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An Examination of the Traditions 
pertaining to the Relies of St.Mark 

INTRODUCTION 

The reeent translations of severalholy reHes as inaugurated 
by the See of Rome have renewed the attention of churehmen 
and historians to long forgotten traditions pertaining to these 
reHes. With genuine gratitude and jubilation Christians of the 
Eastern Churehes have welcomed the return of the reHes of their 
patrons. Thus, on September 26, 1964, some twenty-one metropo
litans of the Greek Orthodox Chureh could reeeive the head of 
St. Andrew whieh now reposes in the Cathedral of St. Andrew 
in Patras. Thirteen months later, on Oetober 24, 1965, Cardinal 
Giovanni Urbani, the Patriarch of Venice, handed to the Greek 
Orthodox delegation from the Patriarchate of J erusalem the 
reHes of St. Sabas.· Mter being exposed for veneration in the 
Church of the Resurrection, Si.Sabas was translated to the Desert 
Monastery in the Wadi an-Nar which bears his name. In May 
1966, the head· of St. Titus, the first bishop of Crete, arrived on 
board of the destroyer " Doxa "in Heraklion, where Mgr. Olivotti 
presented the reHe to H. B. Eugenios, the Arehbishop of Crete. 
Inspired by the goodwill eaused by the return of these reHes, 
other eopununities followed the example; and on April 13, 1967 
the reHes of St. George the New Martyr of Cyprus were translated 
fromAere to Nicosia in Cyprus where they repose in the Cathedral 
of St. John. On July 17 of the same year, the right arm of St. 
Isidore, whieh the Venetians had aequired in II25, was returned 
from the Cathedral of San Mareo to the Island of Chios. 

It is within this eontext that we should plaee the request 
of Pope Cyril VI of Alexandria to Pope Paul VI of Rome to " return 
to the Coptic Chureh the reHes of St. Mark whieh repose in the 
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Cathc;dral in Veniee." On March 29, 1967, it was announeed in . 
Cairo that once these reHcs were returned, they would be buried 
with the head of the Evangelist together with the reHes of forty
two popes of the Coptic Chureh in the Cathedral of St. Mark 
in Alexandria. In fact, the Copts requested the return of the 
whole body so as " to join the head with the body of the Evangelist 
as a tribute to the Afriean Chureh.". On June 20,1968, a'delegation 
of bishops and notables of the Coptie and Ethiopian ehurches 
left Cairo for Rome to receive the reHes of the Evangelist. The 
delegation consisted of the Metropolitan Mark of Abu Tig, Tima 
and .Tahta; the Metropolitan Michael of Asyut and Dair Abu 
Maqar; the Metropolitan Antonius of Sohag; the Metropolitan 
Peter of Akhmim and Saqulta; the Metropolitan Domitius of 
Gizeh; the Metropolitan Paul of Helwan; Bishop Gregorius, Bishop 
of Theological Studies; Arehbishop Luke of Arussi \Asella); 
Arehbishop Peter of Begemder (Gondar) ; Arehbishop J ohn öf 
Tigre (Makale); ten priests and some seventy Coptic notables. 
On J une 22, 1968, Pope Paul VI presented to the delegation a 
reHe said to be of St. Mark - ~ small particle of abone; which 
was a: gift of Cardinal Giovanni Urbani, the Patriarch of Veniee, 
to the Pope of Rome. This relie, so I was told by members of 
the Catholic delegation, reposed in a reliquary in the treasury 
of the Cathedral of St. Mark in Veniee, for the martyrium of the 
Evangelist was not opened for this purpose. 

In the late evening of June 24, the above delegation 
accompanied by the Papal delegation arrived at Cairo Airport. 
The Papal delegation e~>l1sisted of Cardinal Leon Etienne Duval, 
the Arehbishop of Algiers, Cardinal Willebrands, Secretary of 
the Secretariate for Christian Unity;Mgr. Olivotti, Co-adjutor 
of Cardinal Urbani; P. Duprey, p.b.; Abbe Teissie, and Mgr. 
Nicotra representing the Oriental Congregation. Upon the arrival 
of the plane, the reHc was persona1ly carried by PopeCyril VI 
of Alexandria to the ear. The same night, the relie was translated 
to the Patriarchate at Ezbekiah. The small particle, lying in a 
magnifieent silver re1iq~aryJ was placed in a wooden box covered 
by a rieh green velvet andfastened with golden cords in the form 
of a cross. 

On June 26, the day following the inauguration of the new 
Cathedral of St. Mark in Abbassiyah, Cairo, a Divine Liturgy 
was celebrated by H. H. Cyril VI in commemoration of the nineteen 
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hundredth anniversary of the martyrdom of the Evangelist in 
Alexandria. Afterwards, Cyril Vl offered the relic to H. 1. M. Haile 
Sellassie I, Emperor of Ethiopia, for veneration. Then, Cyril VI 
carried the relic to the cryptbeneath the highaltar. Here the 
reliquary was solemnly lowered into a cavity of a square polished 
Aswan granite block. As the heavy granite lid was placed upon 
the cavity, the choirs of the Coptic Catholic and Coptic Evangelical 
Churches sang to the glory of God. 

In spite of the previous pronouncements by the Coptic 
hierarchy, the reHc was not joined to the head which is believed 
to repose in Alexandria. 011. the contrary, a new cult centre 
was created in Cairo. Moreover, instead of the whole bo
dy of the Evangelist, only a small partic1e of a relic was 
in fact returned. N either the box with thehead nor the 
reliquary containing the other relic was opened for veneration 
or inspection, thereby either purposely or probably even unin

. tentionally perpetuating the mystery of the reHes of the 
Evangelist. 

On June 27, the representatives of the Vatican proceeded 
to Alexandria where they were received by His Most Divine 
Beatitude Nicholas VI, Greek Orthodox Patriarch of Alexandria, 
the Reverend Fr. Nicholas Tenedios, the Recorder of the Patriarch
ate and Dr. Theodore D. Moschonas, the. Remembrancer and 
Librarian. Then while the members of the delegations stood up 
reverently, Cardinal Duval offered to the Greek Orthodox Patriarch 
a precious reliquary of dark colour with apart of the relics of the 
Evangelist. "When in I952 ", said the Cardinal, "the urn was 
opened, they took reverently and for a future blessing the holy 
fragments, and the urn of the Patron of Venice was c1osed. Now, 
on our coming to Cairo, His Holiness the Pope gave 1:0 us· also 
the present reliquary specially for the Greek Orthodox Church 
of Alexandria which is alsoa daughter of St. Mark." Having 
kissed theholy relics enc10sed in the silver reliquary, the Patriarch 
thanked for it with chosen words full of brotherliness, saying: 
"The Church of Alexandria receives joyfully for a blessing and 
strengthening the reliquary of herholy founder, and she will 
guard itas the apple of her eye." 

On July 7, these relics of St. Markwere exposed for veneration 
by the faithful in the Greek Orthodox' Cathedral of St. Sabas 
in Alexandria. 
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While recognizing the value of the traditional piety which is 
expressed towards the saints of old, the church historian and hagio
10gist is eharged to attempt to lift the veil from the ancient and 
venerable .traditions and myths. In the light of modern seholarship 
it is our mandate to arrive at some form of historicalunderstanding 
of sueh events whieh so often for purely non-religious purposes 
were shroud.ed with a wealth öf traditions. With respect to the 
reHes of St. Mark the Evangelist, we deal with essentially two 
traditions - namely the Alexandrian and the Venetian. For 
bothcommunities, the reHes of St. Mark were and are of great 
importanee. For the Copts of Egypt, St. Mark is of the same 
eeclesiastical significanee as St. Peter is for Rome or Antioeh. 
His preaehing in Alexandria led to the establishment of the apostolic 
See of St. Mark, the patriarehs ofAlexandria are believed to be 
the sueeessors of the Evangelist, and his head was used by the 
Copts in the Rite of Conseeration of Patriarehs, at least from the 
XIth to the XVth eentury. For Veniee, St. Mark is the spiritual 
patron of the city, whose bodily preseneeprovided great prestige 
at a time when its city fathers were in the proeess of establishing 
the city's place of power and prestige under the sun. In addition 
to the Churehes of Alexandria and Venice, some reHes of the 
Evangelist are also said to repose in other Latin ehurehes in Italy, 
Franee, Belgium and Germany as well as in some Byzantine 
ehurches. 

In order to clarify the issues at stake, we deern it neeessary 
to state the major traditions and to disentangle the stories. In 
our conc1uding paragraph then we shall attempt an evaluation 
of the merits of the respective traditions. 

THE ALEXANDRIAN TRADITION 

Aceording to the tradition of the Coptic Church, St. Mark 
was commissioned by St. Peter to proceed from Rome to Egypt 
where he founded the Apostolic See of Alexandria (1). " The 

(1) We must recognize that the Coptic tradition is somewhat late~ 
Early authorities such as element of Alexandria and Origen make no 
mention of St. Mark in connection with the See of Alexandria, a fact 

http:shroud.ed
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Copts pride themselves on the apostolicity of their nationaLchurch, 
whose founder was none other than St. Mark, the author of the 
oldest canonical Gospel used by both St. Matthew and St. Luke, 
and probably also by St. John. " John Mark is regarded by the 
Coptic hierarchy as the first in their unbroken chain of 116 

patriarchs" (1). The dates pertaining to the arrival of the Evangelist 
in Alexandria vary. between 48 and 75 (2). The Acta Marci (3) 
record that setting sail from Cyprus he came to the Pentapolis 
and from there proceeded to Alexandria; other sources inform 
us thathe went first "to the land of Egypt "before he began 
his missionary work in Alexandria (4). The chronology of the 
apostolic age is so uncertain that no final decision as to the travels 
of St. Mark can be offered. 

The Coptic tradition states that thefirst Egyptian to be 
converted by the Evangelist was Anianus, and the story of his 
conversion is toldby the various Coptic sources with almost 
no variance (5). As the Evangelist entered Rakote (6) and walked 

which has led numerous scholars to doubt the veracity of the Coptic 
tradition. Cf. UNNIK, W. C. V., Evangelien aus dem Nilsand. Frankfurt, 
1960, p. 55, states .. the tradition that Mark preached the Gospel" in 
Egypt is highly uncertain". In fact we have no documents prior to 
Eusebius to support the Coptic tradition, though Eusebius (Hist. eeel. 
II, xvi, xxiv) gives his account as a tradition which he !lad heard. Besides 
1;he later Coptic texts, the tradition is also found by Jerome (De Vir. 
Illst. viü, P.L. XXIII, 622), Epiphanius of Sa1amis (Haer.li, 6, P.G. 
XLI, 899.), the Apostolic Constitutions (VII, xlvi), and the Martyrologium 
Romanum, April 25 (LE QUIEN, Oriens Christianus II, Paris, 1740 , 344). 

(1) ATIYA, Aziz S., A History of Eastern Christianity. London, 
1968, p. 25. 

(2) An excellent discussion on the various dates for the missionary 
activity of St. Mark in Alexandria is found in NAHED AL-GAMAL, The 
Tradition of St. Mark in tlze Coptic Church. Cairo, 1957 (unpubl. thesis, 
American University in Cairo). Also, Kämil Sälih NAKHLA, Tarikh 
al-Qidd'is Mar Murqus al-Basfr. Cairo, 1952, pp. 57-58. 

(3) For the Acta Marci, cf. H. G. Evelyn WmTE, New Texts fram 
the Monastery of St. Marci. New York, 1926. 

(4) <:RUM, W. E., Theological Texts from Coptic Papyri. Oxford, 
1913, no. 15. 

(5) Cf. Coptic Synaxarium, Patr. Orient. XVI, p. 347. This narrative 
is identical to that in the History of the Patriarehs of the Coptic Church. 
(EVETTS, B. T. A., HPCC, Patr. Orient. I, pp. 37-50). 

(6) Rakote or fortress of Ra was an Egyptian fishing-village near 
Alexandria. 
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along its stony paths, the strap of his shoe was tom, and he went 
to a cobbler by the name of Anianus to. have it fixed. When the 
cobbler took an awl to work on it, he accidentally pierced his 
hand and cried aloud: "God is one". St. Mark rejoiced at this 
utterance, and after miraculously healing thecobbler's hand, pre
ached the Gospel to him and his whole household. They were igno
rant of the Old Testament prophecies which St. Mark quoted, and 
the only books they knew were those of the Greek philosophers (1). 

Anianus and all his household believed and were baptized. 
The Christians in Egypt multiplied in number and the pagans 
took notice of them and sought to lay hands on the Evangelist. 
Scenting danger, St. Mark ordained Anianus bishop together 
with three priests and seven deacons (2). Afterwards, he seems 
tohave undertaken a missionary journey to Rome, from where 
he proceeded to Aquileia(3)and later went to visit the Pentapolis 
where he spent two years pedorming miracles, ordaining bishops 
and elders, and winning more converts. When at last he returned 
toAlexandria, he was overjoyed to find that the church had 
increased in n umbers. 

Rumors that the Christians threatened to overthrow the 
pagan deities infuriated the people of Alexandria. On the 29th 
of Barmudah, which happened to be Baster Sunday of the year 
68 A.D. (4), the pagans celebrated the festival of Serapis. Searching 
for the Evangelist, they found him in the Church at Baucalis (5) 

(1) Anianus is sometimes said to be an Alexandrian Jew (HARDV, 
E. R., Christian Egypt: Church and Peaple. New York, 1952, p. 13). 
If he were a Jew, he would neither have been ignorant of the One God 
nor of the Old Testament books. 

(2) Eutyches, however, maintained that St. Mark ordained twelve 
presbyters to be successors to the See. When one of the twelve was elected 
to be patriarch, the eleven would lay their hands on him and then select 
one to become presbyter in place of the one who was advanced to be 
patriarCh, thus there were always twelve presbyters. 
. (3)ATIVA, A. S., ap. cit., p. 27. 

(4) These dates are somewhat incorrect since the 29th oi Barmudah 
corresponds to the 24th of April (ju1.) or the 7th of May (gregor.). In 68, 
however, Easter fell on the IOth of April (gregor.). 

n The Church at Baucalis is said to have been built by the Christians 
of Alexandria prior to the return of St. Mark to the city. It was situated 
near the shore of the Eastern Harbour, besicle a rock from which stone is 
hewn. Some Vth century marble capitals with decorations of flowers 
and trellis work are in the Cairo and the Alexanclrian Museum. 
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where the Cbristians celebrated the Easter Service. St. Mark was 
seized, dragged with a rope around his neck in the streets, and 
then he was incarcerated for the night. About midnight, an angel 
appeared to him strengthening him and promising him the crown 
of martyrdom. On the followingday, the 30th of Barmudah, 
the idolatrous populace of Alexandria dragged him again through 
the. streets until he :6.nally gave up the ghost. But they were not 
satis:6.ed, and prepared for lighting a great :6.re where they placed 
the body for burning. But nature would not allow to deal irrespect
fully with the body of the saint, for it thundered and rained heavily 
and the fi.re was put out. Then the faithful assembled and took 
the bodyof St. Mark from the ashes,· and nothing in it had been 
changed (1). And they carried it to the church in which they used 
to celebrate the liturgy, and they enshrouded it and prayed over 
it according to the established rites (2). And they dug a place 
for him and buried his holy body there that they might preserve 
his memory. And they placed him in theeastern part of the church, 
on the day on which his martyrdom wasaccomplished (3). 

According to Coptic tradition, the body of the Evangelist 
still reposed in the Church of St. Mark at Baucalis in 3II at the 
time of the martyrdom of St. Peter, the I7th Patriarch of Alex
andria. There is no question that this site was highly venerated 
by the Christi ans of Alexandria. Patriarchs were here enthroned 
and pilgrims from all over the ancient world repaired to the holy 
reHes of St. Mark (4). Subsequent to the schism which separated 

(1) The description of this aspect of the martyrium corresponds to 
that of St. Polycarp and many other early. martyrs, who remained 
untouched. by the forces of nature. The prototype of this phenomenon 
is found in the story of the Three Confessors in the 'iiery fumace. Cf. 
MEINARDUS, 0., "Mystical Phenomena Among the Copts ",Ostkirchliche 
Studien, XV, 4, 1966, pp. 147-153. 

(2) The reference to the "established rite" betrays a rather late 
date for this part of the tradition. 

(3) EVETTS, B. T. A., HPCC, Patr. Orient., I, p. 50. 
(4) Antoninus Martyr, who visited Alexandria between 560 and 

570 stated that there reposed the reHes of SS. Athanasius, Faustus, 
. Epimaehus, Antonius, Mareus and the bodies of many other saints. 
" Of the Holy Places Visited ", Palestine Pilgrims Text Society. II, p. 35. 
It was by the side of St. Mark's tomb in .the Church at Bauealis that 
the election of the Patriarchs took plaee. NEALE, J. M., A History oi 
the Holy Eastern Church. London, 1847, vol. I, p. 9. 

http:satis:6.ed
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the Chalcedonians or Melkites from the non-Chalcedonians or 
Copts in 451, the church in which the body of the Evangelist 
reposed remained in the hands of the former (1). At the time 
of the Arab Conquest, the Church of 8t, Mark escaped destruction (2). 
It was önly during the recapture of Alexandria from Manuel and 
his Roman troops in the summer of 646, that the Arabs destroyed, 
plundered, and burned a great part of Alexandria inc1uding the 
Church öf 8t. Mark (S). The account in theHistory of the Pa
triarchs describes .the event as follows: "In the year 360 A.M. (4) 
the Muslims captured Alexandria, and they burned the Church of 
St. Mark which was built by the sea where his body was laid, 
and this was the pI ace to which the father the patriarch Peter 
the Martyr went. before his martyrdom and blessed St. Mark. 
At the burnirig of said· church a mirac1e took pI ace which was 
performed and that was that one of the captains of the ships, 
namely the captain of the ship of the duke Sanutius, climbed 
over the wall and descendedinto the church' and came to the 
shrine, where he found that the coverings had been taken, for 
the plunderers thought that there wasmoney in the ehest. But 
when ·they found nothing there, they took away the covering 
from the body of St. Mark, but his bones were left in their place. 
So the captain put his hand into the shrine and there he found 
the head of the holy Mark, which he took. Then he returned 
to his ship secretly and toldno one of it, and hid the head in the 
hold among his baggage. .. The ship in which the head of the 
Evangelist was hidden was miraculously prevented from leavingthe 
harbour of Alexandria (5). Therefore, the duke returned the head 
of 8t. Mark to Benjamin the Patriarch, and as soon as he had 
received the pure head, the ship got under sail at once and departed 
in a straight course. The patriarchreturned to the City, carrying 
the head in his bosom and the priestswent before him with chanting 
and singing as befitted the reception of that sacred and glorious 

(1) AnVA, A. S., op. eit., p. 28. 
(2) BU'rI,:ER, Alfred J., The Arab Conquest 0/ Egypt and the Last 

Thirty Years 0/ the Roman Dominion. Oxford, I902, pp. 115. 
(3) Ibid., p. 475· 
(4) 360 A.M. or 644 A.D. This date should be 646 A.D. 
(5) This is a well-known theme in early mediaeval hagiology. When the 

relies of St. Bishoiwere to be translated by boat, it refused to saH beeause 
those of Paul of Tammuah i St. Bishoi's spiritual brother, were left behind. 
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head. And he made a chest of plane wood with a padlock upon 
it, and placed the head therein, and he waited for a time in which 
he might find means to build a church " (1). 

There is little doubt that the narrative of this mirade should 
be assigned to a date considerably after the theft of the body 
of the Evangelist by the Venetians in the IXth century. The 
account seems to indicate that the body perished with the destruc
tion of the church and that the head was saved from destruction 
by being stolen and tater returned, not to the original owner, 
the Melkites, but to t~e Coptic Patriarch Benjamin 1. The narrative 
of the manufacture of the wooden reliquary for the head reflects 
aperiod in the history of the Coptic Church when, indeed, the 
head was carried from person to person and was used for the 
ceremony of consecration of the Coptic patriarchs. In thiscontext 
it is interesting to note that in the year 700 a tradition was still 
maintained that the body (apparently the whole body) of the 
Evangelist reposed in Alexandria. Bishop Arculf's account written 
hom his dictation by Adamnan, abbot of Iona, states explicitly 
that"there (in Alexandria) is a large church in which St. Mark 
the Evangelist is interred. The body is buried in the eastern part 
of the church, before the altar, with a monument of squared 
.narble over it " (2). 

The story of the translation of the body of St. Mark by the 
Venetian noblemen from Venice to Alexandria is omitted in the 
early documents of the Coptic Church. Neither the Xth century 
Bishop of al-Asmunain, Sawirus ibn al-Muqaffa', the author of 
the first part of the History of the Patriarchs of the Coptic Church, 
nor the compiler of the Coptic Synaxarium refer to the theft of 
the relics of the Evangelist. At the same time, we cannot defend 
their silence by excusing it with the argument of ignorance. The 
translation of the body of St. Mark from Alexandria to Venice 
was a well known fact in Alexandria in the IXth century asis 
evident from the report of Bernard the Wise, who visited the 
city in 869 and records his impressions by saying: " The city of 
Alexandria is adjacent to the sea. It was here that St. Mark, 

(1) EVE'I"I'S, B. T. A., HPCC, Patr. Orient., I, pp. 494-500. The 
same narrative is found in the Coptic Synaxarium, Patr. Orient., X, 
pp. 561-563 under the 8th of Tubah, and by VANSI,EB, J. M., Histoire 
de l'Eglise d'Alexandrie. Paris, 1677, pp. 168-169. 

(2) WRIGHT, Thomas, Early Travels in Palestine. London, 1848, p. Ir. 
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preaehing the Gospel, bore the episeopal dignity, and outside 
the eastern gate of the city is the rnonastery of the saint, with 
the ehureh in which he forrnerly reposed .. But the Venetians 
eorning there obtained his body by stealth, 'and earryingit on 
shipboard, sailed horne with it " (1)~ 

Neither Bernard the Wise nor the Venetians refer to the 
translation of a body without a head. We rnust assume, therefore, 
that the tradition pertaining to the severanee of the head frorn 
the body developed at a time when a relie of the Evangelist beeame 
important for functional or liturgie al purposes, in this easeprobably 
the eonseeration of the patriarehs of the Coptie Church who used 
to take the Apostolie Head of the divinely inspired Mark in their 
bosoms at the end of the Rite of Conseeration (2). From the History 
of the Patriarehs ofthe Coptie Chureh, we learn that from the 
XIth to the XIVth eentury the head of St. Mark played an 
inereasingly important part in the history and the tradition of 
the Coptie Church. It is into this period, thereföre, that we should 
place the emergence of the tradition of the above mentioned 
miracle of the manifestation of the head. 

Later tradition even eonfused the mirac1estory of the theft 
of the head in the VIIth century vvith the translation of the reHes 
of the saint by the Venetians in the IXth eentury. Thus we read 
in the note to the 30th of Babah of the I9I2 edition of the Coptie 
Synaxarium that "the time of the manifestation of the head 
of St. Mark is not kt;town exactly, but it may be said thatit was 
in the year 827, that is, the time of the manifestation of his holy 
mernbers and their translation to the City of Venice in Italy, 
as some think. As regards the' story whieh is common among 
people, some foreigners came especially to Alexandria, and they 
took the body and they plaeed it in a vessel whieh they had 
prepared for this purpose, but the ship remained and did not 

(1) Ibid., p. 24. 
(") BURMES'I'ER, O. H. E. KHS-, The Rite 01 Consecration 01 the 

Patriarch 014lexandria. . Cairo, 1960, p. 83. Accor<llng to Vansleb, loc. 
cit., "since theArab Conquest, all the patriarehs newly consecrated 
observe the custom to embrace the head and cover it with a new veil, 
and present it to the people to be kissed, but today (1672) no longer 
having this head, they canno.t perform this ceremony ". Cf. V. MIS'I'RIH, 

ytthannti ibn Abi Zakartti ibn Sibti': Pretiosa Margarita de Scientiis 
Ecclesiasticis. Cairo, 1966, pp. 284-287, 541-543 .. 
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move, and they returned the head to its place and then the ship 
moved. Although it may be accepted by the mind as a fact, we 
cannot be assured of its truth exactly, since we do not find any 
of the historians of thetime orothers who mention it" (1). 

The XIth centtiry Bishop of Tinnis and compiler of the 
biographies of the patriarchs from Khan III (880-907) to Senute II 
(1°32-1°46), namely Michael (2), implies that during the XIth 
century, the head of the Evangelist reposed in the Desert of the 
Wadi 'n-Natrun, undoubtedly in the Monastery of St. Macarius (3). 
Shortly after the retirement of Zacharias (1°°4-1°32), the 64th 
Patriarch of Alexandria, to the Wadi 'n-Natrun, a Turkish amir 
obtained the head of St. Mark. It wassaid to him: ' The Christians 
will pay to thee whatsoever thou desirest for it '. Then he carried 
the head to Misr (Cairo) (4). When Bu~airah ar-Rasidi, the Cross
bearer, was informed of this, he took the head from the Turk 
for threehundred dinars and he carried it tothefather, thepatriarch, 
who was at that time in the Monastery of Abba Macarius, and 
most·of the bishops were dwelling with him there (ö). In the 
middle of the XIth century, the head of the Evangelist was trans

. lated from the Monastery of St. Macarius in the Wadi 'n-Natrun 
toAlexandria:. During the patriarchate of Christodoulus (1047
1077), the 66th Patriarch of Alexandria, the head oi St. Mark 
was in Alexandria. Here it reposedin the house of Abu Yal;tya 
Zakarya, who was a favourite of the Sultan and hiswazir, 'All 
ibn Al;tmad al-Girgani (6). When Abu Yal;tya Sakarya fell sick 
and his pain became intense, several Christian notables of Alexandria 
assembled and debated about the future of the head of Mark, 
for theyjeared in case of his death thai his house wotild be seized 
and with it the head of the Evangelist. After the death of Abu 

(1) Kitdb as-Sadik al-Amtn. Cairo, 1912, val. 1., p. 167. 
(2) GRAF, G., Geschichte der Christlichen Arabischen Literatur. Citta 

deI Vaticauo, 1947, val. II, p. 302. 
(3) Evelyn WHITE H. G., The Monasteries of the Wddt 'n-Na/run. 

New York, 1933,vol. H, pp. 345-346. 
(4) This statement presumes that the head of the Evangelist was 

in the desert. 
(5) Aziz Suryal ATrYA, Yassa 'Abd aI-Masih,. O. H. E. KHS-BuR

MESTER, The History of the Patriarchs of the Egyptian Church. (HPEC) 
Cairo, 1948, val. II, H, p. 20I. 

(6) Abu Yal).ya was the representative of the Patriarch Senute II 
(1°32-1°46) and a friend of al-Mustansir (1036-I094). 
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Yal).ya Zakarya, they took the box in which was the 'head, and 
they carried it to the house of Gabriel ibn ~uzman, since his 
house was near to that of Abu Yal).ya Zakarya.. Then when it 
was night, they earried the box into the house of Man~ur ibn 
Mufarrag. But when they arrived with the box, Man~ur ibn 
Mufarrag stood in the eorridor and he swore that the head should 
not enter his house for fear of the Sultan, beeause he hald already 
experieneed such diffieult matters as eonfiseatiön and fines. Then 
Surur ibn Matrul). took the head and went with it to his house, 
and his house was' opposite to the aforesaid house. Then the 
priest Simon, who later became Bishop of Tinnis, said to him: 
" I will transfer the head from thy house to my house, and land 
mybrother will serve it ", and they went and took it. (1). Some 
time later, the head of the Evangelist reposed in the house of 

. Mawhub ibn Man~ur; where an incident oeeurred whieh is reeorded. 
Abu'l-'Ala, the brother of Mawhub ibn Man~ur, .entertained doubts· 
aboutthe authenticity of the relie. One night, St. Mark appeared 
to Mawhub and informed hirn that his brother had doubts about 
hirn (St.Mark). When Mawhub told this storyto his brother, he 
marvelled and was freightened, and he went to where the head 
of St. Mark was and he prayed and besought pardon from him (2). 

The assoeiation of the head of St. Mark with Mawhub ibn 
Mufarrag al-Iskandarani, a deaeon in Alexandria, ought to be 
pl~cedinto the latter part of the XIth eentury. Mawhub ibn 
Mufarrag is a weH known person to the ehureh-historian for his 
long list of reHes whieh appear in the biography of eyril TI (1°78
1°92), the 67th Patriarch of Alexandria. What happened to the 
holy relie after the XIth eentury is rather uneertain, although 
the reHe continued to be transferred from house to house rather 
thanbeing plaeed in any ofthe major churches or shrines of 
Alexandria. A very significant reference with respect to the head 
of the Evangelist appears in thebiography of eyril ibn Laqlaq 
(1235-1243), the 75th Patriarch of Alexandria, where it is stated 
that the head reposed in the house of Ibn as-Sakuri. "And it 
is said that it was thehead of Peter the beatified martyr (3), because 

(1) HPEC, H, iii,p. 265. 
(2) HPEC, H, iii, pp. 275-276. 
(3) Peter I, the 17th Patriarch of Alexandria. Cf. BEDJAN, P. Acta 

martyrum et sanctorum. Paris, 1895, V, p. 543. HVVERNA'r, H., Les 



Otto F. A. Meinardus 

the head of the Apostle, the Evangelist, was with his body when . 
the Greeks (ar-Rum) transported him to Venice (al-Bundu~iah). 
And it was brought out for him (Cy·ril) according to the custom; 
as regards this head, it was forty-eight years (that) it had not 
been taken out, the period ofthe occupation (of the Throne) 
of Abba John (1); twenty-eight years, and the period of the delay 
(in making a new patriarch) after him (which was passed) in 
falsehood and discord and contrivings twenty years, and it (the 
head) was placed in a room, and he (the patriarch) enveloped it 
in a neW covering according to the custom " (2). 

This; in fact, is the one and only reference in Coptic sources 
which states that the head was translated together with the body 
to Venice. Forgotten is the narrative of the miraculous manifesta
tion of the head at the time of Benjamin I; forgotten or unknown 
is the mirac1e caused by the head in the house of Mawhub ibn 
Man~ur. Undoubtedly Venetian merchantsmust have spread 
in Alexandria their local tradition that the wholebody reposed 
in Veniee.. And yet, a head did exist, a head which had been 
used for some time or" according to the custom" in the Rite 
of Conseeration of the Patriarehs of the Coptie Chureh. It is 
interesting that the ehronic1er should inc1ude the tradition that 
"it was the head of Peter". The possibility of this being the 
head of the beatified (( Seal of the Martyrs" is increased by the 
tradition whieh states that his martyrdom in 3II took plaee at 
Bauealis near the tomb where St. Mark was beheaded (3). 

Mawhub, who in the latter part· of the XIth eentury had 
reeorded a11 the reHes whieh hecould possibly identify, omitted 
the relies of St. Peter and. merely stated that he had seen the 
blood of Peter the Martyr, the 17th Patriarch of Alexandria (4). 

The uneertainty with regard to the head of the Evangelist 
which is reflected in the biography of Cyril ibn Laqlaq is supported 
by the silence of Abu'l-Makarim, eommonly known as Abu Sälih 

actes des martyrs de l'Egypte. Paris, I886-I887, I, p. 263. Fran<;ois NAU, 
" Les martyres de saint Lt~once de Tripoli et de saint Pierre d'Alexandrie 
d'apres les sources syriaques ", Analeeta Bollandiana, XIX, I900, pp. 9-I3. 

(1) This was John VI, who served as patriarch from rr88-I2I6. 
(2) Ms. Arabe 3°2, BibI. Nationale de Paris, fol. 3I9 verso. 
(3) Q'LEARY, DE LACY, The Saints of Egypt. London, I937, pp. 

224-22 5. 
(4) [-[PEe, H, iii, pp. 358-362. 
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the Armenian. This author, who provides us otherwise with' a 
great deal of information about the relies which were venerated 

.	by the Copts during the latter part of the XIIth eentury, omitted 
any referenee to this most important Coptic treasure in his famous 
study on The Churches and Monasteries 01 Egypt (1) .. Moreover, 
Llldolph von Suchem (I350), who mentions the reHes of many 
saints in the ehurehes of Alexandria,omits any referenee to St. 
Mark (2). Should we assume that the reasonfor this silenee was 
beeause the head reposed in a private house or beeause there 
existed someuneertainty as to its authenticity? Yet, doubt and 
uneertainty about this so important relie for the liturgical life 
of the -Coptiehierarehy had to be dispelled. Numerous stories 
and traditions must have cireulated in Cairo and Alexandria 
and some of the more thoughtful theologians must have w<;>ndered 
about the truth. In theXIVth eentury, Abu'l-Barakät ibn Kabar, 
the most distinguished of - the mediaeval Coptie theologians, 
wrote an aeeount pertaining to the head of the Evangelist, whieh 
was to become the standard version for the Coptie Chureh, often 
repeated and believed to this day (3). "And his martyrdom 
(Mark:s) was at the end of Barmudah, the 27th Nisan, in the reign 
of Tiberius, and it is said that his body was burned with fixe, 
and it is said that it was still buried in the eastern ehureh on the 
shore of Alexandria up to the time \'I1:hen it was taken by eraft 
by some Franks (al-Farang), those of Veniee. They stole the 
body and they left the head. And they went withthe body to . 
Veniee, where it is now. And it (the head) was transferred :to a 
house in Alexandria known as that of the Sons of Sukri (aulad 
as-Sukri), and it is in it till now "(4). With respeet to the loeality 
of therelie, Abfr'l-Barakat merely eonfirms the statement of 
the biographer of Cyril ibn Laqlaq, otherwise he clearly assigns' 
the body to Veniee, the head to Alexandria! 

(1) EVE'I'T$, B. T. A. (ed.), Oxford, 1895. 
(2) "Deseription of the Holy Land ", Palestine Pilgrims Text Saeiety, 


XII, p. 46. 

(3) "The Venetians stole the headless body of St. Mark in 828 ". 


ATIYA, A.S., ap. eit., p. 28. 

(4) ABU'L-BARAKÄT IBN KABAR, Misbah az-Zulmah li' 'Idah al


Khidmah (The Lamp of Darkness for the Intelligence of the Service) 

Cairo, 1950, p. 67. 
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THE VENETIAN T RAD ITI ON 

The tradition of the translation of the relics of St. Mark from 
Alexandria to Venice mustbe evaluated in terms of the political 
and ecclesiastical tensions which existed between the emerging 
city of Venice (1) ·and the much older city of Aquileia, especially 
since by the IXth century both sees claimed apostolic origin based 
on the preaching of St. Mark. Moreover, the translation of the 
reHes of the Evangelist served as a demonstrative me ans for the 
gradual secession of Venice from Byzantine domination. Whereas 
the . former tutelary saint of the dogate had been St. Theodore, 
a Byzantine warrior-saint, the acquisition of the relics of St. 
Mark served as an unequivocal sign of Venice's movement towards 
independence. In fact, "the gradual transition from Byzantine 
sovereignty to independence follows a course parallel to the gnidmil 
disappearance of the original Greek Patron Saint of the dogate " (2). 

Latin rnanuscripts of the VIIIth century inforrn us thai as 
a disciple of St. Peter, St. Mark was commissioned by hirn to 
preach the Gospel in Aquileia(3). Moreover, afterfounding a 
church in this ancient Adriatic city, St. Mark is said to have 
written his Gospel for the use by the north Italian Christi ans of 
Aquileia prior to his journey to Egypt. Before his departure from 
Aquileia, St. Mark designated St. Herrnagoras, his pupil, to be 
his successor, whorn he took with hirn to Rorne for consecration 
for this newly founded bishopric. St. Hermagoras is said to have 
suffered rnartyrdorn in his city. Aquileia had adopted St. Mark 
as its founder and patron in or after the Vth century, certainly. 
before the Venetians ever thought of acquiring the spiritual 
protection from theEvangelist. 1'he reason for Aquileia's interest 

(1) In the year 726 the Dux Ursus was for the first time elected 
by the· tribunal and the c1ergy, and not appointed by the Byzantine 
emperor. This date then, which cöincides with the promulgation of 
Leo III's iconoc1assic policy, call be regarded as the begillllillg of the 
national history of Vellice. 

(2) DEMOS, Otto, The Church 01 San Marco in Venice. Washillgton, 
1960, p. 21. 

(3) The earliest datable reference to St. Mark in conllectioll with 
Aquileia is in Paulus Diaconus' Gesta episcoporum Mettensium, MIGNE, 

P.L. XCV, p. 699, to be dated between 783 and 786. 
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in St. Mark is evident frorn its concern to be recognized as one 
of the patriarchal sees of the Church. "Aquileia, in fact, airned 
at supplanting Alexandria as the Markian patriarchate on the 
strength of the assertion that Mark had founded the Church of 
Aquileia prior to that of Alexandria" (1). 

Aquileia played a significant role in the ecclesiastical history 
öf the north-Italian churches (2). During the Vth and VIth century, 
the diocese of Aquileia included all of north-east Italy with Illyria, 
Noricum and Rhaetia; and Verona, Trent, Pola, Belluno, Treviso, 
Padua were among its suffragans. Its Bishop Macedonius (535
556) had refused to acknowledge the decisions of the Vth Oecum
enical Council at Constantinople (553) and thus seceded from 
Rome, assuming in 557 the title of Patriarch, which had been 
accorded to him by the barbarians. Soon after, however, Northern 
Italy was over-run by the Lombards, and the patriarch fled to 
Grado, six miles away. In 606. the Metropolitan Candidian of 
Aquileia in Grado subrnitted to the pope, though his I."ornbard 
suffragan did not follow him and there were for a long time riyal 
patriarchs of both Aquileia and Grado (3). The Aquileian schism 
led both patriarchs to claim to be the legitirnate successors of 
St. Mark. While the patriarch of Aquileia retained his title, the 
bishop of Grado styled himself patriarch of Nova Aquileia. On 
June 6, 827, a synod was convened in Mantua which was presided 
over by representatives of the Pope of Rorne and the Fral1kish 
Ernperor. The purpose of this gathering was to restore the old 
patriarchate of Aquileia and to reduce the See of Grado to the 
rank of a suffragan bishopric, a " plebs" of Aquileia. This, however, 
was an indigl1ity to the Doge of Venice and even threatened his 
independence from the Frankish kingdom. It was, therefore, 
opportune that just at this crucialmoment in the history of Venice 
the Doge Justinial1 Partecipacius should acquire the relics of the 
very saint, who had been held in highest esteem by his pril1cipal 
opponents, narnely the city and the church of Aquileia. The 
translation not only worked against Aquileia, it also supported 

(1) DEMUS, 0., op. eit., p. 3I. 
(2) DE RUBElS, M: B., Monumenta eeelesiae Aquilejensis. Strasbourg, 

I740. Aquileia, a former city of the Roman empire and a mediaeval 
western patriarchate at the head of the Adriatic is now a village with 
a population of 2,000. 

(3) One of the twelve townships of Venice. 
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Grado, and played a not insignificant role in the secession from 
Constantinople. It is into this context that we should also place the 
origin of the tradition· of the preachlng of St. Mark in Venice (1). 

In the Vite de' Santispettani alle Chiese di Venezia we are 
informed how "St. Mark after departing from A.quileia sailed 
in a small boat to the marshes of Venice. There were at that 
time some hornes builtupon a certain high bank called Rialtö, 
and the boat driven by the wind was anchored in a marshy place, 
when St. Mark, snatched into ecstasy, heard the voice of an angel 
saying to hirn: 'Peace be to thee Mark, here shall thy 
body rest' " (9). 

With respect to the historicity of the translation of the relics 
which werebelieved to be those of St. Mark from Alexandria 
to Venice during the administration of the Doge Justinian 
Partecipacius (827-830), there can be little doubt, although we 
have to recognize that the narrative did not acquire its final 
form much before the end of the XIth century. In fact, "the 
oldest of the extant manuscript versions of the translation are 
of the XIth century, and for intrinsic reasons it.must be assumed 
that the final form took place shortly after r050" (3). In more 
than one way, the narrative fol1ows the model of othertranslations. 

The story of this peculiar translation commences with a 
lengthy introduction in which the author tries to demonstrate 
the divine right of the Venetians to the possession of the relics 
ofthe Apostle. Although Leothe Armenian (8r3~82o)., the Byzan
tine Emperor, had strictly prohibited anytrade with Alexandria 
since it was in the hands of the infidels, two Venetian noblemen 
and merchants, Bonus a tribune of Malamocco (4) andRusticus 

(1) We may legitimately assume that the tradition of the translation 
of the holy relics of St. Mark to Aquileia as recorded by Ordericus Vitalis 
(1141) is oider thap. the Venetian tradition. The Aquilei~ tradition 
spread at the time when the Patriarch of Aquileia regained the primary 
position in Italy after the Pope of Rome in 964. LIPSIUS, Rich. A., Die 
Apokryphen Apostelgeschichten und Apostellegenden. Braunschweig, 1883, 
vol. III, p. 353 .. 

(9) Venice, 1761, vol. I, p. 126, cited by RUSKIN, lohn, The Stones 
0/ Venice, London, 1925, vol. II, p. 52. This tradition should be assigned 
to the XIIIth century. 

(3) DEMUS, 0., op. cit., p. 9. 
(4) Malamocco, one of the twelve townships of Venice was an 

importallt political centre which later was swallowed up by the sea. 



An Examination of the Traditions pertaining to the ReHes of St. Mark 365 

ofTorce1lo (1) sailed to Alexandria. Having received word that 
the Muslims had ordered the removal of marble columns and 
slabs from Alexandria, they feIt justified tosafeguard the bodily 
remains of the Apostle from the hands of the infidels. In fact, 
Alexandria had just suffered severely from the violent clashes 
between the Andalusians (2)and the troops of the Caliph al-Ma 
'mun (8I3-833). 

These Andalusian refugees banished from Spain by the 
'Dmayyad prince al-Hakam were allowed to land, but not to 
enter Alexandria. Soon, however,· they became a factor in the 
political situation, and having leagued themselves with the powerfu1 
Arab tribe of Lakhm, they seized Alexandria in 815. Here they 
fought and treated alternately with the government and with 
malcontents of the Hawf (3). Finally, al~Ma'mun sent 'Abd Allah 
ibn Tahir, one of the most famous generals, to Egypt in 826. 
With an armyofficered by trustworthy veterans from Khurasan 
he besieged the city in 827, and the Andalusians embarked on 
their ships (4). The extent of the fighting and the threat to Alexan
dria are described by Sawirus ibn al-Muqaffa'. The scene of 
the disturbances was at Alexandria, and fighting the Spaniards, 
'Abd al-Azlz was beating upon the walls with catapults in order 
to demolish them, and it was his intention to destroy all the 
inhabitants of Alexandria with the sword;: and the Patriarch 
Va'qub (8I9-830) was praying and weeping over the devastation 
of the land and the long continuance of the war and the fighting (5). 

ViThether the Venetian noblemen were aware of the situation 
in Alexandria or not, their arrival did coincide with one of the 
many temporary persecutions of the Christi ans by the Muslims. 
Dpon his arrival in Egypt, 'Abd Allah ibn Tahir had appointed 
an amir as governor of Alexandria, and he was Elias ibn Vazid. 

(1) TorcellQ, one of the twelve townships of Venice, was a notable 
commercial centre. 

(2) These· Andalusians had staged a rebellion at Cordova which 
had gone near to over-throwing the Islarnic monarchy. 

(3) The I;Iawf. or the eastern part of the Nile Delta between Bilbais 
and Damietta. 

(4) LANE-POOI,E, Stanley, A History 0/ Egypt in the Middle Ages. 
London, 1925, pp. 35, 36 . 

(5) EVE'l"tS,B. T. A., "History of the Patriarchs of the Coptic 
Church ", Patrologia Orientalis, X, pp. 451-457. 
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Elias began to act harshly towards the Patriarch Ya'qub in 
demanding taxes when he had nothing with which he could pay. 
Thus tlie Patriarch brought forth the vessels of the church to 
give them to the miscreant tribe (1). 

Upon their arrival in Alexandria, the two Venetian merchants 
repaired to the Church of St. Mark which belonged to the Melkites, 
where they engaged in lengthy argumentswith the Greek custodians 
of the holy relics, riamely with the Alexandrian monk Stauracius 
and priest Theodorus. The narrative presents the arguments 
in the form of a tetralogue between the two Venetians and the 
Alexandrian. custoruans,the principal point of the Venetians 
being that St. Mark had been bishop of Aquileia (2) prior to his 
episcopaloffice in Alexandria and that a removal to Venice would 
merely constitute the return to his old home (3). Moreover, employ
ing the hearsay of the caliph's design to destroy the church in 
which· the reHes were kept, they succeeded in convincing the 
custodians to hand the relics oVer to them. Theyfound little 
difficulty in removing the stoneHd hom the sarcophagus in which 
the body of the Evangelist reposed on its back, wrapped ina 
silk shroud, the edges ·of which· were fastened together with 
many seals down the front. l'he Alexandrian custodians turned 
the saint ön his face, cut the shroud down the back, removed 
the body of St. Mark and placed in the shroud the body of St. 
Claurua (4) that ·lay nearby, and thensewedup the Sea1Il and 
reversed the body, so that the unbroken seals wou1d be shown 
to anyone who again opened the tomb. When the saint's body. 

(1) Ibid., p. 467. 
(2) There is little doubt that the tradition of St. Mark's episeopaey 

of Aquileia preceded that of his preaching in Veruee. The latter tradition 
developed only after the sueeessful translation of the reHes from Alexandria 
to Venice!. 

(3) The first patron of Venice, however, was St. Theodore in whose 
honour the Venetians have built a ehurch. 

(I) It is not easy to identify this saint. St. Claudia is eommemorated 
in the Ethiopian Church on ]anuary 2~She doesnot appear in the Coptic 
Synaxarium and her reHes are not mentioned in the XIth eentury inventory 
of relles by Mawhüb ibn Muffarig al-Iskandaräni, a deaeon in Alexandria. 
The reHes of St. Claudius reposed in the XIth eentury in the Chureh of St. 
Vietor in Asyüt. MEINARDUS, 0., " An Inventory of the ReHes of Saints 
in the Coptie Chureh in 'Egypt ", Ostkirt;htiche Studien, XVII, 2-3, I968, 

pp. 134-173. 
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wasbrought out again into the ehureh, so great a fragraneespread 
through the ehureh and the town (1), that the neighbours· eame 
rulltung together and a suspicion was whispered that the Venetian 
strangers might be stealing the saint. But the seals on the shroud 
dispelled the suspicion. 'I'he Venetians had meanwhile plaeed 
the body in a greatchest and eovered it with vegetables and pork. 
'I'he harbour ofllcials did in fact insist on looking into the ehest 
to see what goods werebeing exported, but seeing the pork, they 
eriedout in disgust. So the ehest was taken on board of one of the 
ships, and then the saint's body was wrapped in one of the sails 
and slung up to the yard-arm till their departure. 'I'hen it was 
plaeed withdue honour on the deck, with eandles and ineense 
before it, andthe flotilla sailed amidst a sueeession of mirades 
to the Adriatie. 'I'he erew of another ship, doubting the authenticity 
of the reHe, was punished in so far as the ship with the bodily 
remains of the Evangelist rammed the other ship and did not 
move away: until the unbelieving sailors aeknowledged the genuine
ness of the reHes. The sleeping sailors were then warned by the 
Evangelist himself that they were approaehing the eoast. 

Upon their arrival in Venice, Bishop Ursus (2) andhis dergy 
reeeived the reHes and conducted them in solemnproeession to 
the palaee of the Doge Justinian Partecipaeius. While being 
carried to their temporary resting plaee, the holy reHes beeaine 
so heavy that they eould hardly be lifted up (3). 'I'he Doge vowed 
to build a. ehureh for the bodily remains of the Evangelist, but he 
died before he eould keep his promises. Immediately after the 
translation of the relies, Justinian reealled· his brother John, 

(1) The "odour of sanctity" is a weIl knoWll phenomenon, and 
the belief that exceptional virtues are accompained by a pIe asant odour 
was widespread (cf. II Cor. 2;15). Cf. the vitae of 88. Simeon Stylites, 
Theresa of Avila, Clara Marie of the Passio Christi, Giovanna Maria 
della Croce, Maria Francescana, Maria degli AngeH, et al. 

e) He was the fourth bishop of Venice. In 775 with the consent 
of Adrian I and the Patriarch of Grado, an episcopal see was established 
on the island of Olivolo, later Castello. The first bishop nominated was 
Obelerius who was investedand enthroned by the doge and consecrated 
by the patriarch. 

(3) This is a common phenomenon in the narratives of translations 
of reHcs, indicating that the reHcs should not be moved further. Cf. 
the Translation of 8t. Menas from Alexandria to the Shrine of Abu :Minä 
at Maryut. 
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who for many years had lived in exile in Constantinople, and 
proclaimed him co-regent and his successor. After the death of 
Justinian, John Ir Partecipacius fulfilled the vow of his brother 
to build a church in honour of the relics of the Evangelist (1). 

August F. Gfrörer is quite correct in his assumption when 
he states that the two Venetians were not in Alexandria by accident, 
but rather on a mission frorn the' Doge to acquire the body of 
St. Mark. In fact, there was hardly a more demonstrative meth6d 
to impress the ancient world of the apostolic claims of the Venetian 
Republic than by pronouncing the "return" of the Apostle to 
what they maintained to have been his first see. It is significant 
that upon the return from Alexandria, Buono of Malamocco and 
Rustico of Torcello deposited the relic not at Grado, hitherto 
the religious centre of the islands, butat Rialto, where it was 
undoubtedly safer in view of any possible claims of the Church 
of Aquileia. Furthermore; in' Rialto the presence of the holy 
body would also impart some of its sanctity upon the' Doge 
Justinian, thus making him aspiritual personage, and possibly 
cause the Patriarch oE Grado to transfer his see as aspiritual 
servant of the Evangelist to· Venice !. The ecclesiastical significance 
of the translation of the reHes of St. Mark can hardly be overrated. 
'I'he movecontained an unmistakable spike against the church 
and city of Aquileia, which had just succeeded in gaining recogni
tion as the legitimate See of St. Mark, as well as against the local 
patriarch, whose transfer to Venice would greatly enhance the 
status of the city (2). 

However, the political designs of the doge were crossed by 
the machinations of Pope Gregory IV (827-844) who hadb~stowed 
upon Venerius of Grado the pallium so as to let it be knownthat 
he would not tolerate a transfer of the patriarchal see from Grado 
to the city of Venice. The papal interference in the political and 
ecclesiastical emergence of Venice mayaiso explain' the rather 
secretive developments with respect to the relics of tp.e Evangelist. 

(1) Acta Sanctorum, Aprilis, III, pp. 353-355. HODGSON, F. C., 
The Early History of Venice. London, 19°1, pp. 82-84. DEMUS, Otto, 
ap. cit., pp. 8-9. Lipsius, R. A., ap. cit., vol. III, P.353. GFRÖRER, A. F., 
Geschichte Venedigs von seiner Gründung bis zum Jahre I084. Graz, 
1872, p. 164. 

(2) GFRöRER, A. F., ap. cit., p. 168. KRETSCHMAYR; Heinrich, 
Geschichte van Venedig. Gotha, 19°5, vol. I, p. 65. 
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For after the sueeessful translation of the holy relicsone would 
have expected great festivitles in Venice. Instead, aeeording to 
the will of the Doge Justinian, John II, his suecessor, placed the 
reHcs in a chapel in a corner of the ducal palace. We may guess, 
therefore, that the Pope, perhaps expecting certain revolutionary 
claims from the Venetians, had conveyed to them an ultimatum 
either to transfer the reHes to·the Cathedral of Grado, which still 
served as the aeknowledged ecclesiastical centre, or to . promise 
not to exploit the possession of the reHes for . any poHtical or ec
clesiastieal purposes (1). Apparently, Justinian and his sueeessors 
selected the seeond alternative and kept the relies hidcj.en from 
the people. Thus, the holy of hoHes of the emerging state of Veniee 
rested inobseurity! 

Whereas the Venetian Christians did not immediately profit 
by .the . acqnisition of the bodyof St. Mark, the Doge had 
nevertheless proved an importantpoint. Moreover, the fact that 
the plaee of the holy reHes ·of the sairit remained a highly guarded 
seeret, known only to a few who were initiated, served even more 
than one useful purpose, especially also in the interest of the 
Venetians. For we must remember that just as the Venetians 
acquired the body of the Evangelist from Alexandria, others, 
especially the· clergy from· Aquileia, eould have attempted to 
steal the body of the saint from the Venetians.That this thought 
was not eompletely unfounded is evident from the claim of the 
Benedictine monks ofReiehenau, who maintained to have aequired 
the body of the Evangelistfrom the Venetians. and taken it to 
their island in the Untersee of the lake of Constance in 830 (2). 

Nevertheless, the Doge John II built achurchin honour 
of the reHes of St. Mark, whieh was conseerated in 836. This 
ehureh, however, was not aseparate building, but rather apart 
of the dueal palaee, probably a ehapel. In 976 this chapel was 
burned along with the dueal palace in the insurreetion against 
the Doge Candianus IV, and it is very probable that the body of the 
Evangelist perished in the conflagration. But sinee the revenues 
of the church depended heavily upon the devotion. exeited by 
these reHes, it would have beeil unwise to permit the eonfession. 

(1) St. Mark's Church in Venice beeame a eathedralonly in I807! 
.(2) Cf. Martyrology of Reichenau, April 9, translatio eorporum St. 

Marci evangelistae et S. Senesii martyris in Augiam allnoDCCCXXX. 
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of their loss, and thus another miracle entered the Venetian tradi
tion pertaining to the relies of the Evangelist, 

The Doge Pietro Orseolo rebuilt the ehureh, though the 
plaeein whieh thebody of theEvangelist reposed had been 
altogether forgotten so that the Doge Vitale Falieri (1082-1094) 
was entiiely ignorant of the plaee of the venerable deposit.. At 
last moved by eonfidenee in the Divine Merey, they determined 
to implore with prayer and fasting the manifestation of so great 
a treasure, whieh did not now depend upon any human effort. 
A general .fast was proclaimed and a solemn proeession appointed 
for the 25thof June, andwhile the people assembledin the ehureh 
intereeded with God in fervent prayers,they beheld with mueh 
amazement and joy a slight shaking in the marbles of a pillar, 
near the plaee where the altar of the eross is now, which presently 
falling to the earth, exposed to the view of the rejoicing people 
the ehest ofbronze inwhieh the body ofthe Evangelist was laid. 
When the sareophagus was' diseovered, St. Markextended his 
hand out of it with a gold ring on one of the fingers. which he 
permitted a noble of the Dolfin family to remove(1). However, 
eight days after theoeeurrenceof the manifestation of the sacred 
body, the holy relies were hidden agaill. Aecording to Andrea 
Dandolo; the XIVth eentury chronicler of Venice (a), only the 
Primicerius of the ducal ehapel, the Procurator of St; Mark and 
the Dogehad any knowledge of the site of the relies. "In order, 
however, that the faith of those who have not seen it should not 
be shakell, I, Andreas Dandolo, who administered for a longer 
time the office of the Proeurator, and noW serve through the 
grace of Christ as Doge of Venice, declare with thewords of the 
Evangelist St. J ohn, 'and he that saw itbare reeord, and his 
reeord istrue; and he knoweth that he saith true, thatye might 
beHeve ' " (3). In addition to the body of theEvangelist, San 
Marco had also acquired the reHes of the disciples of the Evangelist. 

(1) RUSKIN, John, ap. eit., p. 55. Kretschmayr states that on Oetober 
8, 1094 at the occasion of the rededication ofthe Churchof St. Mark, 
the body of St. Mark was placed int6 the vicinity of the high-altar. ap. 
eit., p. 153. Aeta Sanctorum, Aprilis UI, p. 352. 

(2) Dandolo (13°7-1354) was the last Doge who was buried in the 
Church of St. Mark. 

(3) MURA'I'ORI, Rerum Ital.icarum Scriptares cited by GFRÖRER, A. F., 
ap. eiL, p. '168. 
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During the dogate of PietroPolani (II30-II4S) the reHes of Anianus, 
St. .:\1:ark's sueeessor in Alexandria, were translated to Veniee. 
About the same time, also those of SS. Hermagoras and Fortunatus, 
St. .:\1:ark's Aquileian disciples, entered . the possessionof the 
Venetians. In terms of seeondaryrelies associated with the. 
Evangelist, there was the Cathedra Sancti M arci, the gospel and 
the ring of the Evangelist w hich were treasured by the Venetians (1). 

During the Middle Ages,the pilgrimsto the Holy Land who 
embarked in Veniee were normally prevented from seeingthe 
relies of the Evangelist. Was it a matter of genuine fearof the 
authorities that they might be stolen or was it a matter of sheer 
ignoranee? We don't know. Bertrandon de 1a Broequiere (I432) 
was shown in Veniee several relies, and he mentions the body 
of St. Helena as well as several bodies. of the Holy Innoeents, 
though he is silent about therelies ofthe patron of the eity (2). 
Bernhard von Breydenbaeh (I483-84) merely stated that the body 
of St. Mark is reeorded as beingin the ehureh dedieated tohim (3), 
and Felix Fabri was shown the treasury of St.· Mark where he 
saw the tomb and the body of St. Isidore (4). "The body of St. 
Mark, however, whieh the Venetians brought from Alexandria 
to their city",he did not see, beeause it is said that a monk stole 
it and earried it away into Germany to Owia Major. In fact; 
all that he was shown of the Evangelist in Venice was a finger (5) 
of the saint (6). 

(1) DEMUS, 0., op. cit., p. 16. 
(2) WRtGHT, Thomas, Early Travels in Palestine: London, I848, p. 285. 
(3) DAVIES, H.Wm., Bernhard von Breydenbachand his Journey to 

the Holy Land. London, 19II, p. xÜ. 
(4). Felix FABRI, "The Book of the Wanderings ", Palestine Piligrims' 

Text Society, VII, p. I02. 

(5) The reference to St. Mark's finger is interesting especially in 
view of thefact that since the IIIrd century, the Evangelist is known 
as the stumpfingered or theone whose finger ismutilated, 6 XOAOß01l&X'ruAO~. 
cf. HIPPOl,YTUS, "Philosophumena" VII, xxx, P. G. VI, 3334. Another 
tradition asserts that St.Mark after he embraced the Christian Faith 
cut off his thl.J.mb to unfit himself for the ]ewish priesthood; others said 
that his fingers were naturally stumpy! 

(6) Die Pilger fahrt des Bruders Felix Faber ins Heilige Land, Anno 
iVlCDLXXXIJI, Derlin, 1964, p. 12, 
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OTHER RELICS OF ST. MARK 

In the inventory of the Treasury oi San Marco .in Venice we 
find listed a tooth, a thumb and a ring of the Evangelist (1). An 
arm andseveral bones of St. Mark are also claimedby the parish
church of Limours near Paris (2). In Cologne, there are five churches 
which claim parts of the body of St. Mark, namely the Chureh 
of St. Gereon, the Chureh of the Holy Virgin, the Chureh of St. 
Severin, the Chureh of St. Cunibert and the Chureh ofSt. Pantaleon. 
A small part of the reHe of the Evangel~st is also c1aimed by the 
Chuieh of St. Mark in Rome. Another arm of St. Mark is said 
to repose in the Chureh of St. Autbertus, a VIth eenturybishop, 
in Cambrai,northern France,'while a large part of another arm 
and a hand of the Evangelist were believed to be in the Monastery 
of Laetiens (Laetiensi eoenobio) in Belgium. An additional arm 
is c1aimed by the eongregation of Maricoles (3) and three bones . 
are said torepose in the Cathedral ofTournai in Belgium (4). 

Of special interest to our study is the claim of the head of the 
Evangelist bythe eity of Soissons. After the establishment of 
the Latin Kingdom of Thessalonica in I205, Nivelo de Cherisy, 
Bishop of Soissons, who had taken an ·active part in the IVth 
Crusade, was appointed first Latin arehbishop of Thessalonica 
by Pope Innoeent III in 1206. In Constantinople he had acquired 
.a eOl1siderable quantity of reHes whieh inc1uded among others 
the heads of SS. Mark and Stephen as well as a finger of St. Thomas, 
a thorn of the crown and apart of the veil of the, Holy Virgin. 
These and many other reHes Nivelo bestowed upon the monasteries 
and ehurches of his former diocese, especially the Monastery of 
the Benedictines of the Holy Virgin of Soissons .. The authenticity 
of these reHes, however, has been disputed by many authorities. 
Moreover, there is no special observation for the veneration of' 
the head of St. Mark in Soissons (5). 

(1) MOÜNIER, Einile, Le Tresor de la Basilique de Saint Mare a Venise. 
Venice, 1888, Nos. 37 &' 38. . 

(2) Acta Sanetorum, Aprilis III, p. 353. 
(3) Le. "item de brachio ejns apud Maricolenses Benedictinos" . 
(4) Acta Sanetorum, loc. cU. 
(5.) Personal communication by the Very Rev. Gabriel Cöllangettes, 

prelat de la maison de sa saintete chanoine titulaire de la ~athedrale 
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In the Byzantine World, some reHes of St, Mark are venerated 
in the Monastery of Kykko inCyprus and in the Chureh of St. 
Photine in Nea Smynia in Athens. 

CONCLUSION 

Aeeording to the Venetian tradition of the translation of the 
reHes of St. Mark, the genuineness Of the body whieh Bonus and 
Rustieus aequired in Alexandria is not at all questioned. For 
that t;natter, a v,ery detailed deseription of the translation is used 
to destroy any possib1e doubt about the authenticity of the reHes. 
At the same time, the historicity of the narrative should be disputed 
for more than one reason. The story of the exchange of the'shrouds 
presupposes the existenee of the reHes of St. Claudia, a saint 
whöse name is unknown to the Byzantine and Coptie hagio1o
gists. Undoubtedly, the Alexandrians had replaeed the 10ss of 
the reliesineurred at the time of the Arab Conquest, whieh exp1ains 
that the Venetian nob1emen did, in fact, translate a body. The 
question, though, still remains to be answered, whose body? 
Of course, we shall never know (1). The referenees to the odour 
of sanctity and the punishment of those who doubted the genuine
ness of the relicsare patt of the traditional repertoire of mediaeval 

. translations. Their purpose is obvious; these .phenomena provide 
additional supernatural guarantees to demonstrate the authenticity 
of the reHes. 

Yet, even those reHes whieh wer~translated from Alexandria to 
Veniee perished in the fire in 976. Thus, similarly to the miraeulous 
preservation of the head in Alexandria in the VIIth eentury, 
this time the who1e body was said to be miraeulotls1y saved from 
destruetion, thereby bestowing upon the reHes again additional 
supernatural qualities. The seereey with which the Venetians 
have protected their relies over the eepturies eould give rise to 
various interpretations. On the whole, we may suspeCt that the 

de Soissons, to the autor (I9. IIr. 1970). Cf. also Annales du Diocese 
de Soissons, III, p. 19. ' 

(1) Prof. Ev, BRECCIA, Alexandrea ad Aegyptum. Bergamo, 1922, 
p. 54. states that the two Venetian merehants "removed' the corpse 
which had been considered to be that of St. Mark ". 
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Venetians were more interestedin preserving the belief in their 
reHes than inpublicising or even exhibiting their possessions 
especially in view of the eompetitive claims of other ehurehes. 

* * * 
This is not the plaee to discuss at length 1;he thorny problem 

eoncern~ng the historical truth of the widely held tradition of 
the ministry of the Evangelist in Alexandria. Wehave mentioned 
elsewhere that the IInd and IIIrd centuryAlexandrian authorities 
were silent about St. Mark's ministry in Egypt; at the same time, 
however, a tradition of his preachingin Alexandria was certainly 
known to Eusebius. We may be assuredthat onee the tradition 
of St. Mark's ministry in Alexandria was firmly established, a 
cult withall its mythologieal, martyrological, liturgieal, ecelesiastical 
and social aspects deve10ped very rapidly. We know that the 
cultof reHes prevailed very widely throughout Egypt during 
the IVth and Vthcentury as is evidentfromthe severeandoutspoken 
criticismofSenute about the Christian villagers who invented 
patron saints and erected shrines for their relies which they 
discovered and assumed to be those of the martyrs of the ehurch. 
There is no doubt, therefore, that Sawirus ibn al-Muqaffa'; the 
Xth eentury historian of theCoptie Chureh, used firmly established 
written and oral traditions for his biographies of the patriarehs, 
though the question remains to what an extent these traditions 
eorresponded to the actual historical events. 

The deseription of the martyrdom of the Evangelist clearly 
presupposes a cult of the reHes of St. Mark, for only thus can 
we understand the references. to the incorruptibility of the body 
at the time ofhis martyrdom andthe burial of thesaint according 
to "theestab1ished rites". Relicsbelieved to be those of St. 
Mark were certainly venerated in Alexandria until the Arab 
Conquest of the city; The devastation of the city and the Church 
of St. Mark by the troops of 'Amr ibn al~'As seems to have led 
also to the destruction of the relies. Since, however, at the time 
of the compilation of this part of the History of the Patriarehs 
the Venetianshad already acquired the body of the person believed 
to be "St. Mark, it was imperative to camouflage the total 10ss 
by emphasizing thai the most significant part of the body, namely 
the . head, had been miraeulously saved at the time of the Arab 
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Conquest, and, therefore,· was still in the' hands of the Copts. 
As indicated, the tradition of the miraculous manifestationof the 
head served at leastfour purposes: It established the severance 
of the head from the body, the 10ss of the body due to the des
truction of the church, the miraculous preservation of the head 
andfinally the return of the headnot to its previous, but to its 
" rightful" owner, name1y the Coptic patriarch. 

By the XIth century the head became an importantliturgical 
object, which is evident from theminute and detai1ed descriptions 
of its whereabouts. When doubts and uncertaintyabout its 
authenticity were expressed,its miraculous powerrather than 
historical arguments were expected to convince the infidels. of 
its genuineness. At the same time, doubt with respect to the 
al1thenticity of the head prevailed and not merely as an l1ndercur
rent among some "liberals". By the XIIIth century the Venetian 
claims must have increased the sense oE uncertainty among the 
Copts to the point that the chronicler of the biography of Cyri1 
III repeats in writing what others believed to be. the case, namely 
that the head which had been used for the Rite of Consecration 
of the Patriarchs be10nged to Peter I, the I7th Patriarch of Alexan
dria, rather than to St. Mark. Yet, l1nmoved by doubt the patriarch 
followed uncritically the established practice as prescribed in the 
Rite of Consecration of the Patriarch. 

The liturgical significance of the head for the Copts· as weH 
as the widespread knowledge of the Venetian possession of the 
body compelled Abu'l-Baräkat to his compromise statement, 
with which he established a tradition which for centuries to come 
was to serve. as the authoritative version ofthe Coptic Church. 
And yet in spite of this statement, doubt and uncertainty among 
the Copts must have increased over the years, for only thus can 
we explain the words by Johann Michael Wansleben that at the 
time of his writing (XVIIth century) "no longer having his head, 
they (patriarchs) cannot perform this ceremony (of embracing 
the head at the time of their enthronement) ". 

Inspired by the numerous mid-XXth century translations. of 
reHcs from the West to the East, Cyril VI, the II6th Patriarch 
of Alexandria, rediscovered the significance of the head of the 
Evangelist. According to the official version, the head' was said 
to repose in an ebony ehest in the crypt beneath the altar of St. 
Mark in the Coptic Cathedral of St. Mark in Alexandria. For 
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the mid-twentieth eentury Copts, however, the signifieanee of 
the head had dramatieally ehanged from its original liturgical 
purpose, especially sinee none of the XXth eentury patiiarehs 
had embraeed the head at the oeeasion of theit eonsecration. 
In fact, the kind of political arguments with whieh the Venetians 
justified the translation of the relies from Alexandria to Venice 
in the early Middle Ages was recently advaneed by the Egyptian 
Christians when they demanded thereturn of the body from 
Venice to Alexandria with the claim: " It is not proper that the 
body be separated from the head, and the two should be rejoined 
as a tribute to the AfricanChurch and to thecountJy in whieh 
the Evangelist live.d and was martyred". 

Otto F. A. MEINARDUS 
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