
Introduction

It was in August 2012, during my doctoral fieldwork at Mount Athos, 
that I felt immersed in the silence of architecture and natural landscape. 
Mount Athos is a semi-independent peninsula in northern Greece in 
which a male Christian monastic community is organized practising 
hesychasm, an ascetic way of life with intense meditational qualities 
(individual and collective prayer). One early afternoon in late August 
I found myself at a balcony along the edge of a steep slope discussing 
on Athonite life with an 84-year-old monk. At some point the discus-
sion came to an end and we kept silent. The sound of the moving sea 
combined with a smooth breeze was creating a gap in the experience of 
the place that started lasting longer than I was expecting. The monk was 
quiet and counting his prayer rope in his hand (a method of individual 
prayer that will be further discussed in Chapter 1) while I found myself 
in an awkward situation. I wanted to stay at the balcony with the monk, 
I did not want to disturb his prayer, and in parallel I started feeling out 
of my comfort zone by having to do something that we are not very 
much used to in modern cities: keep quiet next to a quiet person. I care-
fully took out of my bag a book and started reading. After five minutes 
I heard the monk saying: ‘So, it seems that you do not like my company 
and it is time for me to go . . .’. I was struck with surprise and a feeling 
of discovery. By breaking his silence, the monk gave meaning to it, sug-
gesting the dynamic possibility of shared tranquillity. This gave a new 
meaning for me to this balcony and every balcony, interior space and 
piece of natural landscape. Becoming aware of the act of pausing adds 
to the possibilities of designed or given spaces that can be understood in 
both their solidness and voidness at the same time.

Since this incident, the further unfolding of silence and its spatio-temporal 
connotations has been the aim of a long journey of personal, doctoral and 
postdoctoral work between different countries, institutions and disciplines. 
Following the completion of my doctoral work on the pilgrimage topog-
raphy of Mount Athos, my postdoctoral research (between Canada and 
United Kingdom) has been mostly dedicated to the role of atmosphere in 
architectural experience, emphasizing the importance of silence in it.
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As a result of this journey (that is still on-going), this book explores 
the role of silence in architectural experience, design and representation. 
It builds upon a combination of approaches, from historical/theoretical to 
practice-based ones, to suggest an exploration of silence as a methodological 
tool of architectural research and to further unravel experiential qualities of 
design process and architectural inhabitation.

Distinct from a totally soundless phenomenon, silence is examined as a 
material condition organically incorporated in the experience of the built 
and natural landscape. Either human or atmospheric, silence is a condition 
of waiting: a waiting for a sound to be born or a new spatio-temporal event 
to emerge. In silence, hence, attentiveness and attunement unfold as key 
qualities of the ‘atmosphere’ of a place. Recent interdisciplinary study on 
the notion of atmosphere opens a dynamic field of investigation in which 
this book also contributes by suggesting the significance of silence in the 
perception of aural realities. Whereas human silence relates to the silenc-
ing of the voice, the atmospheric one regards a multi-sensory phenomenon 
that creates a sense of solitude and sensual opening to the surrounding 
environment. The boundary between the two qualities is not clear as they 
are usually found merged due to their ambiental nature. This experiential 
approach unfolds different characteristics of an embodied topography: an 
organic palimpsest of events interrelated through the agency of the body-
subject that always remains unfinished and open to the future.

Atmosphere is investigated here as a liminal zone, shared between the dif-
ferent components of a place. According to the philosopher Gernot Böhme, 
‘atmosphere [. . .] is the reality of the perceived as the sphere of its presence 
and the reality of the perceiver, insofar as in sensing the atmosphere s/he is 
bodily present in a certain way’.1 Taking into consideration the role of the 
atmosphere of a place as an in-between moving spatiality of attunement, the 
book uncovers the liminality of architectural silence in different instances.

Architecture and Silence, therefore, unpacks a series of stories of silence 
in religious topographies, urban landscapes, film and theatre productions, 
architectural education and drawing, as well as modelling transpositions. 
The aim is to show how performative and atmospheric qualities of silence 
build a new understanding of architectural experience from a phenom-
enological point of view that does not overlook the notions of fluidity, 
organicity and openness of embodied topographies. Illuminating the spatial 
and eventual dimensions of theatrical/film transpositions, music, architec-
tural design, drawing and modelling, the book suggests their potential to be 
active agents of architectural experience.

In particular, the first part of the book, entitled ‘Performativity’, inves-
tigates the performative qualities of silence in different settings: religious 
topographies (Chapter 1), contemporary cities (Chapter 2), hot air balloon 
movements (Chapter 3) and natural landscape (an interview with Professor 
Jeff Malpas). The second part, entitled ‘Communication’, explores how the 
performativity of silent atmospheres informs architectural design (Chapter 6) 
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and is mediated by film and theatre performances (Chapter 4), experimental 
architectural representation (Chapter 8) or studio teaching (Chapter 7). 
The first half of the book is mostly related to the analysis of the experi-
ence of silence/stillness/pausing in religious sites, urban environments and 
natural landscapes, arguing about its performative dynamics. In the second 
one, silence is explored as mediated in film and theatrical performances, 
architectural design, architectural pedagogy, as well as architectural com-
munication/representation.

The first part therefore seeks to answer questions such as: How is silence 
experienced through pausing and stillness? Are there any performative par-
ticularities in the awareness of silence that allow us to further develop our 
architectural understanding?

Organically embedded in Eastern orthodox tradition, the ideas of silence 
and stillness suggest unique qualities of existential character in the experi-
ence of monastic architecture and pilgrimage landscapes. The materiality of 
these notions becomes of special importance on Athos as related with the 
prayer of the monks and the journey of the pilgrims deepening the meaning 
of religious atmospheres something examined in Chapter 1, ‘Hesychasm, 
silence and the stillness of Mount Athos’.

Interruption I, ‘Scoring silence-scapes’, presents a project of mapping 
different moments of the Athonite silence-scape created by the author.

Exploring the place of silence in the emergence of urban landscapes 
of encounters is another way of seeking to reply to these questions in 
Chapter 2 (co-authored with Stella Mygdali), which explores the role 
of silence and intimacy in the actions held by the international network 
Urban Emptiness (https://urbanemptiness.org/) to provoke the idea of 
emptiness and trace its materiality in different urban environments. 
Diverse actions (from workshops to performances and lecture series, as 
well as installations and immersive happenings) open to the public and 
challenge the hierarchy between the facilitator and the participant, seek-
ing to read the city in non-conventional ways. The chapter presents how 
shared actions and events of silence were combined, taking the risk of 
intimacy that these urban environments of human interactions entail. 
Acting in silence and seeking intimacy entails a negotiation with the 
boundaries of ourselves, and therefore becomes a process of appearance 
in a world of encounters.

But how can we relate the vagueness of ambience with architectural expe-
rience and design? There are a number of ways the different architectural 
situations examined in this book have triggered the emergence of aura as a 
drive or destination of exploration. The idea of attunement, as suggested 
also by Alberto Pérez-Gómez, has been a key value in architectural studies 
even since antiquity, and has been hugely questioned since the beginnings 
of modernity.2

To illustrate this point from a historical point of view, Chapter 3 seeks to 
unfold the particularities of the gradual movement from an atmosphere of 

https://urbanemptiness.org/
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the land to the stillness of the sky and its possible transposition into archi-
tecture, emphasizing the work of the constructivist architect Ivan Leonidov. 
In the chapter, the exploration of the materiality of stillness into which the 
hot-air balloon enters will be followed by an examination of its tectonic 
translation in Ivan Leonidov’s work. His graduation project for the Lenin 
Institute of Librarianship (1927) is a characteristic example of Russian 
constructivist architecture that sought to express the social, cultural and 
political conditions of its era through the possibility of a flight transposed in 
the dynamic co-existence of movement and stasis.

Questioning traditional/conventional understandings and representation 
of architecture and natural landscape, Part II seeks to underline the impor-
tance of silence in the embodied realization of place and explore alternative 
expressions of it.

Chapter 4 explores the way Beckett and Tarkovsky sought to stage silence 
in their works through emptiness, stillness and waiting. Realizing its intense 
future perspective and language qualities, they dynamically incorporated 
it into their productions to express the existential qualities of the places-
events and suggest different poetic translations of the actual atmospheres 
transferred in them.

The integration of experimentation and improvisation into the arts has 
given ground for more explorations of abstraction, minimalism and emp-
tiness in designing and understanding space in other disciplines as well, 
including architecture. Painting, music, theatre, poetry and film provide for 
the architect a dynamic field of poetic creative-practice investigations. It 
is not the first time that architecture turns towards the design and meth-
odological possibilities of these investigations as there has been a series of 
mutual interactions between art and architecture throughout history. By 
revisiting this creative interchange, the book argues for a polyphonic explo-
ration of space and time in moments of silence.

Marginally included in the twentieth-century movement of musical min-
imalism and deeply influenced by the Russian Christian Orthodox faith, 
Arvo Pärt explores the translation into music of notions like ritual repeti-
tion and silent prayer through his tintinnabuli method: the combination of 
triadic arpeggios with melodic lines. On the other hand, building upon the 
idea of ‘looking through’ an art-work, Cage developed a method of ‘unfo-
cused perception in music’3 in which moments of silence were expressed in 
‘transparent’ interactions between a performing agent, a listener and the 
surrounding environment, being merged as well with ambient sounds. This 
process led to the development of multiple chart and point-drawing tech-
niques in which chance methods were dynamically deployed.

Chapter 6 explores the role of silence/stillness in architectural design 
through a comparison between Arvo Pärt’s tintinnabuli method and Cage’s 
chance and chart techniques. The comparative investigation of the former 
with its design translation in the competition entries to the International 
Architectural Design Contest for the building of the Arvo Pärt Centre at 
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Laulasmaa, Estonia aims to explore the design possibilities of silence and 
stillness through the creative communication between compositional and 
design processes. Silence from a Cagian point of view will be also traced in 
Yeoryia Manolopoulou’s chance architectural projects to discuss the sig-
nificance of the former in a playful approach to architectural design as a 
process of interchanging predictable and unpredictable moments. The com-
parison between the spatial qualities of the two different compositional/
performative transpositions of silence/stillness underlines the importance of 
silencing in architectural design to unfold its diversity and potentialities in 
furthering architectural praxis.

Interruption II, ‘Silence, liminality and monastic space’, documents three 
installations in which silence and stillness is examined as combined with 
communal rituals in monastic complexes placed along the border between 
Mount Athos and the rest of Greece.

Seeking to examine the implementation of the above experimental design 
approaches in architectural education, Chapter 7 investigates the role of 
silence in design studio teaching as a multiple that assumes more attributes 
than the mere absence of sound. In these actions silence regulates both the 
human rapports and the production of meaning while it manifests through 
all studio discursive exploration of context reading and analysis, concept 
translation, drawing and modelling transpositions. Silence is examined as 
a condition of a minimal and attentive existence as in carefully observ-
ing others, an immersion and attunement with the landscape that greatly 
contributes to ‘listening to’ each other and ‘listening to’ a site as well as 
reading, narrating and designing in it. Silence becomes a tool that is care-
fully shared between tutors and students in order to further develop their 
architectural horizons.

Interruption III, ‘Silence, emptiness and architectural design’, is a visual-
text essay presenting student projects from Newcastle University that sought 
to translate religious silence (co-authored with Iván Márquez Muñoz).

Chapter 8 explores notating possibilities of silence through an organic 
understanding of architectural representation in which the ‘sign’ and the 
‘datum’ are in a constant re-negotiation. Silence relates to paradox through 
the mutual interdependence and co-emergence of seemingly antithetical 
entities: emptiness-fullness, darkness-light, movement-stasis. The chapter 
explores the notation of silence as instances of co-emergence taking place 
in the organic reality of embodied topographies. Can we express ‘ineffable’ 
knowledge such as aesthetic or sensory experience? What happens when the 
attempt to do so brings epistemological paradigms into direct collision? The 
chapter addresses the medium dynamics of the liminal events taking place 
just before the utterable emerges.

This liminal area is characterized by fluidity and openness, by a sense 
of liquidity and oceanic understanding of reality that raises questions of 
symbolic and ethical reconsideration of architectural representation.4 
Experimenting on the moments of co-dependence of the foregrounded sign 
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(the notation, the mark) and the blank/blanked canvas (a tabula rasa, an 
empty room, a background) allows us to question the demand for legibil-
ity and its subtle rule: the different ways people have learned to decipher/
read and archive these signs and that are usually based on historical and 
social constructs. Challenging this canonizing of traces, the chapter presents 
a series of experimental notations of absences, interruptions, pauses and 
silences. How does the journey from quiescence towards cacophony modify 
our design toolsets/methods/evaluation systems?

Silence is usually overlooked in architectural scholarship in favour of 
sound, something that does not happen with disciplines such as music, 
political studies and education. By using silence as its lens, the book unfolds 
hidden or unnoticed qualities of the phenomenal spatiality of sacred land-
scapes and contemporary cities as well as the different stages of design 
process, allowing for a deeper expression of their meaningful experience. 
Practice-based and theoretical understandings are merged to explore the 
significance of silence in embodied topographies. The experimental and 
innovative character of the projects explored in the chapters underlines the 
hybrid nature of architectural experience and design as a research meth-
odology. The book suggests a method of inquiry that acknowledges the 
significance of history, theory and practice in a more holistic understanding 
of architecture. Architectural research (of silence), therefore, is presented in 
the book as a performative process of (re-)situation that is characterized by 
a sense of organicity, fluidity and openness.

Notes
1 Gernot Böhme, ‘Atmosphere as the fundamental concept of a new aesthetics’, 

Thesis Eleven, 36:1 (1993), 113–126.
2 Alberto Pérez-Gómez, Attunement: Architectural Meaning after the Crisis of 

Modern Science (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2016).
3 Branden W. Joseph, Experimentations: John Cage in Music, Art, and Architecture 

(London: Bloomsbury, 2016), 110.
4 P. Steinberg and K. Peters, ‘Wet ontologies, fluid spaces: giving depth to volume 

through oceanic thinking’, Environment & Planning D: Society & Space, 33 
(2015), 247–264.



Part I

Performativity
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1 Hesychasm, silence and the stillness 
of Mount Athos

The chapter explores the role of silence in the topography of Mount Athos, 
a semi-independent peninsula in northeastern Greece and a world heritage 
UNESCO monument since 1988. In it a male monastic community is organ-
ized in a network of different structures ruled by 20 coenobitic monasteries. 
Entrance regulations enhance the clarity of the boundary between the inside 
and the outside, allowing only a specific number of male visitors to enter 
and interact with the natural landscape, the architecture and the ascetic 
life. The Athonite topography thus acquires a character of a distant, sacred/
other place in which ascetics seek to practise hesychasm, a way of life based 
on the dynamic combination of silent prayer and communal rituals.

The relief of the peninsula is mainly mountainous.1 Plains are rare and 
small in area, and the coasts are extremely rocky and steep. These condi-
tions of geographical isolation have led to a primitive, untouched landscape 
inhabited by ascetics searching for solitude.2 Gradually, a network of huts 
(kalyves), cells (kellia), sketes and 20 coenobitic monasteries was organ-
ized on Athos (built during the middle and late Byzantine period).3 In the 
fourteenth century Mount Athos became an important centre of hesychasm, 
which was intensively followed by most of the Athonites. Since then, Mount 
Athos has always been considered as an active field of hesychast practice 
in which hermits and coenobitic monks seek salvation through prayer and 
where pilgrims visit to contact its religious character.4

The unique conditions of this environment raise a number of questions 
that the chapter seeks to answer. What is the role of embodiment in the 
experience of sacred places? What is the role of silence and communal rit-
ual in the peninsula? How are the constant repetition of the same actions, 
silent prayer and the journey of the outsider reflected in the organization 
and embodied performance of the Athonite landscape? Dealing with these 
questions, this study develops a new interpretation of the embodied topog-
raphy of Mount Athos through the significance of silence in it.

The individual and collective experience of the Athonite landscape there-
fore relates to a number of different levels of familiarity experienced in a 
spatio-temporal field of diverse discourses. The religious qualities of monas-
tic life interact with the temporary experience of the strangers. Today, not all 
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visitors to Athos are pilgrims. A number of different motivations lead travel-
lers there. People of different nationalities and religions decide to visit this 
‘other’ place and spend some days interacting with the landscape. Monks 
and strangers are engaged in a dynamic process during which physical and 
psychical, material and immaterial, built and unbuilt are not experienced 
as different qualities, but rather as equal components. While the aim of this 
chapter is not to examine in an ethnographic, anthropological way how the 
visitors interact with the Athonite landscape and the activities in it, it takes 
their presence into consideration. Besides material from observation and 
interviews (of monks and visitors) conducted during the last seven years, the 
chapter traces the experience of the landscape also in published narratives of 
people that went there during the last 50 years.

Through its connection to prayer, silence emerges as a key and meaning-
ful quality of this topography that carries intense religious meanings also 
interrelated to the communal rituals. ‘Hesychasm’ derives from the Greek 
word for calmness or tranquillity (ησυχία – hesychia), and it is based on 
the ceaseless repetition of the Jesus Prayer (‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, 
have mercy upon me, the sinner’). By the repetition of this 12-word phrase, 
the prayer may be used any time, whether the individual is alone or with 
other people. Its simplicity allows it to turn easily inward, leading to the 
desired stillness that is considered to be a path towards God with intense 
transformative qualities. Hesychast practice is therefore based on a cyclical 
temporal division, as the aim of the ascetic is to be gradually immersed in 
a ceaseless repetition of the Jesus Prayer and also use his body in accord-
ance with this. The knots of his prayer rope, his komposchoini, help him to 
constantly repeat it. Counting the knots in their hands, the monks repeat the 
prayer, dividing the time according to these repetitions and being engaged 
in a prayerful condition. Pilgrims may also use a prayer rope, but it is not 
obligatory for them. Active participation in communal rituals and practice 
of silent prayer are interconnected in an ascetic life that greatly influences 
the formation and experience of architecture and landscape, opening also to 
the interpretation of the visitors.

The cave, the cell and the stasidi

The origins of hesychast silent prayer go back to fourth century, and it was 
mainly developed during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. This is the 
period when the relevant psychosomatic techniques also evolved. For hesy-
chast writers of this period, such as Nikiphoros the Hesychast, St Gregory 
of Sinai, and St Kallistos and St Ignatios Xanthopoulos, this technique 
has three main components: body posture, control of breathing and inner 
exploration. Therefore, the ascetic should sit at a low stool in an almost 
foetal position, while he may control his breathing either as a preparatory 
exercise or connected to the recitation of the prayer. Moreover, concentra-
tion on the physical heart (region and beating) embodies the possibility of 
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a deeper relationship to God, opening the way to a communication with 
Him (theosis).5 This posture is related to the Old Testament’s descriptions 
of the life of Prophet Elijah, who is said to have prayed with his face low-
ered between his knees. The aim is the ‘constant supervision of the whole 
psycho-somatic man’ and his transformation. The scope of the hesychasts 
is the addiction to constant prayer even while their body is doing some 
everyday tasks.6 While traces of this technique still exist on Mount Athos, 
it is not compulsory, and there have been different attitudes to it in the his-
tory of hesychasm.7 Nevertheless, it underlines the importance of the body 
in hesychast life.

The theologian Kallistos Ware, trying to approach the meaning of hesy-
chia, thus talks about an experienced silence working at different levels, 
from the more external to the more inward. In particular, the hesychast/
hermit has to define his spatial relationship with other human beings and 
seclude himself in places of solitude, such as the caves of Mount Athos’s 
desert (First Level: Hesychia and solitude). A monk who is a member of 
a coenobitic community has the ability to depart from it and practise the 
silent prayer in his cell (Second Level: Hesychia and the spirituality of the 
cell). Having demarcated the outward framework of their spiritual strug-
gles, both hermits and monks seek to ‘confine their incorporeal within their 
bodily house’, striving to discover ‘the ladder that leads to the Kingdom of 
God’ (Third Level: Hesychia and the ‘return into oneself’).8 A characteristic 
definition of hesychia that describes this journey of the individual from the 
exterior to the interior and his heart is given by Ierotheos Vlachos:

[Hesychia is] the peace of the heart, the undisturbed state of the mind 
(nous), the liberation of the heart from the thoughts (logismoi), from 
the passions and the influence of the environment; it is the dwelling in 
God. Hesychia is the only way for humans to attain theosis. External 
quietness is helpful so that humans can reach the noetic hesychia.9

In this context, Athonite monks believe that silence has two interconnected 
levels: the external and the internal. The former is the one that the individual 
can listen to, relates to the elimination of intense (idle) sounds as well as the 
orchestration of repetitive sonic rituals, and is reciprocally interconnected 
with the inner one. For them, external silence results in internal silence, 
and at the same time, through the benefits from the internal, the external is 
re-interpreted. During the moments of the desired theosis the monks argue 
that the individual ‘goes beyond even the boundaries of its own body’. The 
Athonite monks also use the word ‘grasp’ to describe this state, something 
that includes a sense of forcible detachment from the mundane/monastic 
sphere and underlines the intensity of the experience. The aim of the ascetic 
is to return back to the mundane sphere, transformed. Already having a 
theosis experience makes every next attempt a more directed movement, 
based on the mnemonic recollection of a previous ‘illumination’:10
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At the moment of theosis, the ‘rapture’ as it is called, the individual 
goes beyond the limits of his body, beyond space and time. He lives in 
a condition of a vibrating voiceless presence, an ecstatic situation. It is 
only through silence that this peak event can be expressed.11

Therefore, one can speak of three different modes of Athonite hesychast 
silent prayer, depending on the way it is practised: a more ‘structured’ indi-
vidual one, one shared between the members of a monastic community 
during rituals, and a freer one practised spontaneously during the course of 
the whole day (a state of constant inner invocation that may also happen 
during the communal rituals). Through the more ‘strenuous’ and structured 
practice of silent prayer the ascetic aims to acquire the constant invocation 
of the prayer that follows him during his daily life, giving a sense of order 
and stillness to his interaction with the world. Interestingly, these modes of 
silent prayer influence individuals’ perception of the environment and its 
design and organization. Constant invocation of the prayer may result in a 
sense of detachment from the mundane world, a gradual movement towards 
the interior of the self and preparation for the possible communion with the 
divine, something that can be also supported by body posture (foetal, kneel-
ing, prostrations) and breathing.

These levels of hesychia illuminate the role of silence in the Athonite 
topography. Silence demarcates the personal sphere of the monks, who pre-
fer quiet places such as the desert or their cells. They try neither to talk nor 
to hear more words than necessary. Silence is not similarly perceived in all 
the parts of the peninsula.12 Hence, whereas silence in the desert is intense 
and mainly atmospheric (mostly connected to ‘natural’ phenomena and for 
some outsiders even ‘unbearable’), in the case of a coenobitic monastery 
silent prayer is mixed with the different phenomena found in it, suggesting a 
different aural-scape in which human and atmospheric silences are dynami-
cally incorporated.13 Silent prayer is shared between different individuals 
who seek to constantly practise it. Communal rituals and the spaces in which 
they take place are also organized to allow for this shared invocation to keep 
happening. In the case of the monastery, the monk is simultaneously alone 
and an active member of the community, something that leads to a dynamic 
combination between the structured and freer practices of hesychast prayer, 
being also reflected, as we will see, in architecture and natural landscape.

In this context, part of the mountainous environment of the Athonite 
peninsula, caves, play an important role in the topography, as hesychast 
life in them has been one of the forms of monastic practice on Athos for 
more than a thousand years. They are the pores of a deserted mountain-
ous rough relief whose dynamics attracted ascetics possibly even during the 
seventh century, opening as an ‘antilandscape’ that, according to Veronica 
della Dora, embodied qualities of negative (or apophatic) theology. It is the 
absolute isolation and the difficult living conditions that enhance the need of 
the hermits to alienate themselves from the worldly environment.14
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The search for a hermitage in the mountainous environment may be seen 
as related to the Christian theme of ‘desert’. The theologian James Goehring 
argues that this kind of life is included in the Christian ‘myth of the Desert’, 
as the ascetic struggles of the desert saints testified to the possibility of ful-
filling the biblical commandments. The desert landscape, being part of the 
biographies of canonical saints, stands as an ideal life-path towards comple-
tion.15 In this otherworldly environment the individual has the opportunity 
to work on his self-redirection towards the divine.16 The monk Theoklitos 
from the Dionysiou monastery describes these special spatial qualities and 
their relationship to the orthodox ascetic mentality:

A crack or a protrusion of the rock is enough to constitute an ideal 
site for the hermit’s settlement, resembling aeries. Both hermitages and 
asceticism are ‘formed’ according to the spirit of a rough architecture. 
Nobody should search for leisure in them. [. . .] [T]he mentality of the 
hermits [. . .] does not follow a logical way of thinking. They prefer 
climbing to walking on flat ground. They are not adventurous but 
believe that danger is a vehicle of ethical improvement.17

In the case of Athos, caves are the pores of a deserted mountainous rough 
relief, whose dynamics attracted ascetics possibly even during the seventh 
century. They are the folds of the skin between the earth and the sky, pro-
viding the ascetic with a sense of solitude and partial protection from the 
weather due to their organic form. Being part of the living organism of 
this natural environment, caves are connected to the notions of unbuilt, 
indestructible, eternal. ‘Primitively eccentric’, these dwellings of the her-
mits are, for the theorist G. Chatzinis, related to a non-rational way of 
thinking, according to which the individual/hermit builds his relationship 
with God.18 It is the absolute isolation and the difficult living conditions 
that enhance their need to alienate themselves from the worldly environ-
ment through silence, solitude and work on the repetition of the Jesus 
Prayer. Caves become for the hermits a kind of physical-spiritual ‘womb’ 
in which they live, seeking rebirth and psychosomatic transformation 
through ascesis.

Monks who wanted to experience this completely secluded life went to 
Athos and adjusted their spiritual demands to the existing landscape. They 
used the mountain’s cavities that were most easily accessible to the walker 
through the minimum of passages. During the Late Byzantine era, ascet-
eria were dispersed all over the Athos peninsula. Nowadays, still-active 
hermitages are to be found mainly in the Athonite desert, the southern 
part of the peninsula.

We can define two types of ‘cave-hermitages’. The first one is quite elabo-
rate and is a result of a hermit’s own building work. These dwellings have 
a small chapel, one or two rooms, and sometimes also ancillary spaces. The 
second type stems from the minimum alteration of the spaces of a cave or a 
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smooth folding of the relief. Caves constitute the smallest inhabitable spaces 
provided by nature, and carry intense solitude dynamics, supporting hesy-
chast practice, also enhanced by the minimization of built additions. The 
addition of built boundaries should be minimal, as profane concerns have 
to be reduced. Therefore, the extension of the natural space of a cave for the 
protection of the hermit from the difficult weather conditions, the covering 
of his needs or the housing of disciples that gather around him are not nec-
essarily related to a new structure. Staying in a quasi-natural environment 
thus becomes part of hesychast practice, contributing to their progress in 
communicating with God through silent prayer.

In this sense, the inaccessible area of Karoulia is where the two types of 
hermitages are mainly found. Even its name reveals the hard, ascetic way 
of life, meaning ‘the place of the pulleys’. This relates to the old way of 
accessing these hermitages, as hermits had to haul themselves up by ropes 
or chains that passed over makeshift pulleys. The area contains a number 
of separate hermitages. The harshness of the environment and the inten-
tion of the ascetics to practice hesychasm did not allow the creation of a 
clear network of movement in the area. It was difficult for the paths to be 
opened and preserved. Now the different caves and small huts are connected 
through a narrow mule track, hard to walk and dangerous because of the 
sheer cliff. Ladders and pulleys are still used as a way of accessing the her-
mitages, becoming extensions of the mule track.

Silence plays an important role in this part of the peninsula. Ascending 
the steep slope of the area, one finds oneself in a mountainous rocky context 
whose harshness, sometimes in combination with thick vegetation, intensi-
fies a sense of isolation. The only sounds are those of the sea, the wind and 
the birds. It is very rare to see the hermits as they usually avoid interaction 
with other people. Difficulty of approach to these hermitages enhances this 
sense of solitude and silence through the creation of a clearer boundary 
between the insider and the outsider. Absence of noise and limitation of 
vision are experienced both by the Athonites and the visitors, becoming an 
in-between zone in which they co-exist.

On the one hand, the ascetic practises silent prayer in the seclusion of 
his cave-hermitage. A combination of a solitary way of life and a more 
communal one in the wider sphere of the Athonite desert becomes clear in 
the case of the monk Joseph the Hesychast (1898–1959), an ascetic of the 
desert who gradually attracted a number of disciples around him. Joseph 
the Hesychast always tried to stay in isolated places in which, according to 
tradition, great hermits had lived before. He thus spent his first summer on 
Athos chasing around the peninsula and practising hesychasm under hard 
living conditions. He and another monk named Arsenios decided to start 
a common ascetic life and settled in a hut at Katounakia, an area close to 
Karoulia. They moved to four different huts during the course of their lives, 
seeking always to find a quieter place to practise silent prayer. For a long 
period they used to spend the winter in their hut and wander in the desert 
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for the rest of the year. Wandering helped them feel like strangers (xenoi) in 
relation to their environment. Through their wanderings and the repetition 
of the Jesus Prayer they tried to find a way to depart from their mun-
dane sphere and move towards God. The severity of this ascetic way of life 
was a result of the dynamic interaction between the elder and the distinct 
natural environment. This rough place permitted Joseph the Hesychast to 
construct only the essential buildings required to frame his hesychast life. 
The landscape and the people became part of the same ascetic topography 
as the modest constructions filled the voids left by the natural cavities of 
the mountain.19 Stories such as the one of Joseph the Hesychast create a 
mythical framework in which desert asceticism is a unique and difficult 
hesychast practice.

On the other hand, the outsider interacts with this uncanny environment, 
passing through an unfamiliar landscape that, while not soundless, has a 
character of otherworldly isolation. Discontinuities in the route towards a 
hermitage (when a ladder replaces part of a path or falling rocks obstruct 
the way) also make the outsider experience feelings of disorientation and 
unfamiliarity. Exploring the desert, the visitor is always aware and wonder-
ing what is going to happen next. Wishing to hear a familiar noise or to 
become familiar with aspects of the unfamiliar environment, he reads the 
landscape through a silent conversation with its constituents. The pilgrim 
Christopher Merrill describes in his book:

Without a map to consult, I set off on what I later learned was the high 
trail across the desert, the steep, sparsely inhabited southern slope of the 
mountain, sometimes following a black plastic pipe that carried water 
from a spring. But there were no spigots on the pipe. Even in the shade 
the air was stifling.

The question of right relation to the earth is troubling for Christians, 
who have a long history of interpreting God’s command to ‘have domin-
ion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every 
living thing that moves upon the earth’ (Genesis 1:28) in literal terms. 
[. . .] The vertical desert of Athos was a tonic to a culture predicated 
on materialism. [. . .] In the heat I realized how far I had strayed from 
my deepest self, having forgotten what was once an article of faith: the 
intimate connection between the conservation of the earth and a good 
marriage- how each depends upon recognizing limits. [. . .] My stiff 
neck and broken marriage, my hiatus from poetry and lost connection 
to the earth: they were of a piece.20

One of the most important qualities of the Athonite paths, especially in the 
case of the desert, is a sense of silence, the result of untouched nature and 
the religious connotations of the place. The soundscape is different from 
what we find in contemporary cities. Moreover, this sense of silence is also 
connected to the absence (or rare presence) of other people. Encouraging the 




