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THE MOUNT ATHOS HANUSCRIPTS 

AND THEIR CATALOGUING 

EFTHTI1IOS K. LITSAS 

The libraries within the monastic republic of Mount Athos 

contain about 14,500 Greek manuscripts at the present day. Taken 

as a whole they constitute the largest single collection of Greek 

manuscripts in the world. This enormous body of material, amsscEd 

during the course of ten centuries, cannot be properly studied 

until it is fully and satisfactorily catalogued. Yet, as anybody 

can see, the cataloguing of so many thousands of codices is a ve-

ry difficult undertaking. 

This problem of cataloguing the manuscripts of !-fount Athos 

is in fact a question which may merit discussion by this Conf'e-

renee which consists of specialists in the literature and manu-

scripts traditions of several different languages. The possibi

lity of solving the problem by new methods also deserves conside-

ration. I shall attempt below to present the material concerned, 

and to describe some of the difficulties which arise in catalo-

guing it. I shall thus begin with a brief historical survey 

of the libraries of the Holy Mountain, followed by a short de-

scription of them, of the manuscripts they contain, and of the 

quality of the catalogues that already exist. 

The monastic way of life on Mount Athos is a very old indeed. 

It is true that our written references to organized monasticism 

there date only from the ninth century, but there can be no doubt 

that ascetics had already been making it their chosen place of 

106 solitary retirement, perhaps since centuries earlier. 1 The co-



enobitic (or community) system of monastic life, however, which 

is what principally interests us here, was not introduced on Mount 

Athas until the mid-tenth century. At that time the monk Athena

sics, later known as Hosios Athanasios the Athonite, left the 

monastery where he was living on Mount Kyminas in Bithynia and 

moved to Athas. Thue he found the Great Lavra monastery in 963, 

with financial aid md other support from his friend General 

(later Emperor) Nikephoros Phokas. From that moment onwards, in

numerable other monasteries were founded, inhabited, dissolved and 

reestablished by turns, almost up to the present day. Out of all 

these, twenty monasteries, twelve sketes (or retreats) and various 

k~llia (or cellsl survive today. 

It is a well-recognized fact, especially among codicologists 

and palaeographers, that a strong link exists between the concepts 

of the manuscripts codex and of the monk and his monastery. The 

life of the monastic community, organized and hierarchical in 

every respect as it was, was an important factor in the creation 

of libraries and scriptoria. The whole of that great cultural 

heritage of ours which we call the "manuscript tradition" either 

originated in monastery workshops or was preserved for us in mo

nastery libraries. The founding of a monastery almost always en

tailed the establishment of a library as well. For the interest 

of monastic communities in the acquisition of books to meet their 

liturgical and spiritual needs is something that can be taken 

for granted. 

So the history of the Athonite libraries beeins from the 

moment when the first coenobitic monastery was established there. 

We possess no data, as far as I know, to suggest that there were 107 
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libraries on Mount Athos before Blessed Athanasios, i.~. before 

the mid-tenth century. Needless to say, we must certainly suppo

se that majuscule codices, must have been in existence there be-

fore that date to supply the liturgical needs of the monks, at 

the very least: I am chiefly thinking of liturgical codices, Old 

and New Testaments, Gospel-books and psalters. Yet we do not know 

at this stage of any fully formed library as such. 

Even from the mid-tenth century onwards, however, we have 

insufficient written information about the Athonite libraries. 

No medieval inventory has ever been found, and I doubt if any ever 

will be. Other kinds of historical sources are very rare and scat-

tered in various sorts of publications. The catalogues we do pos-

sess are inadequate, as will be seen, and do not help us to recon-

struct the history of the libraries. Certain data are available, 

however. We possess, for example, some information as to the cla-

rification of books in the library of the Great Lavra, during the 

first centuries after the monastery's foundation. When it has been 

assessed I hope it will give us a fairly accurate picture of the 

library as it was up to the thirteenth century at least, and pos

sibly later. If this picture turns out the way I can at present 

only suppose, it will show us a library containing several hun

dred MSS of assorted contents, classified by a specific system. 2 

Nevertheless, the information at our disposal remains sca

nty. There are, however, good grounds to suppose that the Atho-

nite libraries were largely formed in the first place with the 

copying of books on the premises - though once again there are 

few explicit data on this, with the purchase of manuscripts, 

with their' oommisioning from other monasteries, possibly out-



side Mount Athas, and, it need hardly be said, with the receipt 

of gifts. The last of these practices, the bestowal of books as 

gifts, continued until recent times to be one of the most impor

tant ways in which the libraries were enriched. At the same ti

me, however, the libraries also suffered enormous ~asses du-

ring the course of the centuries, owing to natural decay of ma

terials, and to disasters such as fire or plundering. The si

tuation was worsened by the removal or "transfer" of manuscripts 

from Mount Athas to libraries elsewhere in the world, carried out 

by official missions3 dispatched to the Gr&k East, including 

Mount Athas, especially for that purpose. Nowadays the libraries 

are rather better protected and losses of this sort scarcely oc-

cur. 

The exact number of MSS now preserved in the Athonite librar

ies today is unknown, because recent statistics are not available. 

Older figures are no longer valid, owing to the following remark

able fact: the Athonite libraries are being enriched all the ti-

me by new discoveries of hidden or forgotten manuscripts and by 

new assessions fro~ smaller settlements on the Holy l!ountain or 

from the personal libraries of individual monks. Incredible as it 

may seem, this is an everyday reality on Mount Athas, and lifts 

the number of new acquisitions into the hundreds. In 1982 I at

tempted a tour of the Athos peninsula with the object of collecting 

all the recent figures. Conditions affecting any kind of aca

demic work on Mount Athos are not easy, however, and the attempt 

was not succesful. Since then I have tried to assemble data by 

making limited investigations in monastic libraries and by col

lecting information. Yet our information is unreliable, because 109 



often, when it becomes known that manuscripts have been discove

red or acquired from somewhere, it is difficult to find out whe

ther they derive from older, catalogued small collections, or 

are totally uncatalogued. Trustworthy evidence as to a MS's pro

venance may only be obtained by on-the-spot investigation, which 

is usually impracticable. At all events, the data we possess, 

though gathered in the above circumstances, provide the follow

ing figures (all are approximate): 

-catalogued MSS: 11,700 

- attested uncatalogued MSS: 

- estimated uncatalogued MSS: 

2,000 

800 

14,500 

What texts do these MSS contain? Before we try to give a 

broad answer to this question, we should consider the material 

from a chronological point of view. The manuscript of the Atho

nite libraries cover the whole duration of the last ten centuries. 

Strange as it may seem, manuscripts went on being copied throughout 

the Greek East long after the invention of printing in the fif

teenth century - right through the sixteenth and seventeenth ce

nturies, and into the eighteenth. On Mount Athos this phenomenon 

can even be seen to have survived in a few instances over the 

nineteenth century and into our own times. The important point is, 

however, that the copying of manuscripts should not be regarded 

as a waning, conservative practice left over from the past, but 

especially during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries - as 

the product of a flourishing and conscious creativity whose pur-

110 pose was the increased production and distribution of hand-copied 



books, in parallel with the production of printed books. On Mount 

Athas in particular, but also in other areas, there were flouri

shing scriptoria in operation during the sixteenth and, even mo

re, during the seventeenth centuries, with a considerable output, 

as regards both quantity and quality. The manuscripts from this 

source constitute between 40% and 50% of the total number in the 

Athonite libraries; they contain every type of text to be met 

with in these libraries: liturgical texts, theological works, 

church music, nomocanons., the works of contemporary Greek wri

ters (mostly theological), and other such texts. The remaining 

50% to 60% of the manuscripts in the Athonite libraries consist 

of older codices from the Byzantine era, with contents similar 

in type to those of tae former group; for the list given in the 

preceding sentence is typical of the sort of books to be met with 

in the Athonite libraries as a whole - only the proportions va

ry. Thus, from the modern period a much larger number of musical 

manuscripts has survived then from Byzantine times; from the By

zantine period, on the other hand, we possess works by secular 

writers, which are almost non existent in the later centuries. 

(Here a digression may be morder as regards the cataloguing of 

the manuscripts. There exists a tentency among some scholars to 

disregard the modern Greek manuscripts. It is indeed true that 

these codices contribute little to the restoration of older texts, 

yet that fact does not constitute the sole ~iterion for evalua

ting a manuscript. Without entering into a long discussion, suf

fice it to repeat here that these manuscripts are the product 

of a creative process and constitute a district aspect of the 

modern Greek culture.). We may now move on to the subject of ma- 111 



nuscript cataloguing: the preparation of satisfactory catalogues 

is without doubt the essential preliminary stage in the study 

and assessment of this vast mass of material. Let us first consi-

der the existing situation. 

In many monasteries we come across handwritten catalogues 

composed by monks during the nineteenth and the first half of 

the twentieth centuries. These inexpert catalogues were not in

tended for use by researchers, nor are they suitable in that re

gard; they simply served the internal needs of the library. Certain 

foreign scholars made attempts to catalogue HSS on the Holy Mou

ntain, mainly during the nineteenth centutry, with scanty result. 

It remained for Spyridon Lambros to bring worldwide fame to the 

great treasure stored up on l1ount Athos in the form of its HS 

collections. Lambros accomplished the feat of writing the descrip

tions of 6,618 MSS from eighteen different monasteries and a few 

skates. His precious, two-volume work was published in Cambridge 

in 1895 and 1900. Access for cataloguing purposes to the two ri

chest collections, those of the Great Lavra and Vatopedi mona

steries, had not been granted to Lambros. The task of cataloguing 

those two libraries was carried out later by the two monks Arka-

dios Vatopedinos and Spyridon Lavriotis, who published two volu-

mes in collaboration with Sofronios Efstratiadis, at Paris, in 

1924 and 1925.4 These four volumes together cover about 10,250 

MSS, and constitute today the sole catalogues available for the-

se MSS. Also available are various later catalogues dealing with 

smaller collections. The most important are that of Evlogios 

Kourilas (272 HSS belonging to the Skete of Kafsokalyvia) and 

112 the Politis Manousakas supplementary catalogue (575 MSS). 5 



The quality of the available catalogues is what chiefly 

interests us here. At the end of the last and beginning of the 

present century MS cataloguing methods and the demands of research 

had not yet advanced very far. The information given in catalo

gues was rudimentary in comparison with modern data. Furthermore, 

the volume of material and the working conditions on Mount Athos 

meant that Lambros- catalogue was in the end little more than 

a list of the textual contents of his gss. Codicological data, 

today considered essential to research, are totally missing. Only 

some of a MS's bibliographical notes, at the very best, are written 

up in the catalogue. The great achievement of Lambros-catalogue 

is that it made known this great number of manuscripts along with 

their contents, and that its information has proved to be reliable. 

The situation in the case ot the other two main catalogues, 

those of Lavra and Vatopedi, is disappointing. In their case, 

too, the information given is little more than a listing of co

ntents, but here e»perience shows that even these data aPe un~e

liable. It would be no exaggeration to say that more than 50% 

of the information given is incomplete and several times wrong. 

As for the very difficult problem of dating the MSS, the situa

tion is positively tragic. Recent research of mine, for example, 

has revealed that there are 60 manuscripts in the Lavra library 

bearing chronological notes that date them within the fourteenth 

century, whereas the catalogue only gives 44. Some more recent 

Mount Athos MS catalogues apply modern cataloguing methodology, 

but the number of MSS they describe is less than a thousand, and 

does not even amount to one-fifteenth of the total volume of MSS. 

Thus we face an imperative need to recatalogue the known HSS and 

catalogue for the first time the many new discoveries. This has 
113 



been one of the major objectives of the Patriarchal Institute 

of Patristic Studies in Thessaloniki since its inception in 1969. 

Since then the Institute has been engaged in the project of pho

tographing and cataloguing all the !1SS on Mount Athas. So far 

a systematic and detailed catalogue has been published of the 

73 MSS of the skete of St. Dimi trios attached to Vatopedi l·lona

stery.6 Four more catalogues, of Chiliandari (the uncatalogued 

manuscripts) 7 , Philotheou (the whole manuscript collection), Va

topedi (the first hundred catalogued manuscripts) and Lavra (a 

selected number of uncatalogued manuscripts), have been in course 

of preparation for several years: cataloguing is one of the most 

time-consuming forms of academic research. When these catalogues 

are finished they will provide description of about 650 NSS. 

What about the other fourteen thousand? 

And this is precisely the problem which I wish to set befo-

re the present Conference: what can be done so that we can acqui-

re catalogues of the MSS of 14ount Athas in the context of the 

photographic and cataloguing programme of the Patriarchal Insti

tute of Patristic Studies, but within a relatively short space 

of time? For if we continue at the present rate of progress, 

there is no denying that it will take several generations to com

plete the programme. 

It is not necessary, I think, to recount here the various 

thoughts and attempts which have been made to solve the problem. 

I shall simply note two basic ideas of mine for shortening the 

length of time required to prepare the catalogues. t1y first thought 

concerns bibliography. Modern catalogues are expected to provide 

114 a full bibliography, both of every single text to be found in 



each MS, as well as of the MS itself. The bibliographical work 

is the most time-consuming part of the cataloguing procedure, 

since the researcher is often working virtually in the dark, so 

to speak, and frequently has only slight indications to work from 

like a detective, especially in the case of ascetic texts. For 

this reason my first thought is that of abolishing the bibliogra

phy given in HS descriptions: both that of the texts in question 

and that of the MS itself. The omission of bibliography does, 

it is true, work against the requirement that a good catalogue 

should be fully comprehensive; on the other hand, it in no way 

invalidates the account given of the data proceeding directly 

from the HS itself, as long as the cataloguer is skilled at his 

work and the information he provides is sufficiently detailed. 

For it is the manuscript itself which is the unknown factor, as 

far as the researcher is concerned. If the cataloguer gives him/ 

her all the information to be derived from the manuscript, he/she 

can provide the bibliography him/herself. If this suggestion is 

accepted, it would save up to half the time required for catalo

guing, in my estimation. Moreover, there are nowadays several 

reference works available (Initia Patrum, Bibliotheca Hagiogra

phica Graeca, Clavis Patrum Graecorum, etc.), which cover a large 

part of the bibliography without the expenditure of much t~me. 

So the problem is essentially reduced to this: we have to deci

de whether it is preferable to produce one detaile~ catalogue 

\rit~I a bibliography or two detailed catalogues without a biblio-

graphy. ~ second idea for reducing cataloguing time has always 

been that computers should be used. Even though my experience 

in this field is slight, I began to believe two years ago that 115 



a way was opening up towards realization of this idea, when I 

first came in contact through Nijmegen University with its pro

ject for cataloguing Slavonic MSS by computer. With the support 

and encouragement of Professors Vader and Koster, and the guida

nce of Professor Popofski, I applied their existing cataloguing 

programme to some 14SS of the Vatopedi Skete of St. Dimitrios, of 

which I possessed a full description. I will not describe this 

programme here, it is, I suppose, well-known to the members of 

this Conference. I will onl"' record my experiences with it: ( 1) 

the cataloguing system employed by this programme is very simi

lar to that followed in the catalogue of MSS of the Skete of St. 

Dimitrios and it is as capable of being employed for Greek manu

scripts as it is for Latin and Slavonic manuscripts,(2) HS cata

loguing in general is probably much easier when it is done direc

tly onto a computer than when it is done by hand. It should be 

noted, however, that I have no direct experience of this type 

of cataloguing, with the codex in one hand and the computer under 

the other, as it were. Yet I believe that it will present no pro

blem when we have acquired the necessary experience and overco

me the familiar taboos associated with new machines and new me

thods. I insist, however, on the necessity of feeding the descri

ption of each MS straight into the computer as it is composed. 

Only in this way can save time effectively, in accordance with 

our aims. 

This means, however, that working conditions on Mount Athos 

have to be taken into account. Here is not the place to descri

be Athonite monastery life in all its individuality, although 

this considerably influences the progress of work done there. 

116 One detail stands out, however: namely, that there is no electri-



city supply on Mount Athas. Some of the monasteries nowadays 

produce their own electricity from their own generators; but 

even this current is not available throughout the 24-hour 

period, and also tends to fluctuate. (The motive force used 

-- usually water-power does not remain continually at the 

same intensity.) I am told however, that this difficulty 

can be overcome through the use of battaries of some kind. 

Further problems arise as a result of the necessity to 

transcribe texts from the Greek into the Latin alphabet, and 

back into the Greek alphabet during the second phase. If there 

is ever a possibility of converting the programme for use with 

the Greek alphabet, it will certainly be much easier to apply 

it for the preparation of catalogues of the MSS of Mount Athas. 

Another point which should be made is that it would be necessary 

to arrange for the cataloguing team to receive a suitable 

training in the use of the programme. This is very important, 

if the project is to be fully and properly realized. 

There are further points that could be considered, but 

I thi~k it best that this paper should end here. For it is 

more important that there should be discussion with regard 

to the possibilities of implementing the programme. It has 

been the object of my paper to provoke just such a discussion. 

For this reason an outline presentation only has been given 

of the material (i.~. the manuscripts), the circumstanoes 

under which they are preserved, and the need which exists for 

this material to be catalogued. 

117 
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1. This view is based on a passage in "Genesios•: Higne, ~~~!~9!~ 
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