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   1

  At the beginning of the thirteenth century, while on a trip to Italy,   George 

Bardanes  , metropolitan of Kerkyra (d. ca. 1240), had an informal exchange 

about the soul’s fate after death with   Fra Bartolomeo  , a Franciscan who asked 

about Byzantine beliefs.  1   Bardanes responded that, because the Last Judgment 

had not occurred and Christ had not separated the righteous from the sinners, 

the souls of the departed had not yet received their i nal and eternal recom-

pense. Rather, they resided in temporary locations, where they experienced 

a foretaste of their punishments or their rewards of various kinds, allocated 

presumably according to their conduct in life. 

 Bardanes’s response rel ects a desire for an ei  ciently structured and morally 

logical afterlife, but it leaves many issues unresolved. How and, just as impor-

tantly, by whom are souls assigned their provisional locations and respective 

ordeals or delights? Is this decision i nal or revocable? How does one’s soul get 

to its interim assignment? Are these physical locations, spiritual states, or both? 

What do they look like? What is the purpose of praying for the dead? In short, 

what did the Byzantines believe happened to the soul after death and until the 

i nal resurrection and Last Judgment? 

 In contemporary scholarship, the period from death to the Last Judgment is 

conventionally called the   intermediate state  , a designation that I use through-

out this book for the sake of clarity. It is signii cant that the Byzantines do not 

have one single   term   for this but many (see  Part I ). What is clear, however, even 

from Bardanes’s succinct reply, is that this intermediate state is dif erent for 
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dif erent people: the righteous enjoy blessings, the sinners suf er punishments, 

and in both cases they do so in various degrees. Where a soul ends up depends 

obviously on one’s conduct in life, but most often this fate comes only after a 

judgment of sorts, which is sometimes a quick, but more often a complicated 

and lengthy part of a journey. 

 This book is concerned primarily with the provisional judgment and the 

ensuing intermediate state, a process that precedes the Resurrection of the 

Dead, the Last Judgment, and related events. My decision to exclude these 

moments was a   methodological   one  –  many sources dif erentiate between 

them and the intermediate state, thereby allowing scholars to legitimately 

investigate them independently –  but also one born of necessity  . The literary, 

liturgical, and visual material on the Last Judgment is so vast that it merits a 

separate study. In fact, the expanse of the evidence is such that, in my mind, it 

would be imprudent for a single scholar to tackle it.  2   This is not to say that the 

Last Judgment is utterly absent from this book. Sometimes its overtones are 

preemptively heard during the intermediate state, so much so that the one can 

be imagined as the extension of the other.  3     

 From the outset it should be said that, for all their reputed and professed preoc-

cupation with the afterlife, the     Byzantines never produced a systematic theology 

on the postmortem fate of the soul.     Or, rather, they did so only in the i fteenth 

century, under duress at the     Council of Ferrara- Florence    , whose goal was the 

union of the Byzantine and Latin Churches. One of the main reasons for this 

late date is the relatively meager and sometimes contradictory information that 

the     Bible provides on the matter.     In neither the Old nor the New Testament do 

we i nd a fully developed description of the afterlife    . In the Old Testament the 

term most often connected with the afterlife is  sheol , which the   Septuagint   almost 

invariably translates as Hades.  4   It appears there more than sixty times.  5   Although 

never exactly dei ned, sheol is usually understood to be the underworld, to which 

the departed descend, leading a shadowy and even unconscious existence,    6     essen-

tially cut of  from God.  7   It is a land of perpetual darkness.  8   It is the destiny of 

both the righteous and sinners, and there is no elaborate journey to get there.  9   

In contrast to Byzantine thought, the soul’s arrival at sheol is not the result of 

any sort of judgment.    10     Sheol conforms with the covenant of curses and blessings 

between God and Israel.  11   God delivers punishments or bestows favors depend-

ing on Israel’s i delity, but only in this life. The book of Proverbs, for example, 

indicates clearly that God rewards the just and punishes the wicked during their 

lifetimes; after death, all go to sheol.  12   That the dead continue to exist in sheol is 

evident from the necromancy that was practiced in Israel.    13         

 While sheol is the i nal destination for the souls in the Old Testament, there 

are some exceptions. Some texts, such as Psalm 29 (30):4, of er the possibil-

ity of deliverance.  14   There are also two cases of bodily ascension into heaven, 

  Enoch in Genesis 5:24    15   and   Elijah   in 4 Kingdoms 2:11. In addition we i nd 
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scattered mentions of a general   resurrection  .      16       The least ancient books of the 

Hebrew scriptures, as well as deuterocanonical texts, develop a conception of 

the afterlife that is dif erent from sheol. For example, Daniel 12:2, a passage 

that likely dates to the second century BCE, includes a clear reference to the 

resurrection: “And many of those who sleep on the l at of the earth will arise, 

some to everlasting life but others to shame and others to dispersion and ever-

lasting contempt.”  17   This verse describes an actual rising of some of the dead, 

likely the most virtuous and the most wicked, who are described as “asleep,” 

something that implies an intermediate state of the souls.  18   More interestingly, 

the passage relates a judgment that rewards some of the righteous and punishes 

some of the wicked in the afterlife.    19     Further, the idea of resurrection and 

judgment is evidently at odds with the conception of sheol, inasmuch as sheol 

is turned into a place of temporary residence.        20         

     Similar to the Old, the New Testament is a collection of books of dif erent 

genres, written in varying contexts, and for distinct audiences. As a result, it 

does not communicate a systematic theology regarding death and the afterlife 

in general, let alone the intermediate state.  21   Furthermore, the New Testament 

is concerned primarily with the  Parousia , Christ’s Second Coming, and the 

ensuing general resurrection and Last Judgment.  22   Consequently, there is little 

on what happens to the souls of the departed before the Last Judgment, an 

issue complicated by the expectation of Christ’s imminent return, especially 

in Paul.  23   As a result, with very few exceptions, it is dii  cult to identify with 

certainty passages that refer to an intermediate state of souls.  24   

 The   parable of the rich man and Lazaros in Luke 16:19– 31 is the most 

explicit description of the soul’s fate in the New Testament.  25   After death the 

soul of the rich man and the soul of Lazaros have dif erent fates: The latter’s 

is carried by angels to Abraham’s bosom; the rich man is buried and i nds 

himself in Hades. Although no judgment is mentioned, it is certainly implied. 

Abraham’s response to the rich man’s plea suggests that, based on their con-

duct, each got what he deserved. That this parable refers to the intermediate 

state is evident in that the rich man’s siblings are still alive  .  26   

 Beyond this, the New Testament includes little about the provisional judg-

ment and the intermediate state. In 1 Corinthians 15, especially in verses 

35– 58    , Paul writes that both the living and the dead will be resurrected at 

Christ’s Second Coming, a comment that implies an     intermediate state    . What 

Paul thought this state was like remains unclear.  27   Romans 2:5– 11 clarii es 

that this will be an individual judgment according to one’s deeds (see also 2 

Corinthians 5:10). However, in Philippians 1:18– 26, Paul writes that he desires 

death so he can be with Christ,  28   and in 2 Corinthians 5:1– 10 he claims that 

there will be a house in heaven, immediately after one’s death    . But if one can 

be with Christ immediately after his or her death, then what is the purpose 

of the Parousia  ?  29       
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     To this biblical ambiguity we must attribute the general evasiveness on the 

topic on the part of the early Church fathers, the other source of theological 

authority in Byzantium.   John Chrysostom (d. 407), for example, wrote four 

discourses on the parable of the rich man and Lazaros but his main concern is 

charity, not the geography of the afterlife  .  30   The writings of   Basil of Caesarea 

(d. 379) contain sporadic information but nothing that could be construed as 

a systematic exposition of the topic (discussed in  Part I ).     So, too, the afterlife 

of the soul never came under the purview of the great Church councils  . This 

silence allowed for, and likely stimulated, the variety of schemata that constitute 

the focus of this book.     

 The following study is divided into two parts. The i rst investigates evidence 

from such sources as hagiography, theological treatises, and apocryphal texts. I 

argue that Early Christian and, consequently, Byzantine perceptions of the fate 

of the soul are a bricolage of various biblical, Late Antique, and earlier pagan 

traditions. I maintain, however, that Christian notions were inl uenced primar-

ily by Jewish apocryphal texts. These contain many motifs that would become 

standard in Christianity, including a personal judgment by angels and demons, 

and an intermediate resting place for the souls. 

 Although my focus is on the evidence after the ninth century, I trace the ori-

gins of the Middle and Late Byzantine concepts of the afterlife to Late Antiquity. 

Even the most cursory overview of Late Antique sources testii es to the con-

tinuous coexistence of various ideas. I argue that the persistence of many con-

cepts is due to their didactic potential. Early Christian authors wanted to paint 

an image of the afterlife so frightening as to inspire their audience to repent and 

to dedicate themselves to a virtuous life. Unrestrained by conciliar decrees and 

with little guidance from Scripture, they were able to pick and choose whatever 

story suited their purpose. For these same reasons, they felt free to add, subtract, 

and merge elements from dif erent traditions, or even ignore them altogether, to 

create the vision of the afterlife they considered to be most ef ective. 

     In the Middle Byzantine period, by contrast, there is a marked tendency 

to systematize. The comprehensiveness of these texts was consonant with so- 

called   encyclopedic   trends in ninth-  and tenth- century Byzantine culture, 

especially in the intellectual milieu of the imperial court. This habit is particu-

larly evident in texts such as the tenth- century    Life of Basil the Younger   , which 

contains the most complete account of a soul’s fate after death. The pertinent 

vision of the afterlife is a synthesis of various Late Antique theologies, narra-

tives, and traditions going back to the Old Testament and early Jewish nonca-

nonical literature.  Basil the Younger  belongs to a series of texts, including the  Life 

of Andrew the Fool  and the  Life of Niphon , dating to the tenth and early eleventh 

centuries, that exhibit an intense interest in eschatology. Taken together they 

provide a  summa  of what was believed about the afterlife, heaven and hell, the 

end of times, and the Last Judgment.     

www.cambridge.org/9781107139442
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-13944-2 — Death and the Afterlife in Byzantium

Vasileios Marinis 

Excerpt

More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

INTRODUCTION 5

   5

 It is during the same period that we i rst encounter a signii cant number of 

    images dealing with death and the postmortem fate of the soul. These include 

the separation of the soul from the body and the provisional judgment in 

the form of the weighing of deeds, but more often they include the soul in 

paradise or in Hades. As with texts, there is little standardization. Hades, for 

example, can be a dark, solitary cave, a furnace with many compartments, or a 

menacing and greedy pagan i gure who grabs sinners’ souls. Although these are 

almost invariably individual scenes, mostly in manuscripts, and are associated 

with a text, they are not mere illustrations of the written word. Rather, they 

interpret and comment on the text’s meaning, and often they impart subtle 

theological points that require a serious engagement from the viewer. It is sig-

nii cant, for example, that in scenes of Hades as a cave the soul is always next 

to, but not in a i re    . 

 The i nal chapter of  Part I  deals with the Byzantine response to the Latin 

concept of purgatory, primarily in the context of the     Council of Ferrara- 

Florence     (1438– 1445). Forced to dei ne their own views on the afterlife in light 

of the more systematic theology of their Catholic counterparts, the Byzantines, 

and specii cally   Mark Eugenikos  , the bishop of Ephesos (d. 1445), drew up a far 

more methodical account of the Orthodox Church’s belief on these matters. 

Eugenikos argued that both the righteous and sinners pass into an intermedi-

ate state after death, where they await their full rewards or punishments after 

Christ’s Second Coming. The righteous, for their part, move freely about and, 

when needed, may involve themselves in earthly af airs. And while sinners 

agonize over their fate and suf er from the memory of their sins, they are not 

subjected to external punishments. Interestingly, Eugenikos omits any mention 

of the provisional judgment, fearing, perhaps, that it may appear too similar to 

the purgatory of his Western colleagues. 

 The second part of this study examines   church services   centered on the dead, 

including the funeral, commemorative rites, and the remembrance of the dead 

at the Divine Liturgy.   Despite some general structural similarities, the soul’s 

fate in the funeral services is depicted very dif erently than it is in the nonli-

turgical sources examined in  Part I . In liturgical texts, Christ becomes the sole 

agent of the provisional judgment. I argue that this shift is due to the fact that 

funeral services turn almost exclusively to biblical sources for language and 

thus avoid the details present in apocryphal and related texts. Furthermore, the 

focus is not on the journey of the soul, but on the deceased, his or her salva-

tion, and the community’s role in ef ecting this salvation  . 

   The central theological question underlying all these services concerns the 

ef ect of the prayers of the living on the souls of the departed. Praying for 

the dead had ancient roots in Christianity, and the intricate system of com-

memorations found in Byzantium indicates the enduring importance of the 

practice. Paradoxically, perhaps, the benei ts of these prayers were not always 
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clear: Did they of er just some relief to the souls or could they ef ect a change 

in status and a transfer from Hades to paradise?   Two exceptional services, the 

 akolouthia eis psychorragounta  (“Service for He Who Is at the Point of Death”), 

a liturgical service meant to be read and sung on one’s behalf shortly before 

death, and the Late Byzantine  akolouthia tou nekrosimou euchelaiou  (“Service of 

the Funeral Unction”), claim explicitly that the prayers of the living and the 

intercessions of the Mother of God and other saints will result in souls being 

called back from Hades. The theological quandary here is evident. If it is pos-

sible for somebody who was justly condemned to Hades to be saved through 

prayers and intercessions, then what is the point of living a virtuous life? And if 

it is not, then what is the rationale for any of the services for the dead? Again, 

the theology behind this was not systematized until Ferrara- Florence, where 

the Byzantines allowed for the possibility that some souls (those who did not 

repent fully or whose sins were minor) could move from Hades to paradise. 

   The  akolouthia eis psychorragounta  is of particular interest because its kanon 

was depicted three times, once in manuscript illumination and twice in monu-

mental painting. On the most basic level, the iconography of the kanon is 

meant to illustrate its contents. Although the iconography is derivative and 

based primarily on the isolated images discussed in  Part I , the earlier motifs 

are combined into a coherent narrative about the postmortem adventures of 

the soul. This visual clarity contrasts with the sometimes muddled assertions 

of the kanon. Clarii cations provided by the iconography also amplify visually 

the content of the kanon, whose text and illustrations were likely used as a 

contemplative and penitential exercise by those still living.   

 This study does not purport to of er the last word on so large, ambiguous, 

and obscure a topic as life after death in the Byzantine Middle Ages. Byzantine 

conceptions of the afterlife are very complex, even more so if one takes into 

consideration the fragmentary nature of the evidence, the lack of good pri-

mary editions, and texts that are nearly impossible to date with any accu-

racy. When dealing with this material one often longs for an answer that is as 

straightforward and devoid of embellishment as that of Bardanes. But then, like 

life, death and the afterlife in Byzantium were never an uncomplicated af air.   
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