim and the saint as a source of curative power. The Menil token made contact with 

its beholder; it touched and sealed simultaneously. Encapsulated through the Menil 

token‘s imagery and material, Symeon‘s body acted as the seal pressed to the pilgrim, 

who in her or his faithful receptivity was like malleable wax or impressionable dust. The 

Menil token embodied the Early Byzantine pilgrim‘s relationship to sacred mater, and the 

consequences of ritual contact with it. 

This token acted in the world of Early Byzantine pilgrimage. In its material sense, 

it embodied the saint and made his flesh present. The use of Symeon‘s dust to 

manufacture his blessings freed his body of locational restriction, a miracle in its own 

right. Through the palm print on its reverse, the token shared the essence of the saint‘s 

own hand. Symeon‘s holy touch affected specific and graphic changes in the unwell 

bodies of his pilgrims. Through the concurrent operation of touch and vision, manual 

touch extended the ―eye of faith‖ pilgrims used to look at holy men.159 The Menil token 

broadened that ability further, by removing it from a single moment and allowing the 
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touch to continue. Finally, the Menil token‘s backwards imagery solidifies its function as 

a seal, closing the gap between the ordinary pilgrim and the extraordinary saint. A 

relationship in which both parties are active, both are subjects, allows for an exploration 

of closeness and a meaningful, personal connection between viewer and token. The Menil 

token‘s relationship with its pilgrim brings to mind a famous expression of intimacy. 

When it rested in the beholder‘s hand, it was ―palm to palm is holy palmers‘ kiss.‖
160
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Conclusion 

As a fully participatory agent, the Menil token bestowed the transformative 

benefits of pilgrimage to its recipient both through its imagery and its material. The 

idealized pilgrimage scene on the token‘s obverse models pilgrimage behavior as it 

performs it. Through the depiction of saint, devotee, speech and baptism as an event, the 

token‘s face makes all aspects of a pilgrimage to saint Symeon fully present. Whether a 

pilgrim visited Symeon in actuality or simply through venerating him from afar, he or she 

used the token to realize his or her journey. The Menil token provided access to 

Symeon‘s form, his words, the transference of power from Christ to the saint, and finally 

its material provides access to his very flesh and the transformative, binding 

consequences of receiving his touch. 

Scripture and the writings of early church fathers concerning the Incarnation and 

baptism demonstrate that dust and bodies were essentially connected.  When God formed 

humanity, He created bodies from dust and that action alone was miraculous. After the 

Incarnation, all matter was potentially charged with holy power.161 Therefore the Menil 

token was both a body encountered and an object considered. The material matrix of the 

Menil token contains a mixture of dust, blessed oil, and water called hnana in Syriac.162 

Pressed into a mold and left to harden in the sun, hnana became an embodiment of all the 

aspects of the most transformative type of touching, baptism. 

 The imprint of a palm on the Menil token‘s reverse indicated touch as activator 

of the transmission of holy power from saint to pilgrim. More capable than highly trained 
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physicians, the hands of holy men took on otherworldliness when they worked their 

healing abilities on ailing pilgrims. 

The care of others was a significant part of the ascetic's career, particularly care 

for the sick. In hospitals as trained physicians, in hospices as lay nurses, and 

above all in their own sanctuaries as medical workers, the holy men and women 

of late antiquity reenacted Christ's ministry to the afflicted with various 

efficacious skill...in each case the treatment was given with the added aura for all 

concerned of healing by holy hands.163 

Unlike medicine or even baptism, however, touch was reciprocal in pilgrimage. Each 

actor was fully engaged with touch as a form of communication. Alice Mary Talbot 

concluded that pilgrims desired touch above all, and touch was the only guarantee of 

healing and salvation when a pilgrim encountered a holy person or place.164 Considering 

the multiple forms of touch in late antiquity, both manual and visual, complicates the 

notion of touch and makes touch more universally achievable.165  

I do not mean to suggest that the visual and material properties of the Menil token 

worked independently of one another. Quite the opposite, they worked in tandem to 

further the experiential and sensory nature of contact with it. A pilgrim was forced to 

engage with both sides of the token at the same time. It is not flat like a coin, but rather 

convex and shaped to nestle neatly into a hand (although it could also be rubbed or 

eaten). While a pilgrim saw pilgrimage at work on the token‘s reverse, he or she 

experienced transformation through physical contact with sanctified matter transmitted 

through the palm print on the token‘s reverse. The token used baptism as a metaphor for 

binding the pilgrim to the saint.  It removed any physical or spiritual impurities, such as a 
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demon or an illness. Following an encounter with the Menil token, the pilgrim 

experienced the full presence of saint Symeon and the effects of joining with him in order 

to gain God‘s favor through touch. 
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Figure 1. Clay eulogia token of Saint Symeon the Younger (obverse), 7th century CE.  

Courtesy of the Menil collection, Houston. 
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Figure 2. Clay eulogia token of Saint Symeon the Younger (reverse), 7th century CE.  

Courtesy of the Menil collection, Houston. 
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Figure 3.  Map of the Eastern Mediterranean region with the pilgrimage sites of both 

Qal'at Se'mān and Wondrous Mountain/ Sem'ān Dağiindicated in red. After Vikan, 

Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 2010
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Figure 4. Lead mold for a eulogia token, 7th century CE. Found at El-Fauz near the 

Miraculous Mountain now at the Louvre. 
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Figure 5.  Pilgrimage token of Saint Symeon the Younger showing the Adoration of the 

Magi, 7th century CE.  From the Royal Ontario Museum. 
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Figure 6. A selection of surviving clay pilgrimage tokens of Saint Symeon the Younger 

from the Antakya Museum and one lead revival token (bottom left), 7th and 12th 

centuries. 
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Figure 7. Hypothetical reconstruction of the column of Saint Symeon the Younger and 

the monolithic staircase and ladder structures leading to its top.  After Djobadze, 

Archaeological Investigations, 1987. 
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Figure 8. Plan of the monastic complex at the Miraculous Mountain with the original 

6th-century structures highlighted in red.  After Djobadze, Archaeological 

Investigations, 1987. 
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Figure 9. Lead pilgrimage flask with the Crucifixion and the Women at the Tomb, 7th-

century CE, from Palestine. 
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Figure 10. Clay pilgrimage ampulla with the Cross on a column and an emerging 

figure, 7th century CE, from Palestine. 
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Figure 11. Plans of Qal'at Se'mān (above) and the Miraculous Mountain (below) with 

baptisteries indicated in red. 5th and 6th century CE. 
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Figure 12. Clay eulogia token of Symeon the Younger with the Baptism of Christ 

(left) and the Adoration of the Magi (right) and backwards inscription “agios agios,” 

7th century CE. At the Walters Art Museum, Baltimore. 
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Figure 13. Reverse of the Menil token (upper right) and three additional Symeon 

tokens in the Menil Collection showing palm prints and five pointed stars (bottom 

row), 7th-Century CE.  Courtesy of the Menil Collection, Houston. 
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Figure 14.  Reverse of a lead revival token associated with the Miraculous Mountain, 

12th-Century CE.  Courtesy of the Menil Collection, Houston. 

 

 

 

 

 



 65 

 
 

Figure 15. Carved basalt panel, possibly from a chancel screen, showing a devotee 

touching Saint Symeon and a dove, c. 6th-Century CE.  Hama Museum. 
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Figure 16. Votive mosaic of St. Demetrios with silver hands and donors.  From the 

church of Hagios Demetrios in Thessaloniki, c. 629-634 CE. 
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Figure 17. Alabaster physician‟s stamp with five-pointed star, theta, and “hygieia” 

inscription. Dated to the late antique period.  Historisches Museum, Basel.  After Vikan, 

Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 2010. 
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