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of John Chrysostom’s Urban Imagery 
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St  John Chrysostom preached for 20 years in the two major cities of the East-
ern Roman empire –  Antioch (386–397) and Constantinople (398–404). 

He delivered hundreds of sermons, some of these were written down at the time 
of preaching, others were edited and published later. More than 800 are consid-
ered genuine, another thousand texts bear his name as the author1. His works were 
widely popular in all the neighbouring cultures from the 5th  century onwards. 
In the 9th century, the Slavonic tradition joined this trend.

The title of my present research suggests mainly a survey on literary and cul-
tural reception, but it also allows a discussion on several broader questions, such 
as the history of rhetoric and preaching, the use of literary sources as historical 
evidence, late antique and medieval architecture, city planning, and everyday life. 
John Chrysostom’s extensive and diverse body of work provides a  large number 
of examples and theoretical models in various study domains. Here I will focus on 
his depictions of the city and urban life and their rendition in the early Slavonic 
tradition.

John Chrysostom was a  preacher and a  writer –  many of his sermons were 
both oral performances in an actual reality, and written works meant for reading 
in posterity, outside of their immediate context. His fellow-citizens in Antioch and 
Constantinople were his audience, but they were also subjects of his sermons. He 
drew material from contemporary events, natural disasters, political and social 
turmoil, local landmarks, the neighbourhood, etc. It is not surprising then, that 
his works served as documental sources in academic research. The written texts, 
which have come down to us in numerous manuscripts, still keep traces of direct 
communication2. The preacher addresses his audience from time to time, points 

1 S.  Voicu, Une nomenclature pour les anonymes du corpus pseudo-chrysostomien, B 51, 1981, 
p. 297–305.
2 Some aspects of this question are discussed also by other researchers, Preacher and Audience. Stud-
ies in Early Christian and Byzantine Homiletics, ed. P. Allen, M. Cunningham, Leiden 1998, p. 18: 
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to the surroundings, refers to the previous day (“yesterday”), names particular 
persons, and local suburbs. One way of looking at his preaching, as Wendy May-
er points out, is as a  liturgical act which takes place within a  liturgical setting3. 
In this line of reasoning, Mayer poses a number of questions concerning the actual 
moment of delivery and the interaction between the preacher and his congrega-
tion, such as: “What behaviour does he expect of the audience during the homily”, 
“Where is his audience situated?”, “Can John project his voice adequately?”, “Who 
is sitting and who is standing?”, and so on4. Another strain of questions refers to 
the preacher’s surroundings: “In which city are John and the audience in question 
situated?”, “In what part of the urban or suburban landscape are they positioned?”, 
“In which building are they located?”, etc.5 None of these questions, which repre-
sent the liturgical, topographical, social, or personal perspective on Chrysostom’s 
preaching, is relevant to the afterlife of his homilies. Later copies and translations 
take the homily away from the initial moment of delivery and bring it to a new 
readership (or audience), into another era and another cultural and topographical 
context. This loss of actuality is typical for all oral sermons put into writing6. The 
double nature of the homily – oral and written – creates an artificial, rhetorical 
reality, cf. W. Mayer again:

Even if we can confirm that the homily that survives was delivered before a  live audience 
and is identical to the original, and we can demonstrate that John individualised the content 
in response to his audience, we must still deal with the fact that the information itself is pre-
sented within a rhetorical medium and represents a constructed reality7.

Some elements of the live delivery, such as improvised dialogues with the audi-
ence, exempla, deictic expressions and other references to the context, are often 
preserved in written sermons. However, they are not only remnants from a single 
past event, but also rhetorical devices aimed at attaining more convincing moral 
and instructive power8. The homily – be it exegetical, panegyrical, polemical or 

Homilies which were preached ex tempore obviously represent the best sources for this type of infor-
mation; those which were prepared beforehand or edited after the event rarely indicate the dynamics 
of a particular occasion.
3 W. Mayer, John Chrysostom: Extraordinary Preacher, Ordinary Audience, [in:] Preacher and Audi-
ence…, p. 115.
4 Ibidem, p. 115–116.
5 Ibidem, p. 126. W. Mayer gives a detailed account on the geographical, topographical, urban and 
architectural data in Chrysostom’s homilies, ibidem, p. 126–129; see also W. Mayer, The Homilies of 
St John Chrysostom. Provenance. Reshaping the Foundations, Rome 2005, p. 289–302.
6 The medieval sermon both as oral and literary genre in the Western tradition is examined in: The 
Sermon, ed. B.M. Kienzle, Turnhout 2000, esp. p. 159–174; the signs of orality in written sermons 
and the tension between the written text and the oral discourse are summarized on p. 965–978. 
The volume gives also an extensive bibliography on general and specific questions.
7 W. Mayer, John Chrysostom: Extraordinary Preacher…, p. 108.
8 See, e.g. Preacher and Audience…, p. 13: By employing an informal and conversational method of dis-
course, frequently inventing imaginary interlocutors, preachers may be inventing a dialogue which did 
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ethical –  is a  rhetorical genre and John Chrysostom is famously one of its best 
champions. His eloquence, acquired through classical education, applies some 
methods of the second sophistic in Christian context9. He uses metaphors, com-
parisons, ecphraseis and other vivid figures of speech in a wide range of topics. For 
instance, he borrows images from athletic games, medicine, sea and navigation, 
the hyppodrome, the theater, etc. – sources typical for the sophists10, but always 
directed by the preacher at moral or religious instruction.

John Chrysostom’s urban imagery also falls into these two categories. On the 
one hand, his descriptions of the cityscape and the urban life give a  snapshot 
of the era and of the actual moment of delivery. On the other hand, they are topoi 
that transcend the particular space and time and, as written literature, fit into oth-
er contexts. By comparing some of these images with their translations into Old 
Church Slavonic I will try to determine how much of Chrysostom’s urban imag-
ery was preserved, what was adapted to the new audience, and what remained 
unchanged and detached from the actual reality. Some aspects of this cultural 
transfer were addressed in previous (predominantly lexical) studies on Greek and 
Roman realia and their rendition in Old Church Slavonic11. Terms, names, and places 
from the classical and late antique world were not entirely unfamiliar to the edu-
cated Slavic audience. Personal and geographical names, exotic food, and other 
objects are frequently mentioned in many genres of translated literature, such 
as biblical translations, historiography, hagiography, rhetoric, juridical texts, etc. 
At the same time, the abundant scribal errors suggest that many realia were mis-
understood or entirely incomprehensible to the scribes.

not really exist, and again: rhetorical devices such as dialogue and diatribal interjections to the audi-
ence, the use of everyday imagery or exempla, and familiar topoi all must have helped to engage an 
audience which was expecting to some extent to be entertained, ibidem, p. 18.
9 Cf. T. Ameringer, The Stylistic Influence of the Second Sophistic on the Panegyrical Sermons of 
St. John Chrysostom. A Study in Greek Rhetoric, Washington 1921 [= PSt, 5]; M.A. Burns, Saint John 
Chrysostom’s Homilies on the Statues. A Study of Their Rhetorical Qualities and Form, Washington 
1930 [= PSt, 22].
10 Examples from 4th century pagan orators, such as Himerius, Themistius and others, see in T. Am-
eringer, The Stylistic Influence…, p. 17–19. Special chapters are dedicated to the praise of a country 
and of a city in Menander Rhetor, cf. Menander Rhetor, ed. et trans. D.A. Russell, N.G. Wilson, 
Oxford 1981, p. 28–43, 46–75.
11 On this topic see e.g. the following research papers and the references therein: А.-М. ТОТОМА-

НОВА, Сведенията за гръко-римския свят в славянския ексцерпт от Хрониката на Юлий 
Африкан. Проблеми на рецепцията, [in:]  ΠΟΛΥΙΣΤΩΡ. Scripta slavica Mario Capaldo dicata, 
ed.  К.  ДИДДИ, Москва 2015, p.  316–327; Т.  ИЛИЕВА, Античната култура през призмата на 
средновековния български книжовен език, Дзяло, 10, 2017, http://www.abcdar.com/magazine/X/ 
T.Ilieva_1314–9067_X.pdf [3  IV 2020]; Т.  СЛАВОВА, Византийски реалии в преводаческата 
практика на старобългарските книжовници, [in:] Laudator temporis acti. Studia in memoriam 
Ioannis A. Božilov, vol. II, Ius, imperium, potestas litterae ars et archaeologia, ed. I.A. Biliarsky, Sofia 
2018, p. 242–253, and many others.

http://www.abcdar.com/magazine/X/T.Ilieva_1314–9067_X.pdf
http://www.abcdar.com/magazine/X/T.Ilieva_1314–9067_X.pdf
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The descriptions of the urban life in the late antique city do not always con-
tain specific vocabulary and therefore may remain undetected and unexamined 
in lexical research. Some of the examples cited below depict scenes set in an urban 
environment, and the present study investigates not only how specific objects 
were named but also how ordinary situations were described. The selection of the 
examples is based on several criteria. The study is focused on genuine Chrysosto-
mian homilies12 translated into Old Church Slavonic in the 9th–10th century. John 
Chrysostom’s authorship is an important criterium, because it gives a reliable point 
of reference in terms of time and place of origin of the homilies. The translations, 
however, belong to various anonymous Old Bulgarian translators and are mostly 
preserved in late manuscripts, some of which are not published13. Therefore, the 
manuscript tradition and the reception in the following centuries should also 
be kept in mind.

The passages I will discuss below refer to the urban environment, public and 
private buildings, and the everyday life of the citizens. The examples are excerpted 
from the following Old Church Slavonic collections and manuscripts: the Chrys-
orrhoas collection (Zlatostruy)14, Chrysostom’s On the Statues15, Codex Suprasl- 

12 Cf. W. Mayer, The Homilies of St John Chrysostom…, p. 26–27; S. Voicu, Pseudo-Giovanni Crisos-
tomo: i confini del corpus, JAC 39, 1996, p. 105–115.
13 The Greek text of the examples below is cited according to the edition in Patrologia Graeca. The 
Old Church Slavonic translations are cited according to their respective editions, or according to 
the earliest accessible manuscripts, if they are unedited.
14 Translated in the 10th century, its various versions are preserved in 12th–17th century manuscripts, 
see Я. МИЛТЕНОВ, Златоструй: старобългарски хомилетичен свод, създаден по инициатива 
на българския цар Симеон. Текстологическо и извороведско изследване, София 2013. The so-
called Longer Zlatostruy, which is preserved almost only in Russian manuscripts from 15th century 
onwards, is unedited. Here it is cited after the earliest complete copy, a Russian manuscript from the 
Moscow Theological Academy (Russian State Library 173/I, No 43, 1474), cf. AРХИМ. ЛЕОНИД, Све-
дение о славянских рукописях, поступивших из книгохранилища Свято-Троицкой Сергиевой 
лавры в библиотеку Троицкой духовной семинарии в 1747 г. (ныне находящихся в библиотеке 
Московской духовной академии), Вып. 2, Москва 1887, p. 66–68. It is available online http://lib-
fond.ru/lib-rgb/173-i/f-173-i-43/ [11 VII 2020].
15 De statuis (Ad populum Antiochenum homiliae 1–21), CPG 4330. The scholars are not unanimous 
about the date and the number of the Old Church Slavonic translations, cf. А.А. ТУРИЛОВ, Андри-
анты, [in:]  Православная энциклопедия, vol.  II, Москва 2001, p.  410, http://www.pravenc.ru/
text/115376.html [26 V 2020]; М.С. МУШИНСКАЯ, Адрианты Иоанна Златоуста в южнославян-
ских и русских памятниках, [in:] Лингвистическое источниковедение и история русского язы-
ка (2002–2003), Москва 2003, p. 27–74, http://www.ruslang.ru/istochnik_2003 [26 V 2020], espe-
cially p. 28 – no data support a complete early Old Church Slavonic (Old Bulgarian) translation, only 
fragments are extant. But according to D. Bulanin, there was a nearly complete 10th-century transla-
tion that was revised and preserved in later copies, cf. Д. БУЛАНИН, Текстологические и библиогра-
фические арабески. Приложение V. Андрианты в старшем славянском переводе, [in:] Ката-
лог памятников древнерусской письменности XI–XIV вв., Санкт-Петербург 2014, p. 489–510. 
It is unedited, here it is cited after a 16th-century Russian manuscript from the Russian State Library 
304/I, No  151 (1597), cf. ИЕРОМ. ИЛАРИЙ, ИЕРОМ. АРСЕНИЙ, Описание славянских рукописей 

http://lib-fond.ru/lib-rgb/173-i/f-173-i-43/
http://lib-fond.ru/lib-rgb/173-i/f-173-i-43/
http://www.pravenc.ru/text/115376.html
http://www.pravenc.ru/text/115376.html
http://www.ruslang.ru/istochnik_2003
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iensis (10th century)16, and Uspenskij codex (12th century)17. Other important Sla-
vonic manuscripts, such as the Symeon florilegium (Izbornik 1073, 11th century), 
the Troickij codex (12th century), the Mihanović homiliary (13th century), and the 
German codex (14th  century)18, did not provide any more examples. Although 
John Chrysostom is the most translated author in the medieval Slavonic litera-
ture, one of the reasons for the scarcity of examples is the fact that only selected 
works and fragments were translated into Slavonic in the early period (9th–11th 
century) and the selection was based on their topic and function. As a  result, 
catechetical, festal, and panegyrical homilies in the homiliaries are less likely 
to contain urban descriptions, compared to the ethical and even exegetical ser-
mons, collected in instructive miscelanies such as Zlatostruy. Some brilliant ref- 
erences of John Chrysostom to the life of his fellow-citizens in Antioch and Con-
stantinople were simply left out of the Slavonic selection. The translations of the 
later period (from 14th century onwards) are not taken into account, because they 
represent a  different cultural context and principles of translation. Neverthe-
less, the available instances are sufficient for drawing some conclusions about the 
way the Slavonic audience saw the 4th-century Byzantine city.

City streets and buildings

The first group of examples describes spacious streets, squares, and buildings. The 
two biggest cities of the Eastern Roman Empire in the 4th–5th century were impres-
sive in terms of infrastructure and population even by today’s standards. They 
shared some features, e.g. busy streets and markets, big churches and tall buildings, 
a hippodrome, noise, nightlife, streetlights, baths, dense and stratified population. 
Reference to any of these features in Chrysostom’s homilies could pertain to either 
city. Aside from that, Antioch was famous for its porticoed streets, the proximity to 
the Orontes river and the mountain, and the luxurious suburb Daphne19, whereas 

библиотеки Свято-Троицкой Сергиевой лавры, Москва 1878, p. 125–128. It is available online 
http://lib-fond.ru/lib-rgb/304-i/f304i-151/ [11 VII 2020].
16 Супрасълски или Ретков сборник, vol. I–II, ed. Й. ЗАИМОВ, М. КАПАЛДО, София 1982.
17 Успенский сборник XII–XIII вв., ed. С.И. КОТКОВ, Москва 1971.
18 These manuscripts contain Old Church Slavonic original and translated texts from the 9th–10th 
century, including Chrysostomian homilies, cf. Симеонов сборник (по Светославовия препис от 
1073 г.), vol. I, Изследвания и текст, София 1991; vol. II, Речник-индекс, София 1993; vol. III, 
Гръцки извори, София 2015; J. Popovski, F.J. Thomson, W.R. Veder, The Troickij Sbornik (Cod. 
Moskva, GBL, F.304 (Troice-Sergieva Lavra) N 12). Text in Transcription, ПК 21–22, 1988; Mihano-
vić Homiliar, ed. R. Aitzetmüller, Graz 1957; Е. МИРЧЕВА, Германов сборник от 1358/1359  г. 
Изследване и издание на текста, София 2006.
19 For a detailed study on the topography of Antioch in John Chrysostom’s works see W. Mayer, 
The Topography of Antioch Described in the Writings of John Chrysostom, [in:] Les sources de l’histoire 
du paysage urbain d’Antioche sur l’Oronte. Actes des journées d’études des 20 et 21 septembre 2010. 
Colloques de l’université Paris 8, ed. C. Saliou, Paris 2012, p. 81–100, with an exhaustive list of topo-
graphic data on p. 89–100.

http://lib-fond.ru/lib-rgb/304-i/f304i-151/
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Constantinople was surrounded on three sides by the sea and was distinguished 
by the emperial palace and the occasional presence of the emperor20.

The following example mentions not only the noise in the (unspecified) city, 
but also suburbs and houses with golden roofs and triclinia:

[1] Τοῦτο γὰρ μέγιστον ἐγκώμιόν ἐστι τῆς ἡμετέρας πόλεως, οὐ τὸ θορύβους ἔχειν καὶ 
προάστεια, οὐδὲ χρυσορόφους οἴκους καὶ τρικλίνους, ἀλλὰ τὸ ἔχειν δῆμον σπουδαῖον 
καὶ διεγηγερμένον (De paenitentia homilia 3, CPG 4333; PG, vol. XLIX, col. 291).

This is the biggest praise to our city, not its noise and suburbs, nor its golden-roofed houses 
furnished with couches, but its devoted and diligent people.

се бо сть похвала вашего града. ꙗкоже н плща мѣт н хлѣвьць. н ꙁлатокровьныхъ 
домовъ. н полатъ. нъ же мѣт народъ поспѣшвъ  въставленъ (Uspenskij codex, 
12th c., f. 180v, ed. С.И. КОТКОВ, Успенский сборник…, p. 305).

There are several issues in the Slavonic translation that should be addressed. 
First of all, it is the overall meaning of the phrase. According to John Chrysostom, 
the noise, the rich houses and the suburbs (where, supposedly, the wealthy citi-
zens could retreat in their villas) are inherent to his city, but it is the people who 
are more praiseworthy21. However, the Slavonic translation suggests that this town 
has nothing but its people. The meaning is further adjusted by the vocabulary. 
Chrysostom’s “our city” (τῆς ἡμετέρας πόλεως) has become “your city” (вашего 
града, *ὑμετέρας) – a common itacistic error, but also a lost connection between 
the preacher and the audience. The Slavonic хлѣвьць ‘field, farm’ hardly implied 
luxury22, and the big Roman house with many rooms, including the typical din-
ing-room triclinium furnished with three couches, where the guests reclined for 
dinner, was rendered as домы  полаты, ‘houses and palaces’.

The following passage refers undoubtedly to Antioch:

20 Constantinople is well studied, see e.g. C.  Mango, Le développement urbain de Constantinople 
(IVe–VIIe siècles), Paris 1985; Byzantine Constantinople. Monuments, Topography and Everyday Life, 
ed. N. Necipoglu, Leiden 2001 [= MMe, 33]; P. Magdalino, Studies on the History and Topography 
of Byzantine Constantinople, Aldershot 2007.
21 The reference to the suburbs in this homily was one of the reasons for it to be located in Antioch 
because of its famous suburb Daphne. However, W. Mayer questions the validity of this criterion 
and comments on the meaning of the plural προάστεια: Although in its singular form προάστειον is 
genuinely used by Chrysostom to indicate a physical suburb, it is possible that when the term appears 
in its plural form without a definite article, as in the instance adduced, it is being employed by him to 
describe not a physical area beyond the confines of the city but the dwellings or estates situated in those 
areas, W. Mayer, The Homilies of St John Chrysostom…, p. 389.
22 Cf. the next example below. There are also other instances where хлѣвьць, хлѣвца, хлѣвьнца 
correspond to προάστεια, cf. И. СРЕЗНЕВСКИЙ, Материалы для словаря древнерусского языка по 
письменным памятникам, vol. III, Санкт-Петербург 1912, col. 1376.
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[2] Ὅταν ἐθέλῃς τῆς πόλεως εἰπεῖν ἐγκώμιον, μή μοι τὴν Δάφνην εἴπῃς τὸ προάστειον, μηδὲ 
τὸ πλῆθος καὶ μῆκος τῶν κυπαρίσσων, μηδὲ τὰς πηγὰς τῶν ὑδάτων, μηδὲ τὸ πολλοὺς τὴν 
πόλιν οἰκεῖν ἀνθρώπους, μηδὲ τὸ μέχρι βαθυτάτης ἑσπέρας ἐπὶ τῆς ἀγορᾶς διατρίβειν μετὰ 
ἀδείας πολλῆς, μηδὲ τῶν ὠνίων τὴν ἀφθονίαν (Ad populum Antiochenum homilia 17, CPG 
4330; PG, vol. XLIX, col. 179).

Whenever you want to praise the city, do not tell me about the suburb of Daphne, the mul-
titude and magnitude of the cypresses, and the water fountains, nor that many people live 
in the city and one can walk around the agora deep into the night without any fear, nor about 
the abundance of goods.

егда хощеш градꙋ повѣдат хвалꙋ, не гл͠ м даѳн хлѣвець, н мноⷤства н высост 
кпарсныѧ нї стоьнкъ водныⷯ, н жвꙋщъ многъ л͠вкъ по градѣ не еже до веера 
темна на торѕѣхъ ходт съ пространьствоⷨ мноꙁѣмъ, н кꙋпован ѡбїлѧ (Russian State 
Library 304/I, No 151, 1597, f. 183v).

Unlike the first example, this translation is faithful and unadapted, including 
the mention of the Daphne suburb and the cypresses in Antioch. Since the entire 
homiletical series Ad populum Antiochenum is famously dedicated to this particu-
lar city and its people, it is not surprising that the references to the topography 
remained unchanged. In the translation, it constructs a “rhetorical” reality, which 
is consistent within its own context and is not necessarily connected to the sur-
roundings of the Slavonic reader23. Another passage from the same homily also 
mentions the columns and stoas in the city and adds some information about 
the lexical variety of the translation:

[3] Οὐ τὸ μητρόπολιν εἶναι, οὐδὲ τὸ μέγεθος ἔχειν καὶ κάλλος οἰκοδομημάτων, οὐδὲ τὸ 
πολλοὺς κίονας, καὶ στοὰς εὐρείας καὶ περιπάτους (Ad populum Antiochenum homilia 17, 
CPG 4330; PG, vol. XLIX, col. 176).

Not because it is a  capital city, nor because of its big and beautiful buildings, numerous 
columns, broad colonnades and covered walks.

не еже мтропол быⷮ нї еже велества мѣт  добротꙋ ꙁданї, нї еже л многы столпы 
 пркрылы  ѹтелнїца (Russian State Library 304/I, No 151, 1597, f. 181r)24.

23 Such a “constructed reality” is present not only in translation, but also in Chrysostom’s original: 
The information that is supplied is largely allusive rather than specific. In addition, the way in which 
John refers collectively to “the baths”, “the agora”, and “the theatre” leads one to suspect that for peda-
gogical and polemical purposes he operates largely within a symbolic topography, W. Mayer, The Topo- 
graphy of Antioch…, p. 86.
24 In the 15th-century translation (or revision, cf. note 15 above) of the homilies On the Statues, this 
sentence is as follows: не еже мтрополїа быт. н же еже велество мѣт.  добротѹ ꙁданїѡмь, 
н же еже мнѡгы стлъпы  пртвор мѣт  ѿвод (Vladislav the Grammarian’s manuscript Rila 
3/6, 1473, f. 254r). The Slavonic пртворъ is a standard rendition of the Greek word στοά, two more 
instances are listed below. The word отъводъ is not an exact match for the Greek περίπατος (‘walk’), 
but is etymologically closer than the word ѹтельнца in the example cited above.
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The translation in this example (especially пркрылы  ѹтелнїца) does not 
convey the exact meaning of the Greek στοὰς εὐρείας καὶ περιπάτους. The contex-
tual synonyms “columns”, “colonnades” and “(covered) walks” allude to the famous 
covered streets in Antioch. The Slavonic ѹтельнца ‘school’ is an unusual coun-
terpart to περίπατος ‘walk, place for walking’. However, it corresponds to one of 
the secondary meanings of this word ‘philosophical school’25 and reveals either 
a very well educated translator, or a random and inexplicable mistake.

The next two examples are from a Constantinopolitan homily, In sancto hiero-
martyre Phoca (CPG 4364). The selected passages are just a small sample of all the 
references to the imperial city. They describe the surroundings and refer to a par-
ticular event at the time of the delivery of the sermon:

[4] Λαμπρὰ γέγονεν ἡμῖν χθὲς ἡ πόλις, λαμπρὰ καὶ περιφανὴς, οὐκ ἐπειδὴ κίονας εἶχεν, ἀλλ’ 
ἐπειδὴ μάρτυρα πομπεύοντα ἀπὸ Πόντου πρὸς ἡμᾶς παραγενόμενον (In sancto hieromar-
tyre Phoca, CPG 4364; PG, vol. L, col. 699).

The city was bright yesterday, bright and prominent, not because it has columns, but because 
of the martyr who came to us in a procession from the sea.

Свѣтелъ намъ граⷣ свѣтелъ  ⷭ҇тенъ. не мⸯже мраморѧн, маⷮ стлъп стоѧща. нъ елмаже 
м͠нїка одолѣвⸯша. ѿ морѧ к наⷨ прведеⷮ (Longer Zlatostruy, homily No 6, ed. Я. МИЛТЕНОВ, 
Златоструй…, p. 264).

[5] Ἀπελείφθης χθές; παραγενοῦ κἂν σήμερον, ἵνα ἴδῃς αὐτὸν εἰς τὸν οἰκεῖον χῶρον ἀπαγό-
μενον. Εἶδες αὐτὸν διὰ τῆς ἀγορᾶς ἀγόμενον; βλέπε αὐτὸν καὶ διὰ τοῦ πελάγους πλέοντα 
(In sancto hieromartyre Phoca, CPG 4364; PG, vol. L, col. 699).

Did you miss it yesterday? Then be here today and see him being brought back to his own 
place. Did you see how he was carried across the agora? Watch him cross the sea, as well.

оста л вера. прїд поне въ вⸯторы д͠нь. да вдш.  на свое мѣсто несома. вдѣ л 
ресъ торгъ несома. вжⷣь  ресъ пѹнѹ пловѹща (Longer Zlatostruy, homily No 6, 
ed. Я. МИЛТЕНОВ, Златоструй…, p. 264).

Chrysostom’s homily celebrates the two-day procession carrying the saint’s 
relics through the city and across the sea – a single event, which connects the 
preacher and his audience with their shared actual reality26. To the Slavonic read-
er (and, indeed, to every member of an audience other than the one present at 

25 Cf. LSJ, p. 1382, s.v. περιπατέω – one of the meanings is ‘walk about while teaching, discourse’ and 
‘dispute, argue’, and for περίπατος cf. ‘school of philosophy, first used of the Academy’, and ‘generally, 
any school of philosophy’.
26 On the date and provenance of the homily see Saint John Chrysostom, The Cult of the Saints. 
Select Homilies and Letters, praef. et trans. W. Mayer, B. Neil, New York 2006, p. 75–76.
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the delivery of the sermon on this day in Constantinople) the deictic χθές ‘yesterday’ 
was already anachronic, hence it was omitted in the translation of example 4. The 
word вьера in example 5, together with the sea and the “marble” columns of 
the city, create a new “rhetorical” reality, which includes also the images of other 
exempla, ecphraseis, and comparisons.

Chrysostom’s cities were lively and dynamic, and their social and economic 
centres were the city squares and marketplaces, the agorai27. Chrysostom trans-
fers the realistic image of the agora into the constructed reality of the rhetorical 
figures of speech. In the following exemplum he compares the troubled soul of an 
angry man to an agora and it is difficult to differentiate between the 4th-century 
reality and the topos. The description is very realistic, but its function in the text 
is purely rhetorical:

[6] ἡ τούτου δὲ (sc. ψυχή) ἀγορᾷ καὶ θορύβῳ καὶ ταῖς μέσαις τῶν πόλεων, ἔνθα πολλὴ 
ἡ κραυγὴ τῶν ἀπιόντων, τῶν ἐπανιόντων, καμήλων, καὶ ἡμιόνων, καὶ ὄνων, μεγάλα τοῖς 
προσιοῦσιν ἐμβοώντων, ὥστε μὴ καταπατηθῆναι, καὶ πάλιν ἀργυροκόπων, χαλκοτύπων 
ἑκατέρωθεν ἐκκρουόντων, καὶ τῶν μὲν ἐπηρεαζομένων, τῶν δὲ ἐπηρεαζόντων (In Acta 
apostolorum homilia 6, CPG 4426; Oxford, New College No 75, p. 143)28.

The soul of a troubled man] is similar to the clamour at the marketplace and the city streets, 
there is great noise from people coming and going, camels, mules, and donkeys, people 
shouting to the passers-by, so that they do not get trampled; and silversmiths and black-
smiths hammering from both sides; and people either bullying, or being bullied.

а гнѣвлваго подобна тръжщѹ. дѣже всѧкь плщь есть.  бесѣдаⷨ (v.l. стьгнѣмъ) 
граⷣныⷨ. дѣже многъ кль (v.l. плщь)  мѧтѣжь. сходѧщⷯ ꙁ града  входѧщⷯ. вѣ-
льблѹⷣ  мьщатъ.  женѹщⷯ велм крат по нⷯ. да л͠кь (v.l. къ предънїмъ) не 
поперѹть.  пакы подобна есть къ ꙁлатареⷨ.  къ желѣꙁоковцеⷨ (v.l. кърꙗмъ), обо-
юдѹ клекьтанїе (v.l. клюкан) творѧщⷨ.  храм т плън тепта (v.l. клюка)  клета 
(v.l. тъпъта). така т есть гнѣвлвыⷯ д͠ша. (Longer Zlatostruy, homily No 90, Russian State 
Library 173/I, No 43, f. 457v29).

27 For his congregation, the main axes of life seem to be: the house, the agora, the baths and the church, 
see L.A. Lavan, The Agorai of Antioch and Constantinople as seen by John Chrysostom, BICS 50, Issue 
Sup. 91, 2007, p. 157–167.
28 The Old Church Slavonic translation is closer to the so called “rough” version, here cited after one 
of the oldest manuscript copies, Oxford, New College No 75 (10th–11th century). The text published 
in Patrologia Graeca has a somewhat different wording, cf.: ἡ ἐκείνου δὲ ἀγορᾷ καὶ θορύβῳ, ἔνθα 
πολλὴ ἡ κραυγὴ τῶν ἀκολούθων καὶ καμήλοις, καὶ ἡμιόνοις. καὶ ὄνοις, μεγάλα τοῖς προσιοῦσιν 
ἐμβοώντων, ὥστε μὴ καταπατηθῆναι; οὐχ ἡ μὲν τοῦ τοιούτου ταῖς μέσαις πάλιν τῶν πόλεων ἐοικυῖά 
ἐστιν, ἔνθα νῦν μὲν ἐντεῦθεν ἀργυροκόπων, νῦν δὲ ἐκεῖθεν τῶν χαλκοτύπων ὁ ἦχος πολὺς γίνεται, 
καὶ οἱ μὲν ἐπηρεάζουσιν, οἱ δὲ ἐπηρεάζονται (PG, vol. LX, col. 61).
29 The variants are after the so-called Shorter Zlatostruy, earliest copy Saint Petersburg, Russian Na-
tional Library, F.п.I. 46 (Russian, 12th century), edited in Т. ГЕОРГИЕВА, Златоструй от XII век, 
Силистра 2003.
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Whether the camels in the marketplace were real or imaginary for the Con-
stantinopolitan audience, they were not part of the everyday life of the 10th-cen-
tury Bulgarian translator (nor of the 15th-century Russian scribes and readers). 
However, any medieval audience could relate to the clamour and racket in the 
market (ἀγορά, тръжще), the mules and their shouting owners on the streets 
(μέσαι, стьгнꙑ, incorrectly бесѣдꙑ), or the deafening noise coming from the 
blacksmiths’ workshops. Some variants of the words meaning ‘noise’ in the Sla-
vonic manuscripts also suggest familiarity with the scene, which allows for a freer 
interpretation by the scribes.

Private life and daily routine

The urban environment and the public spaces were the scene where a large part 
of the citizens’ daily life took place. This interaction between man and city is pre-
sented in the following several examples. In the evenings the narrow streets and 
squares were not the best place for the poor and the homeless:

[7] καὶ ὁ ἀποστερηθεὶς ὑπὸ τῆς τῶν ἀναγκαίων δάκνηται χρείας, καὶ ὀλοφύρηται, καὶ μυρί-
ους ἐφέλκηταί σοι κατηγόρους, καὶ τῆς ἑσπέρας καταλαβούσης περιίῃ τὴν ἀγορὰν, ἐν τοῖς 
στενωποῖς ἐντυγχάνων πᾶσι, καὶ διαπορούμενος καὶ οὐδὲ ὑπὲρ τῆς νυκτὸς θαῤῥεῖν ἔχων 
(In Epistulam primam ad Corinthios homilia 11, CPG 4428; PG, vol. LXI, col. 94).

And the deprived [by you] may be bitten by the most basic needs, and lament himself, and 
summon thousands of accusers upon you; and when the evening comes, he may go around the 
market-place, encountering all sorts of things in the alleys, and be at a loss, not daring to 
spend the night.

 облхованы тобою обходⷮ пща ща плаа сѧ  рыдаѧ. веерѹⷤ бывⸯшѹ обходⷮ ѹл-
цѣ не мѣѧ гдѣ главы поⷣклонт. да  нощїю ходѧ помы дѣеⷮ на тѧ къ всѣⷨ (Longer 
Zlatostruy, Homily No 74b, Russian State Library 173/I, No 43, f. 406r).

At the same time, the (wealthy) citizen in Chrysostom’s reality, a member of 
his audience, visited the public baths in the evening before the late supper, after 
completing his daily chores in the agora:

[8] Καὶ σὺ μὲν ἐκ βαλανείου λελουμένος ἐπανέρχῃ, μαλακοῖς θαλπόμενος ἱματίοις, γεγη-
θὼς καὶ χαίρων, καὶ ἐπὶ δεῖπνον ἕτοιμον τρέχων πολυτελές (In Epistulam primam ad Corin-
thios homilia 11, CPG 4428; PG, vol. LXI, col. 94).

And you come back refreshed after bathing, kept warm in soft garments, cheerful and happy, 
rushing to a lavish dinner.
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ты же ѿ банѧ множцею ꙁьмыв сѧ деш.  вь мѧкькы рꙁы облъенъ. раⷣуа сѧ  веселѧ 
сѧ на велкѹ веерю грѧды (Longer Zlatostruy, Homily No 74b, Russian State Library 
173/I, No 43, f. 406r).

Тhe Slavonic translation in example 7 mentions only the dark and narrow 
streets (στενωπός, ѹлца, see also example 11 below) and omits the agorai, but 
although it simplifies the wording of the original passage, it renders truthfully its 
general meaning. The next example 8 from the same episode is not adapted to the 
Slavonic audience and the translation keeps both the baths (βαλανεῖον банꙗ) and 
the sumptuous supper (δεῖπνον πολυτελές велка веерꙗ). The same image can be 
found also in other homilies30, e.g.:

[9] Ἑσπέρας δὲ πάλιν καταλαβούσης, οἱ μὲν εἰς λουτρὰ καὶ ἀνέσεις σπεύδουσιν (In Epistu-
lam primam ad Timotheum homilia 14, CPG 4436; PG, vol. LXII, col. 577).

The evening comes again, and some are in a hurry to the public baths and relaxation.

веерѹ же пакы доспѣвⸯшѹ. он бо банѧ  напокоѧ тⸯщат сѧ (Longer Zlatostruy, Homily 
No 37, Russian State Library 173/I, No 43, f. 229r).

The Greek word δεῖπνον from example 8 can denote any meal during the day, 
either lunch, dinner, or supper, but the context suggests that both going to the 
baths and the meal afterwards happen in the evening and the Slavonic transla-
tion reflects this accordingly. Examples 9 and 10 are unambiguous in this respect 
– the visit to the public baths (λουτρά) is in the evening and is followed by a ban-
quet. This way of life was not accessible to all the citizens, cf. the continuation of 
example 9 below.

The house

The following examples depict domestic scenes in big Roman houses with ser-
vants and lavish banquets:

[10] ἐκεῖνοι δὲ τῶν πόνων ἀπολύσαντες ἑαυτοὺς, τότε τῇ τραπέζῃ προσανέχουσιν, οὐκ 
οἰκετῶν πλῆθος ἐγείροντες, οὐδὲ περιτρέχοντες τὴν οἰκίαν, οὐδὲ θορυβοῦντες, οὐδὲ ὄψα 
πολλὰ παρατιθέμενοι, οὐδὲ κνίσσης γέμοντα, ἀλλ’ οἱ μὲν ἄρτον μόνον καὶ ἅλας, οἱ δὲ 

30 Leslie Dossey’s interesting study about the nightlife in the 4th-century big cities Antioch and Con-
stantinople explores the shift of the main occupations of the citizens towards later hours (compared 
to the country and to earlier time-periods). Afternoon naps, baths, shopping and supper occur sev-
eral hours later that before, cf. L. Dossey, Night in the Big City. Temporal Patterns in Antioch and 
Constantinople as Revealed by Chrysostom’s Sermons, [in:] Revisioning John Chrysostom, ed. C.L. de 
Wet, W. Mayer, Leiden–Boston 2019 [= CAEC, 1], p. 698–732.
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ἔλαιον προστιθέντες, ἕτεροι δὲ, ὅσοι ἀσθενέστεροί εἰσι, καὶ λαχάνων ἔχονται καὶ ὀσπρίων 
(In Epistulam primam ad Timotheum homilia 14, CPG 4436; PG, vol. LXII, col. 577).

The other ones attend to the table after finishing with their labour, without awakening 
a multitude of slaves, nor running around the house and raising a clamour, nor having many 
dishes full of meats, but some put on the table only bread and salt, others add olive-oil, and 
some – the weaker ones – have vegetables and beans.

а ѡв трѹдовъ еѧ прощьше т. тогⷣа на трапеꙁе сѧдѹⷮ не многъ рабъ съꙁывающе, н 
рщѹть по дворѹ, н плещѹщь, н вѣрныⷯ многоцѣньнъ преⷣлагающе. н скварамъ радꙋю-
ще. нъ ов хлѣбъ, т соль. ов масло пролїѧвⸯше. дрѹꙁї же аще сѹⷮ болⸯн то ꙁелїа сѧ 
прїемлюще  сова (Longer Zlatostruy, Homily No 37, Russian State Library 173/I, No 43, 
f. 229r).

This contrast between the wealthy citizens with their baths, big households 
and banquets, and the poor (the working people, τῶν πόνων ἀπολύσαντες ἑαυ-
τοὺς), the ones who have simple meals and a small or no house at all, is a recur-
ring motif in Chrysostom’s works:

[11] Ὅταν οὖν ἀνέλθῃς οἴκαδε, ὅταν ἐπὶ τῆς εὐνῆς ἀνακλιθῇς, ὅταν φῶς ᾖ περὶ τὸν οἶκον 
λαμπρὸν, ὅταν ἑτοίμη καὶ δαψιλὴς ἡ τράπεζα, τότε ἀναμνήσθητι τοῦ ταλαιπώρου καὶ ἀθλί-
ου ἐκείνου, τοῦ περιιόντος κατὰ τοὺς κύνας ἐν τοῖς στενωποῖς καὶ τῷ σκότῳ καὶ τῷ πηλῷ 
(In Epistulam primam ad Corinthios homilia 11, CPG 4428; PG, vol. LXI, col. 94).

When you come home, when you lay down on the couch, when the lights shine bright in the 
house, when the table is ready and full, then remember that miserable and unhappy one, 
walking down the alleys like a dog, in darkness and mud.

ты же егⷣа прдеш вⸯ домъ с.  сѣⷣшѹ т поставѧⷮ преⷣ тобою велкѹ  плънѹ трапеꙁꙋ. 
тогⷣа въспомѧн оканⸯнаго оного ѡбьходѧщаго. акы ѱа по ꙋлцаⷨ. въ тмѣ  въ калѣ (Longer 
Zlatostruy, Homily No 74b, Russian State Library 173/I, No 43, f. 406r).

Example 11 presents a picture, where at least some streets or alleys (the same 
στενωποί from example 7) are dark and not paved. It also makes the transition 
from the public space into the residential area – into the dining-room of a Roman 
house. This is where the Slavonic translation shows some deviations and adapta-
tions. The phrase “lights shining bright round the house” is omitted altogether 
(perhaps the medieval Bulgarian house was darker than its Byzantine counter-
part, but this cannot be the only explanation of the omission). Chrysostom’s 
citizen reclines on a couch for supper in the customary manner (ἐπὶ τῆς εὐνῆς 
ἀνακλιθῇς) – probably the couch in the triclinium from example 1, whereas the 
man in the constructed reality of the Slavonic translation sits down (сѣⷣшѹ т) 
and someone else (a slave? a servant? a wife?) puts the table in front of him. The 
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less fortunate men from example 10 are at the table in an unspecified position 
(τῇ τραπέζῃ προσανέχουσιν) and again “sitting” in the translation. These subtle 
deviations of the translation suggest that the Slavonic audience did not differenti-
ate between sitting at the table and reclining on the couch of a triclinium.

The next examples also give some architectural details, e.g. the following image 
of a Roman house:

[12] Μανθανέτωσαν οἱ τὰς λαμπρὰς οἰκοδομοῦντες οἰκίας, καὶ τὰς εὐρείας στοὰς, καὶ τοὺς 
μακροὺς περιβόλους, ὅτι οὐκ εἶχεν ὁ Χριστὸς ποῦ τὴν κεφαλὴν κατακλῖναι (De proditione 
Iudae, CPG 4336; PG, vol. XLIX, col. 378).

And those who build splendid houses and wide porticoes, and long courtyards, let them 
know that Christ did not have a place to rest his head.

да навꙑкнѫтъ же свѣтлꙑѧ домꙑ дѣлаѭтъ.  пространꙑѧ пртворꙑ.  длъгꙑѧ дворꙑ. 
ꙗко не мѣ х͠с кде главꙑ подъклонт (Codex Suprasliensis, ed. Й. ЗАИМОВ, М. КАПАЛДО, 
Супрасълски или Ретков сборник…, p. 416).

In cases like this one, the description of the house is a rhetorical device, but it 
mentions a colonnaded courtyard. The Slavonic word пртворъ, which is a com-
mon term of church architecture, is a  regular counterpart to the Greek στοά 
(cf. note 24 above). The next example does not give any architectural details, but 
the translation enhances the episode:

[13] Ἂν διακύψῃς εἰς τὸν στενωπὸν, οὐκ ἀκούσῃ οὐδὲ φωνῆς· ἂν ἴδῃς εἰς τὴν οἰκίαν, πάντας 
ὄψει καθάπερ ἐν τάφῳ κειμένους (In Acta apostolorum homilia 26, CPG 4426; PG, vol. LX, 
col. 202).

If you peek out to the street, you will not hear a sound; if you look into the house, you will 
see everybody lying as if in a tomb.

аще бо снкнеш на стегны <с> полаты то не слышш гл͠са, нї ного нтоⷤ. аще л снк-
неш въ дворъ сво с полаты. то все вдш акы въ гробѣ лежаще (Longer Zlatostruy, 
Homily No 41, Russian State Library 173/I, No 43, f. 256v).

The Greek sentence suggests that an observer is looking through the win-
dow out (towards the narrow street), and in (towards the house). In the Slavonic 
text the house is a palace (полата) and the observer is looking out to the street, 
and then back into a  courtyard (въ дворъ). An inner courtyard is imaginable 
only in a big building – in the palace or in a monastery.

In the following description of the morning routine of a  common citizen, 
a small alteration in the translation gives us an idea about the layout of the house:
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[14] Ἡμεῖς μὲν γὰρ ἅμα διαναστάντες, καθήμεθα ἐπὶ πολὺ διατεινόμενοι, πρὸς χρείαν ἀπερ-
χόμεθα, εἶτα νιπτόμεθα τὴν ὄψιν, τὰς χεῖρας· μετὰ τοῦτο ὑποδήματα καὶ ἐνδύματα λαμβά-
νομεν, καὶ πολὺς ἀναλίσκεται καιρός (In Epistulam primam ad Timotheum homilia 14, CPG 
4436; PG, vol. LXII, col. 575).

As soon as we wake up, we sit up and stretch out, we answer the call of nature, then we wash 
our face and hands, afterwards we take our shoes and clothes, and a lot of time passes.

въставьше бо мы сѣдⷨ. много пролѧкающе сѧ.  ꙁадъ демъ. тае ѹмываеⷨ лца рѹцѣ 
по томь. въꙁемлеⷨ же одежⷣѹ  онѹщꙋ т много врѣмѧ погѹбⷨ (Longer Zlatostruy, Homily 
No 37, Russian State Library 173/I, No 43, f. 227v).

Early in the morning, after sitting up in the bed and stretching, and before 
washing and dressing, the citizen relieves himself (goes πρὸς χρείαν). In the 
translation, this happens behind the house, or at the back (ꙁадъ демъ). This 
deviation in the Slavonic translation alludes to an area of the house, or outside 
the house, that is otherwise rarely mentioned. It is also another point of difference 
between the well-equipped Roman house and the average medieval Slavic houses.

The last example, which is another description of a building, also gives some 
interesting information about architectural terminology and adaptations of the 
source text:

[15] Ὥσπερ γὰρ οἰκοδόμος θεμελίους θεὶς, τοίχους ἀναστήσας, ὄροφον καμαρώσας, τὴν 
καμάραν ἐκείνην εἰς ἕνα μέσον συνδήσας λίθον, ἂν ἐκεῖνον ἀφέλῃ, τὸν πάντα τῆς οἰκοδο-
μῆς διέλυσε σύνδεσμον (Adversus Iudaeos oratio 4, CPG 4327; PG, vol. XLVIII, col. 881).

Just like the architect, who lays the foundations, builds the walls, furnishes the roof with 
a vault, and locks that vault with a single stone in the middle, if he takes away that stone, the 
whole structure of his building will collapse.

ꙗкоже бо ꙁжтель основанї его положвъ стѣны поставвъ. оловоⷨ стропъ покрывъ. ко-
марѹ посредѣ еднѣмь камкоⷨ свѧꙁавъ. аще того камыка ѿметь. все съꙁданїе раꙁорт 
сѧ (Longer Zlatostruy, Homily No 8, Russian State Library 173/I, No 43, f. 76v).

The building in the Greek comparison has a vaulted roof built of stone, with 
a keystone on the top – a structure, characteristic not for a house, but for a church 
or a  similar edifice. In the translation, it is covered with lead (оловоⷨ стропъ 
покрывъ) and there is also a stone on the top of the dome31. Other examples of 

31 The Greek word καμάρα is rendered with the borrowing комара, witnessed in other 10th-century 
translations such as John the Exarch’s Bogoslovie and Pseudo-Kaisarios’ Erotapokrisis, see И. СРЕЗ-

НЕВСКИЙ, Материалы для словаря…, vol. I, Санкт-Петербург 1893, col. 1263–1264 (s.v. комара); 
Я. МИЛТЕНОВ, Диалозите на Псевдо-Кесарий в славянската ръкописна традиция, София 2006 
p. 544.
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the word олово in some Slavonic texts refer specifically to covering churches with 
lead32. It seems that it was not unusual for a dome to be coated with lead, which 
suggests that the vault in this example was associated with a leaden church-dome 
– a notion which is not explicit in the Greek source.

Wide porticoes and long courtyards (cf. example 12) were not typical features 
of the medieval Bulgarian house, except for the ruler’s palace. Even if we assume 
that the initial audience of the Old Church Slavonic translations was well familiar 
with the Byzantine culture, the topography of Constantinople, its squares, col-
umns and obelisks, the surrounding sea etc. (cf. examples 4 and 5), the readers 
throughout the Slavic world in the following centuries most probably did not see 
villas with spacious courtyards, porticoes and a  large body of water from their 
windows.

What did the 10th-century Bulgarian see from his window? Unlike Antioch 
and Constantinople, there is only limited archeological data about the medieval 
Bulgarian town and almost no  information about the everyday life of the com-
mon citizen33. Pliska and Preslav, the two capitals of the First Bulgarian Kingdom 
(7th–11th century), had some monumental architecture, such as the ruler’s palace34, 
churches, and city walls. However, the cities were in steady decline from the end 
of the 10th  century onwards and lost their significance in the Second Bulgarian 
Kingdom (12th–14th century). According to the archeological and historical stud-
ies, the medieval Bulgarian fortified town had a residential area outside the city 
walls. Most people lived in small semi-dug-in houses35, the door opened directly 
to the street. In the later centuries the houses were made of stone and could have 
a  backyard with service buildings. Some prominent citizens owned two-storey 
houses with many rooms. The marketplaces and the town-squares, formed from 
the intersection of two roads, were an important economic and social element 

32 Cf. И. СРЕЗНЕВСКИЙ, Материалы для словаря…, vol. II, Санкт-Петербург 1902, col. 661, s.v. 
олово: “съꙁдана есть церковь велка клѣтьскы, покрыта же есть всꙗ оловомъ”; „Обновлена бысть 
церкы свꙗтаꙗ Богородца…  покрыта бысть оловомь от верхѹ до комаръ  до пртворовъ”.
33 The description of the medieval Bulgarian town is based on several general studies: К. МИЯТЕВ, 
Архитектурата в средновековна България, София 1965; С. ЛИШЕВ, Българският средновеко-
вен град. Oбществено-икономически облик, София 1970; М. ХАРБОВА, Укрепеният български 
средновековен град XIII–XIV в., София 1979; Д. ПОЛИВЯННИ, Средновековният български град 
през XIII–XIV в. Очерци, София 1989; А. МИЛАНОВА, Градът във византийска България (XI–
XII в.), [in:] Средновековен урбанизъм. Памет – Сакралност – Традиции, София 2007, p. 7–29; 
A. Aladzhov, The Byzantine Empire and the Establishment of the Early Medieval City in Bulgaria, 
[in:]  Byzanz –  das Römerreich im Mittelalter, vol.  III, Peripherie und Nachbarschaft, ed.  F.  Daim, 
J. Drauschke, Mainz 2010, p. 113–158.
34 …since the palace covers a large area, its central part was taken by a courtyard enclosed by the bal-
conies of the building, A. Aladzhov, The Byzantine Empire…, p. 120. This structure was probably 
burnt down at the beginning of the 9th century.
35 Ibidem, p. 116.
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of the medieval town. There is no information about city lights, but there were 
baths and a sewage system in the First Bulgarian kingdom36 at least at the palace. 
In the 13th–14th century the water supply was provided by cisterns and wells37.

The medieval Bulgarian town shared some features with the Byzantine major 
cities and differed in others. From the examples above, and the entire history 
of translation, transmission, and reception of Byzantine texts in the medieval 
Slavonic literature, it is evident that the homilies of John Chrysostom had many 
points of reference to the actual reality of 4th-century Antioch and Constantinople 
that were not present to the Slavonic audience. The translators of Chrysostom’s 
homilies, however, did not adapt each detail that might be unfamiliar. Many realia 
are unchanged in the translation – there are exact renditions of stoas, columns, 
baths, vaulted roofs and camels in the agora, athletic games and theatrical perfor-
mances (not included in this study), etc. At the same time, some passages were 
slightly adapted without damaging the general meaning, e.g. the villas with tri-
clinia in the suburbs, where people dined lying on couches, became “fields” and 
“palaces” (example 1), and the master sat at the table for dinner (example 11).

Urban images were transferred from the Byzantine world into medieval Bul-
garia also in other literary genres, such as the juridical literature. One of the law 
texts translated from Greek into Old Church Slavonic pertains to the same topic 
– life in the city – and uses vocabulary similar to the examples commented above. 
This text is the Procheiros nomos – a Byzantine juridical compendium based on 
Justinian’s law38. Title 38 of the Procheiros nomos deals specifically with the urban 
environment, buildings and renovations, private and public property, relationships 
between neighbours, co-ownership, etc. The Slavonic translation (the earliest 
witness is from the 13th century) contains numerous technical terms which are 
a significant contribution to the terminological vocabulary of the Slavonic lan-
guage. This text deserves special attention, but here I will briefly comment on 
some issues which are relevant to the present study.

The Procheiros nomos settles legal matters in the Eastern Roman Empire which 
are irrelevant to the medieval Bulgarian, Serbian, or Russian reality. For instance, 
the cases in chapters 14 and 18 involve multistorey residence buildings, which 
were not typical for the medieval Bulgarian town (upper floors should not be 
heavier than the ground-floor can support, and the residents of the ground-
floor may not conduct smoke into the homes of their neighbours above). Other 

36 Ibidem, p. 118.
37 Д. ПОЛИВЯННИ, Средновековният български град…, p. 134–135.
38 A lexical study and an edition of the Slavonic translation of title 38, with additional bibliography, 
see in: М. ЦИБРАНСКА-КОСТОВА, Градският закон и градското благоустройство в южнославян-
ски контекст, СЛ 57–58, 2018, p. 163–193. The Greek text is available in: J. Zepos, P. Zepos, Pro-
chiron, [in:] Jus Graecoromanum, vol. II, Leges imperatorum Isaurorum et Macedonum, Aalen 1962, 
p. 114–228. The numbers of the chapters below follow the segmentation in the Slavonic translation.
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chapters deal with topography and landscaping characteristic to the Mediterra-
nean –  according to chapters 5 and 6, the residents have the right to preserve 
their unhindered view to the sea (the city is explicitly named – вⸯ семь богатѣ-
мь градѣ. рекше вь црⷭ҇градѣ39), and chapter 50 discusses olive- and fig-trees. 
Chapters 23–24, 37, 51, 58 deal with developed sewage and water systems, and chap- 
ter 34 mentions neighbouring porticoes (л пркоснеть се пртворѣхь на свою 
потрѣбѹ ѿмь40).

These big-city problems were translated into Slavonic without significant 
adaptation. Apart from several explanatory additions, the translation follows 
faithfully its Greek source. This lack of adjustment is an indication that the tech-
nical juridical text was perceived not as a  legal manual, but as literature41. The 
connections to the actual reality in the original were lost in the new context of 
the translation in a way that is similar to the transformation of the oral sermon 
into a written literary genre.

The more a text is used and appropriated, the more it is subjected to altera-
tions. The translations of John Chrysostom’s homilies show both tendencies 
–  in some cases they are true to the Greek source, in others they are adapted 
to the new audience. The examples cited above were translated by different 
anonymous translators in the early 10th-century Bulgaria, they represent various 
approaches towards the original. The genre of the homily is also an important 
factor in this process. Although the written homily is removed from the initial 
moment of delivery, it lives on as reading matter or material for new sermons. 
John Chrysostom’s urban images are only a small piece of the cultural and literary 
history. They were often documents of his time, pictures of his fellow-citizens and 
their surroundings, which served sometimes as rhetorical means for conveying 
a deeper and more general message. For the Slavonic audience, however, these 
episodes were equal to all the other figures of speech – parables, exempla, etc., 
which were one step further from their day-to-day life. Most of this literature was 
monastic, for individual or collective reading in monasteries, but sometimes also 
for highly educated and prepared readers (we still do not know enough about the 
reception of these texts). Therefore, the translation of the realia into Old Church 
Slavonic involved not only adaptation in order to make the foreign reality more 
relatable, but it was also a transformation of a document into literature.

39 М. ЦИБРАНСКА-КОСТОВА, Градският закон…, p. 187.
40 Ibidem, p. 190, in the Greek text στοά, cf. J. Zepos, P. Zepos, Prochiron…, p. 211. For the same 
Slavonic word пртворъ cf. examples 3 and 12 and notes 24 and 32 above.
41 D. Naydenova argues that the early translations of various Byzantine legal texts into Old Church 
Slavonic were part of the political ideology rather than a state legislation, and they should be con-
sidered literary sources, cf.: D. Naydenova, Cyrillo-Methodian Legal Heritage and Political Ideology 
in the Mediaeval Slavic States, PBAS.HSS 1.1, 2014, p. 3–16.
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Abstract. John Chrysostom was not only one of the most prolific and influential authors of late 
antiquity but also a renown preacher, exegete, and public figure. His homilies and sermons com-
bined the classical rhetorical craft with some vivid imagery from everyday life. He used descrip-
tions, comparisons, and metaphors that were both a rhetorical device and a reference to the real 
world familiar to his audience. From 9th century onwards, many of Chrysostom’s works were trans-
lated into Old Church Slavonic and were widely used for either private or communal reading. Even 
if they had lost the spontaneity of the oral performance, they still preserved the references to the 
4th-century City, to the streets and the homes in a distant world, transferred into the 10th-century 
Bulgaria and beyond. The article examines how some of these urban images were translated and 
sometimes adapted to the medieval Slavonic audience, how the realia and the figures of speech were 
rendered into the Slavonic language and culture. It is a survey on the reception of the oral sermon 
put into writing, and at the same time, it is a glimpse into the late antique everyday life in the East-
ern Mediterranean.

Keywords: John Chrysostom, literary reception, translations into Old Church Slavonic, urban life, 
Antioch, Constantinople
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