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Nagy MARTA

DRAGON SERPENTS OF THE TREE OF THE CROSS

Key words: Dragon, Serpent, Dragon serpent, Cross,

The Tree of the Life, The Tree of the Cross, Cherubim, Seraphim

The title of this study can be divided into four
elements: cross, tree, dragon and serpent. Referring
to the first element, we will discuss the other three el-
ements. Being Christian art, in the conceptualisation
of two of these elements — the tree and the serpent —
the so-called Story of the Fall of Man is referenced,
which features two trees and a serpent (Gen. 3). Ac-
cording to Christian theology, the trees in the Crea-
tion story are precursors to the cross of Christ, while
the dragon is a derivative of the serpent.

The four motifs can also manifest themselves as
works of art, indeed in a very spectacular way in a
type of altar cross made of wood or with metal clad-
ding reminiscent of the original carvings, which
flourished in the Balkans and reached its apogee in
the 16™ — 17" century. This type is apostrophized as
a flowering cross by the Bulgarian researcher Elena
Genova' (Fig. 1).

Flowering crosses are very attractive to the eye.
The strict straight line of the cross stalks intersect-
ing each other intertwine with a rich ornamentation
which runs gracefully and is mostly composed of
leafy branches and tendrils, and sometimes supple-
mented with narrower geometric borders, and often
with animal shapes.?

The altarpiece made of boxwood (Fig. 2. a; Fig. 2.
b), 61 cm high and featuring 120 medallions, which
is the subject of the study, is also a representative of
this type. The object is divided into two units. The
larger upper unit is the actual cross with images de-
picting the events of the Salvation story and saints.
The ends of the horizontal stem and the apex of the
vertical stem are each decorated with a leaf shape,

! Enena I'eHoBa, [[vprosnume npuiodcHi usKycmed
om XV-XIX eex ¢ bvncapus, AU “Apx & Apr”, Codus,
2004, 62.

2 This type of flowering cross can suggest plant, animal
and human — the unity of the created world.

1. The Blessing Cross, 1707, Iviron Monastery,
Athos. In Treasures of Mount Athos, Managing ed.
Athanasios A. Karakatsanis, Ministry of Culture,
Thessaloniki, 1997, 9.46, 350.
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2. a. Altar Cross, 1558, according to the date carved on the piece, Bozsé Collection, Kecskemét,
photo Péter Walter
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2 b. Altar Cross, 1558, according to the date carved on the piece, Bozsé Collection, Kecskemét,
photo Péter Walter
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with a smaller leaf ornament in each of the upper in-
tersections of the two branches. An angel’s head un-
folds from each of the apexes of the leaves crowning
the vertical branch, while two dragon serpents appear
in the S-shape of the lower part of the vertical branch,
supporting the horizontal cross stalk with their backs.

The lower unit of the altar cross is the handle
holding the cross. On one side is carved the figure of
St. Simeon, and on the other the figure of St. Sava,
while on the handle two larger and two smaller drag-
on serpents twist. The heads of the upper pair each
support an angel’s head.

Let us examine the ornaments of the altar cross
separately.’

The Tree of the Cross. The altar cross is a floral
cross. The idea of the flowery-flowering cross was
based on the legend that the cross of Golgotha was
buried by the Jews and yet flowered*. The tree that
turns into a flower is the tree that gives life, the Tree
of Life.

The identity of the flowering Tree of Life and the
cross is preserved in the church rite. On the feast of
the Exaltation of the Holy Cross or Flower Sunday,
the cross is surrounded by flowering branches, or the
cross itself is often braided with branches of a palm
or, or sometimes, an olive tree.

Christian theology regards the Tree of Life in Par-
adise as a foreshadowing of the cross of Golgotha,
while the legend” also describes their physical identi-
ty: Adam, facing death from a sickness, sends his son
Seth to Paradise to bring him the fruit of immortality
from the Tree of Life. The angel guarding the Gar-
den of Eden does not comply with this request, but
sends a branch from the tree to be placed in Adam’s
mouth at his death and thus buried with him. A tree
grew out of the branch, and according to tradition,
the cross of Christ was later cut from it. On the al-
tar cross® in Gy6r, which dates from the 18" century,
three branches protrude from the mouth of Adam at
the foot of the cross, which also refers to other ver-
sions of the legend. One of these captures the sym-

* The examination of the scenes, iconography and style
of the medallions decorating the cross is not the subject of
the present study.

4 E. I'eHoBa, idem p. 62, footnote 8.

5 Cited in Katalin David, A kereszt teolégiai és
ikonografiai értelmezése az elsé évezredben (An Analysis
of Christian Theology and Iconography in the First Mil-
lennium), Szent Istvan Tarsulat, Budapest, 2011, 167.

¢ Noted in Katalin David, Magyar egyhdzi gytijtemé-
nyek kincsei (Treasures of the Collections of the Hungarian
Church), Corvina Kiad6, Budapest, 1981, illustration no.
34 (XVIIL sz. kdzepe, magyar mester, Szent Ignac-temp-
lom, Gyér, 18" cent. Hungarian master, Church of St. Ig-
natius, Gyor).
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3. The Cross of the Tree of Life (Csaba Ozsvari),
1991. In Istvan Arkossy, Ablak az égre. Ozsvdri
Csaba otvosmiivészete (Window to the sky. Csaba
Ozsvari’s goldsmith art), Magyar Naplo, Budapest,
2017, p. 60.

bolic and physical connection between the cross of
Golgotha and the Tree of Knowledge’. According
to this version, Seth receives a branch not from the
Tree of Life but from the Tree of Knowledge. On
his father’s grave, a branch sprouts forth into a row
of three branches, one of which was carved into the
cross of Christ. The 18" century proskynetarion — the
icon of the Holy Land — preserved in Jaszberény also
presents individual moments from the story in detail:
1. Lot irrigates the three-branched tree; 2. the devil
tries to drink out the water used for the irrigation; 3.
Solomon orders the cutting of one of the branches;
while in the final scene (4), which bears the inscrip-
tion TOY XTA/B/POY (Of the Cross), two servants
carry a branch reminiscent of an elongated board, the
future Cross of Christ. ®

7 Cited in Magyar Katolikus Lexikon (The Hungarian
Catholic Encyclopaedia), vol. I-XI, gen. ed. Dr. Istvan
Dios, Szent Istvan Tarsulat, Budapest, 2001, VI. p. 562.

8 Jaszsagi gorog keresked6 szentfoldi zarandoklata és
zarandokikonja a XVIIIL. szazadbol (Greek merchant’s pilg-
rimages to the Holy Land and proskynetaria from Jaszsag),
in Marta Nagy, A bizdnci ikontol a nyugati barokkig (From
Byzantine Icons to the Western Baroque), Kossuth Egyetemi
Kiadd, Debrecen, 2008, pp. 32-33, motif 31, fig. 142.
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4. The Miracle of St. George with the Dragon,
15" century, Russian icon, In Muxaun B. Annaros,

lpesnepycckaa uxononucev, HckycctBo, Mocksa,
1984, plate 22.

The identity of the Tree of Life in Paradise and the
cross of salvation is also represented by early Chris-
tian depictions, such as the mosaic of the Roman ba-
silica of S. Clemente — which is living vegetation —,
Armenian roadside crosses, khachkars, or contempo-
rary works (Fig. 3).

Different cultures consider the Tree of Life to be
the same as the World Tree. The World Tree pene-
trates the earth with its root, living in the earth with
its trunk, and with its branches in the celestial sphere,
connecting the vertical units of the world', becom-
ing the axis of the world. From these mythical world-
views, the World Tree was transferred to Christian
culture. It appears in the Book of Daniel, when Ne-
buchanezar tells the prophet his dream: 4.10 [...] 1
saw, and behold a tree in the midst of the earth, and

° Cited in Katalin David, A kereszt teolégiai és
ikonogrdfiai értelmezése az elsé évezredben (An Analysis
of Christian Theology and Iconography in the First Mil-
lennium), Szent Istvan Tarsulat, Budapest, 2011, p. 167.

10 Szimbolumtdr. Jelképek, motivumok, témdk az egye-
temes és a magyar kulturabol (Store of Symbols. Symbols,
Motifs and Themes from Universal and Hungarian Cultu-
re), Ed. Jozsef Pal and Edit Ujvéri, Balassi Kiadd, Buda-
pest, 2005, p. 135.
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the height thereof was great. 11. The tree grew, and
was strong, and the height thereof reached unto heav-
en, and the sight thereof to the end of all the earth:
12. The leaves thereof were fair, and the fruit thereof
much, and in it was meat for all: the beasts of the
field had shadow under it, and the fowls of the heav-
en dwelt in the boughs thereof, and all flesh was fed
of it.”!!

The renowned religious historian Mircea Elia-
de points out that the symbolism of the World Tree,
the cosmic tree, lives on very strongly in the cross
of Golgotha. The author illustrates this idea with a
Byzantine song — one of the many translations of it
—, which is sung at the Feast of the Exaltation of the
Holy Cross: “the tree of life planted on Calvary, the
tree on which the King of ages wrought our salva-
tion’, the tree which springing from the depths of the
earth, has risen to the centre of the earth’, and ‘sanc-
tifies the earth unto its limits. .

So far, we have tried to interpret one of the mo-
tifs of the dragon-serpent altar cross, the Tree of the
Cross.

Now, let us turn to the dragons. Twelve drag-
on figures appear on the altar cross we are analysing
(Fig. 2. a; Fig. 2. b).

Who and what kind of creatures are dragons?
Dictionaries describe them as mixed creatures',
fairytale animals'®, but as Géza Roheim states, they
were created from the characteristics of existing an-
imals, taking into account their way of life!®, and in
the Christian so-called “high arts” they derive from

' Dan. 4: 10-12. The translations from the Bible in
the original Hungarian of this article are taken from Szent
Biblia, azaz: Istennek O és Ujtestamentomdban foglalt
egész Szent Irds, trans. Gaspar Kdroli, Brit és Kiilfoldi
Biblia-Tarsulat, Budapest, 1934. The English translations
are from the King James version of the Bible, 1604 (1611).

12 Mircea Eliade, Images and Symbols, Princeton
University Press, Princeton, 1991, p. 162. The Hungari-
an-language Orthodox liturgy also preserved the idea of
the identity of the Tree of Life and the Tree of the Cross:
“The real Tree of Life planted on Golgotha, on which the
King of Eternity worked for our salvation; exalted today
in the midst of the earth, he sanctifies the borders of the
world and inaugurates the abode of the resurrection”
In Hymnologion. Magyar Ortodox Enekeskonyv 1. kot.
(Hungarian Orthodox Songbook vol. I), translated and
compiled by Dr. Theol. Feriz Berki, Magyar Orthodox
Adminisztratira, Budapest, 1969, p. 228.

13 Magyar Katolikus Lexikon (Hungarian Catholic En-
cyclopaedia), idem vol. XI. p. 890.

14 Dr. Herbert Haag, Bibliai Lexikon (Biblical Encyclo-
paedia), Szent Istvan Tarsulat, Budapest, 1989, p. 1562.

15 Géza Roheim, Sdrkdnyok és sdarkanydld hdsok
(Dragons and dragon-killing heroes), Ethnographia XXII.
(1911) book 3, pp. 129-141.



three types of reptile'®: the giant snake, the dragon
lizard, and the crocodile.

A reptile appearing in a 15" century Russian icon
(Fig. 4) appears to illustrate a 6™ century descrip-
tion of a dragon by the Alexandrian author Aetios
Amidenos:

35. The dragon. The dragon is not venomous.
He kills with his strength and crushing power. Many
dragons live in Ethiopia and Lycia, differing in col-
our, some being black, others yellow, and still others
grey. Some are five elbows long, others are ten, oth-
ers are thirty elbows, but they also tell of larger ones.
Their whole bodies are covered with rough scales,
they have large eyes, and above their eyes there is a
awning-like bulge, and under their chin there is a kind
of protrusion called a pogon. [...] Its mouth is large,
its tongue is protruding, its teeth are large, similar to
those of a wild boar, so it is used for wool carding’’.
Under the heading “The Dragon,” the ancient author
describes a reptile similar to the non-venomous giant
snake, such as the boa, anaconda, and python.

The cylindrical-bodied giant snake with wings i.e.
a flap of skin, on its sides, with legs ending in claws
is the dragon lizard, also known as the flying drag-
on'’®. They are often flat-bodied, pulling themselves
around like crocodiles with clawed legs."

The reptiles of the altarpiece we are examining
((Fig. 2. a; Fig. 2. b). bear the hallmarks of the giant
snakes, or dragons, as the ancient author named them
(their bodies are long and cylindrical, their eyes are
large, with bulges above them, their teeth are strongly
emphasized, and their tongues are protruding).

However, in the mixed creatures called dragons, it
is not just the “biological” characteristics of the three
prototypes that are mixed. The observer of the work
of art is less able to detach himself from the symbolic
meanings of the serpent and the dragon, most of all,
of course, from the role of the serpent in Scripture.

16 In applied arts, works in precious metals, miniatures,
and icon wall carvings they were mixed with features of
other living creatures — birds, fish, lions, etc.

7 The 16-volume Medical Encyclopaedia, Book 13,
chapter 35, cited by Zoltan Kéadar and Anna Toth, Az
egyszarvu és egyéb allatfajtak Bizancban (The Unicorn
and Other Animal Types in Byzantium), Typotex Kiado,
Budapest, 2000, p. 117.

18 Such reptiles, for example, can be seen in the 14" cen-
tury Russian icon Saint George and the Dragon, referred
to in Muxaun B. Anmaros, [pesuepycckas ukoHonuco,
HUckycctBo, Mocksa. 1984, plate 56.

! For example, under the feet of St. Phanourios in
the icon from Mount Sinai dating from 1688, referred to
in Treasures of the Monastery of Saint Catherine, gen.
ed. Konstantinos A. Manasfis, Ekdotike Athenon, Ath-
ens, 1990, illust. 95.
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5. Dragon with the Tree of Life, 13" century, Draw-
ing from the relief above the side door of the Chapel
of St. James at Sopron. Source: https://hu.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Szent Mihaly-templom_(Sopron)

The main sin of the serpent is that, in spite of the
divine prohibition, it encouraged Eve to spoil the
Tree of Knowledge (Genesis 3: 1-5), thus initiating
the Calvary of the human race. In addition to his
wickedness, many other attributes of the serpent are
revealed from Scripture. In John’s vision, he consid-
ers the serpent to be the same as the dragon: And the
great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called
the Devil, and Satan, [...] he was cast out into the
earth, (Rev. 12: 9). It is even clear from John’s words
that the same creature, the devil, is hiding in both
the serpent and the dragon. An illustrative example
of this is the 12" century Armenian miniature®, in
which St. George struggles not with the dragon, but
with the devil himself.

In the present state of our research, it can be con-
cluded that an evil dragon serpent, considered an in-
strument of Satan, appears on the Tree of Life-World
Tree-Tree of the Cross we are examining.

However, the serpent in Scripture is not exclu-
sively a being tempted to sin. Jesus teaches his disci-
ples, Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of
wolves: be ye therefore wise as serpents, and harm-
less as doves. (Matt. 10:16). In the stories of Moses,
too, the serpent receives a positive appraisal for its
healing power and redemptive role?!, as the people
who look to the brass serpent erected by Moses es-
caped death (Numbers 21: 7-9). The brass serpent
may symbolize Jesus (Jn 3:14).

Severian, the bishop of Gabala, in the 4%-5" cen-
tury considered “that the snake in Paradise differed
from those serpents that we now despise and avoid;
he was Adam’s closest friend and imitator of human

20 See Ermone Zabel Martaian’s reworking of an Arme-
nian glass painting: http://ermone-martaian.ro

2! Katalin David, 4 teremtett vilag misztériuma. Bibli-
ai jelképek keézikonyve (The mystery of the created world.
Handbook of Biblical Symbols), Szent Istvan Tarsulat,
Budapest, 2002, p. 135.



The iconostasis of the Monastery of St. Naum, Ohrid. Unknown photographer

behavoir [...]”, and only became an enemy of God
when incited to do so by the Devil. ?

The few examples quoted highlight the contra-
dictory perception of the serpent in Christian culture,
but undoubtedly the predominance of condemnation.

The figure of the serpent, or dragon, is ambivalent
in pre-Christian cultures. It is a universal symbol,
part of the mythology and folk tales of all peoples
throughout the ages. Their roles are different, but
they are all strong, powerful beings. From the rich
range, we can refer to one of the myths of creation in
Mesopotamia, in which originally the only existing
beings were Abzu and Tiamat — the representatives of

2 PG 56:485-88 here cites The Oxford Dictionary of
Byzantium 1-3, Alexander P. Kazdhan ed. in chief, Oxford
University Press, New York — Oxford, 1991, vol, 3, 1920.
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the primaeval waters and chaos — and Marduk (him-
self a descendent of the primaeval waters).

However, Marduk killed Tiamat. He created the
sky from one half of her body and the earth from
the other, and people from his blood. The cosmog-
onic narrative (Enuma Elis) imagines Tiamat in the
form of a serpent or a dragon®. From it, as the world
emerged from Chaos, so order arose from the Cos-
mos. In addition to the role of the underlying entity of
the world, the serpent/dragon also plays a protective
role beside the creative god Marduk.*

2 Myths from Mesopotamia (Creation, the Flood, Gil-
gamesh and Others), Ed. and Introduction and Notes by
Stephanie Dalley, Oxford University Press, New York —
Oxford, 2000, The Epic of Creation, 233-274. Symbols),
idem p. 414.

2 Magyar Katolikus Lexikon (Hungarian Catholic En-
cyclopaedia), idem XI, p. 890.; Mihaly Hoppal, Marcell



The nature of the serpent/dragon is similarly con-
tradictory in Egyptian, ancient Greek, and other cul-
tures®, although it also has a clearly guardian role
in them as well. In the history of the Hesperides, for
example, the tree that produces the golden apples of
immortality, the tree of life in the Garden of Hera,
was guarded by a dragon named Ladon, as well as by
the nymphs. Moreover, as the constellation of Draco,
he is also the guardian of the world axis, for Hera
raised the dragon to the sky as a reward for her heroic
struggle with Heracles.?

Jankovics, Andras Nagy, Gyorgy Szemadam, Jelképtar (Sto-
re of Symbols), Helikon Kiad6, Budapest, 2000, pp. 118-119;
Szimbolumtar (Store of Symbols), idem pp. 270; 334.

% According to Nandor Varkonyi’s remarkable ob-
servation, the Central American Indians, the Chinese,
and the Indians only see him as the embodiment of be-
nevolent power, while the Semitic and Indo-European
peoples see him embodying evil and destruction. Nandor
Varkonyi, Sziriat oszlopai (Columns of Syria), Széphalom
Konyvmiihely, Budapest, 2002, pp. 572-573.

26 Szimbolumtdr (Store of Symbols), idem pp. 210-211;
414. In Bulgarian folk belief, the snake is considered the
upholder of the cosmic order, whose huge form supports
the Earth. [TaBnun Yaymes, H306pasicenus Ha smus u 3mell
ebpxy nagpmu om cegepa bvacapus (om navaromo na XIX
0o Hauanomo na XX 6.), YHUBEPCUTETCKO H3aTEIICTBO
,»CB. CB. Kupun n Meroguii”, Benuko TeproBO, Crimca-
nue: Enoxa, Tom 22, 6p. 2. (2014), p. 575.
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7. Lamasthu next to the Tree of Life, 9" century B.C., Alabaster relief from the Palace of Nineveh. In Dr.
Herbert Haag, Bibliai Lexikon (Biblical Encyclopedia), Szent Istvan Tarsulat, Budapest, 1989, p. 963.

The dragon is also a guardian creature in the
Scandinavian myth; its true role is contradictory, as
it preserves the source of the World Tree (Y ggras-
il) while chewing the roots of the same tree?’. In the
two narratives mentioned, the dragon joins the Tree
of Life-World Tree as a new motif, and becomes its
guardian. He appears in a work of art — now in a
Christian medium — in a relief above the entrance to
the southern gate of St. James’s Chapel in Sopron, on
which the World Tree-Tree of Life is guarded by two
dragons (Fig. 5).

With reference to the appearance of the dragon
serpents in cultural history, it can be asked in what
role they appear on the examined altar cross? Are
they symbols of the Chaos that underlies the world,
the guards beside the World Tree-Tree of Life, or the
ancient serpents that tempt the ancestors as the man-
ifestation of the devil?

Considering their physical characteristics, two
types of dragon serpents appear on the altar cross
(Fig. 2. a; Fig. 2. b) which is the subject of this study.
Six dragons on each side and even three smaller drag-
on heads have found their way into the body of the
upper larger dragon serpent.

On the upper unit, i.e. on the cross itself, two am-
phislaena appear®® (Fig. 2. a; Fig. 2. b), while on the

2 Szimbolumtdr (Store of Symbols), idem p. 271.
2 H. Sachs, E. Badstiibner, H. Neumann, Christli-



8. Choros, 14" — late 16™ century, Pantokrator Monastery,
Athos. In Treasures of Mount Athos. Managing ed. Athanasios
A. Karakatsanis, Ministry of Culture, Thessaloniki, 1997, 9.67,
p. 372.

handle are four “simpler” dragon serpents, the latter
with the characteristics described earlier.

Amphislaenae are also special within the group of
dragon-type mixed beings, as both ends of their ser-
pentine bodies end in the head. They are most common
in medieval Western art, but not uncommon in Eastern
Christian depictions. Such a mixed creature appears,
for example, in the iconostasis of the St. Naum Mon-
astery in Ohrid from 1711 (Fig. 6), or in the 14"-15%
century Rostov-Yaroslavl miniature®, etc.

The roots of the amphislaena composition (with
cross monsters) are to be found in scenes from Middle
Eastern mythologies in which the World Tree-Tree of
Life is guarded by anthropomorphic or zoomorphic
creatures, snakes, dragons, lions, and “cherubs” with

che Ikonographie in Stichworten, Koehler & Amelang,
Leipzig, 1988, pp. 100-101.

» Reported in T. Y. B3nopHos, Hckyccmeo knu2u 6
lpesneii Pycu, ,,ckycctBo”, Mocksa, 1980, 9/9. ill.
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human bodies, birds’ heads, and wings, ar-
ranged symmetrically. The latter appear in
the 9™ century BC alabaster relief from the
palace of Nineveh (Fig. 7).

The composition was transferred to
Christian art in this interpretation, with
the tree of life primarily interpreted as the
cross of Jesus (Fig. 8), or — reminiscent of
ancient Eastern ideas — God himself and
with Him, the Tree of Life, were included
between the two sentinels (Fig. 9). The role
of guardian and the distancing of the forces
of evil features strongly in the scenes them-
selves, on the one hand, and also in their
placement above the entrances above holy
places, as in the churches in Csempesz-
kopacs (Fig. 10) and Berkovitsa®®, and at
the Royal Door’!; but they also guard the
Episcopal Throne, wells, and even the life
to be born, through women’s belt buckles
(magra), primarily in pregnant women*.

In Byzantine art, Eastern influences in-
tensified during the Iconoclastic Controver-
sy (8"-9% centuries), when they were able
to adopt the dragon motif, which preserved
the Tree of Life, which was already pri-
marily considered a cross, in a symmetrical
arrangement. Christian art boldly adopted
the composition, as the Tree of Life is also
preserved in the Bible. God himself com-
manded it to be guarded: So he drove out
the man; and he placed at the east of the
garden of Eden Cherubims, and a flaming
sword which turned every way, to keep the
way of the tree of life. (Gen. 3.24).

In the Christian context, however, the guard-
ian role of the dragon elements in the composition
was overshadowed by the harmful roles assigned to
them in Scripture. The works of art presented, on the
other hand, suggest that — as M. Eliade explains —
Christian art used the archetypal images of universal
humanity, but “The revelation conveyed by the Faith
did not dispel the ‘primary’ meanings of the images;
it simply added a new value to them.”** The primary
meaning of the dragon serpent — Eliade’s conception,

30 Reported in Banentun AHTenoB, BwspodicoeHcka
yvpkrosna ovpeopesda (Cemanmuuen ananuz), N3naren-
cTBO Ha brirapckara akagemust Ha Haykute, Codus, 1986,
p. 21.

3 On the 19" century Royal Door of Tavalichevo
Church. Reported in B. Aurenos, Bv3poocoencka yvpkos-
Ha ovpeopesba, idem p. 129.

32 T1.YaywieB, M300pasicenuss na 3must u 3mell 6bpxy
nagmu, idem pp. 572-573.

33 M. Eliade, Images and Symbols, idem p. 159.



the PICTURE — in which the world-founding, guard-
ian, and retaining role of the mixed being was mani-
fest was so strong that this new interpretation did not
erase it. It continued to live as a hiding place, and not
only in folk culture.

The primary meanings of the archetype are also
referred back to in the dragons of the examined altar
cross (Fig. 2. a; Fig. 2. b). On the upper units, the am-
phislaena-dragon serpents describing the S-line hold
the horizontal branch of the cross with the upper cur-
vature of the “S” while supporting the vertical branch
with the downward-running line of the “S”. That is,
they hold the World Tree-Tree of Life-Cross.

In the same movement their lower jaws move to
support the square ends of the vertical stem of the
cross*. The heads of the two dragon snakes at the
lower end of the cross seem to complete, and close
the composition, and form its basis.

Dragon serpents play a protective role on floral
crosses, as Bulgarian researcher Elena Genova points
out **. In other works, dragon guards are replaced by
lions*.

The retaining, guarding role represented by the
amphislaena-dragons of the upper unit is reinforced
by the dragon serpents of the lower, handle, unit (Fig.
2. a; Fig. 2. b). The handle itself physically forms the
pedestal of the cross (it can also be lifted out from
under it, as it was made as a separate unit). With their
symbolism, the retaining function is also emphasized
by the dragon snakes woven on the handle. Their
movements follow the form of the number eight. The
number eight is a universal symbol, referring to cos-
mic equilibrium, the order of the universe®’; but the
horizontal eight also refers to eternity as a sign of
mathematical infinity. It is also a marked number in
Christianity. According to the Jewish reckoning, Je-
sus was resurrected on the eighth day, so in Patristics,
according to Origenes™®, the eighth day is a symbol of
eternal life.*

3 This square shape appears in a similar size at the ends
of the beams of the cross, closing the ends, and also ap-
pears in a larger size at the junction of the beams.

35 E. T'enoBa, [Joprosnume npuiiodcnu, idem p. 63.

3¢ For example, in the table cross by Masters Nyikola
and Paul dating from 1611, HUM (National History Mu-
seum), reported in E. I'enoBa, [[vprosnume npuniodicuu,
idem, p. 64.

37 Jelképtar (Store of Symbols), idem p. 195.

% Origen is cited in Magyar Katolikus Lexikon (The
Hungarian Catholic Encyclopaedia), idem vol IX, p. 909.

¥ According to another interpretation of the symbol,
following the seven days of Creation, the eighth day — a
bitter time, but on the path to redemption — is a transition
into the other life, which never ends. Gergely Nacsinak,
A Tigris szeme: a szir kereszténység szent helyei (The Eye
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9. Shepherd's crook of Arsenije Stojkovic¢, Serb
Bishop of Buda, 1880-s. Photo Attila Mudrak.
Szerb Ortodox Egyhazi Mizeum (Serbian Orthodox
Church Museum), Szentendre

“The idea that dragons form the basis of the cross
is old. It reflects the oldest cosmopolitan myths of
world creation”,* notes Valentin Angelov, referring

of the Tiger; Holy Places of Syrian Christianity), Kairosz,
Budapest, 2016, p. 146.

40 B. Awnrenos, Bwu3poowcoencka yvprosna opvpesoa,
idem p. 43. According to the more general view in the
literature, the dragons/snakes appearing next to the cross
placed on top of the icon wall are the embodiments of Satan
being defeated by cross and by Christ. descending to the
underworld. Mupjana hoposuh-Jbyounkosuh, Cpeomege-
Ko6HU 0ybope3 y ucmounum oonacmuma FOeocnasue, Ha-
yuHoO neno, beorpan, 1965, p. 62. Szilveszter Terdik pro-
vides a fine derivation of the interpretation of the symbol:
Szilveszter Terdik, 4 mariapocsi kegytemplom épitésére
és belsé diszitésére vonatkozo, eddig ismeretlen forrasok
(Previously unknown sources for the architecture and inte-
rior decoration of the Church at Mariapocs), A Nyiregyha-
zi Josa Andras Miizeum Evkonyve L. (2008), pp. 539-540.
The theology teacher Miklos Gyurkovits drew my atten-
tion to the thought of the great figure of the Alexandrian
school, Origen. According to this, Satan was not created as
a bad angel, but became evil through his own free will (in
Laszl6 Vanyo, Az dkeresztény egyhaz irodalma / Literature
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10. Relief above the side door of the Church of
St. Michael at Csempeszkopdcs, second half of 13™
century. Source: www.vasiertektar.hu/s/3297/csem-
peszkopacsi-templom

to the dragon cross compositions on the Balkan icon
walls, adding that this certainly does not contradict
the role of guard. A beautiful example of this late 1i-
turgical art is the previously mentioned shepherd’s
staff of Arsenije Stojkovié, the Serbian bishop of
Buda (Fig. 9), on which the snake holds (Earth) and
protects (God).

The life and life path of the two medieval saints,
Simeon and Sava, appearing on the stalk cannot
be ignored. The creators of Serbian statehood and
church are protected as a foundation by the dragon
snakes that weave around them, who are themselves
foundations.

The altar cross, which is the subject of the study,
is a very well-thought-out composition (Fig. 2. a; Fig.
2.b). Dragon serpents accompany the angel heads on
both units, although it is impossible to decide wheth-
er they are four-winged cherubs or six-winged ser-
aphim, given that only two of their wings appear.
The indistinguishability/identity of the cherubim and
seraphim is symbolized by the angel of the Vatope-
di Monastery in Athos (Fig. 11), who has six wings
like the seraphim but is human-legged, with four fac-
es like the cherubim. Nor does Scripture distinguish
them exactly. In the Old Testament in Ezekiel, in the
section describing the “Appearance of the Glory of

of the Old Christian Church/, Szent Istvan Tarsulat, Buda-
pest, 1988. 1. 408-409, referring to Orig. De princ. I, 6,5;
I, 6,31) but in the end times he will return under the power
of God, that God may be all in all. (1 Corinthians 15:28).
In other words, Satan and the serpent tempted to evil will
be emerge in a transformed state. The church rejects the
Origenist doomsday idea. The phrase “Christian iconog-
raphy depicts the defeated devil as a snake and a dragon”
in the “Dragon” entry of the Szimbolumtar (idem p. 415)
indicates that the snake/dragon is only a tool in the hands
of Satan. Incidentally, the latter could also appear in many
other animal forms in medieval art.
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the Lord on the Cherubim,” strange mixed beings
appear with four wings, four cheeks, calf legs, and
human hands (Ezek. 1, 5-11). In Isaiah (Is. 6, 2) six-
winged seraphim “stand” “above” the throne of the
Lord. Despite the fact that the author uses the word
“they stand,” nothing else is revealed about the ap-
pearance of the seraphim. In the book of Revelation,
John writes of four living creatures, so we might
think of cherubim, yet he mentions six wings each,
which used to belong to the seraphim (Rev 4, 6-8).

The fact that the angel and the dragon serpents
belong together is striking on the lower unit, on the
handle, but is also evident on the upper unit, on the
cross itself, and follows from the symmetrical ar-
rangement of the three figures.

The combined appearance of dragon serpents
and cherubim/seraphim in Christian art is not derived
from the devil. We have selected from a number of
examples. On the blessing cross of the Xeropotamou
Monastery in Athos, the dragon, leaning on a hori-
zontal cross stem, grows out of the upper seraphic
head, holding a bud in its mouth, from which another
seraphic head unfolds (Fig. 12). On the Royal Door

11. Drawing of a cherub from a wall painting in
the Vatopedi Monastery at Athos, 1213. In Mihaly
Hoppal, Marcell Jankovics, Andras Nagy, Gyorgy
Szemadam, Jelképtdr (Store of Symbols), Helikon
Kiad6, Budapest, 2000, p. 24.



of Tavalichevo Church (Fig. 13), each of two pairs
of dragons encircle an angel’s head. In the window
frame of the southern fagade of the Kalenica mon-
astery in Serbia, a six-winged seraphim hovers over
two intertwined dragon snakes (Fig. 14).

Let us suppose the angels of the altar cross are
cherubim. The Hebrew word ‘“cherub,” means the
fulness of knowledge or the outpouring of wisdom.
Justifiably, their job is to provide the highest service.
“Indeed, they belong to the very first trinity of the
nine angelic orders, along with the seraphim who im-
mediately surround the throne of the Lord.”*' They
appear only once in the New Testament*?, but several
times in the Old Testament, mostly as guard-beings,
such as by the ark: And thou shalt make two cheru-
bims of gold, of beaten work shalt thou make them, in
the two ends of the mercy seat (Exodus 25:18); in the
temple of Solomon with the palm tree considered to
be the tree of life in ancient times: And he carved all
the walls of the house round about with carved fig-
ures of cherubims and palm trees and open flowers,
within and without (1 Kings 6:29); within the Holy
Holies were two statutes of cherubim made of olive
wood, each ten cubits high (I Kings 6:23) turned to-
wards the sanctuary; but they appear in the curtain of
the temple, woven into tent sheets (II Chron 3:14),
and even on the wings of the gate (I Kings 6:32).

These mixed beings are sometimes seen by the
prophet Ezekiel as having two faces — a human face
and a lion’s face (Ez, 41:18) — and sometimes with
four faces having four wings, human hands, straight
legs, and feet like a calf (Ezek.1, 5-11).* Their pre-
cursors were figures of the ancient Near East: in
Assyria, the “lamashtu”, the winged lion or the bull
colossus with a human face, who stood as a protec-
tor at the entrance to temples or palaces, and in the
Neo-Babylonian period a human - or animal-headed
winged being with a human body, the “apkallu”-s,*
appeared as the guardians of the Tree of Life (Fig.7).

4 Pszeudo-Dionisziosz Areopagitész, 4 mennyei

hierarchiarol (On the Hierarchy of Heaven), trans. Péter
Erdd, in Az isteni és az emberi természetrél. Gorég egy-
hazatyak (On Divine and Human Nature. Greek Church
Fathers), Selected by Katalin Vidranyi, Gede Testvérek Bt,
Budapest, 1994, I1. p. 229.

42 In the Letter to the Hebrews, 9,5 the “Cherubim of
Glory” appear above the “smoking golden altar” and the
Ark of the Covenant”. In the Book of Revelation (Rev. 4,
6-8) it is not clear whether the winged beings are cherubim
or seraphim. See above.

3 The myths were able to assign mixed beings to guard
because they combined qualities that made them most suit-
able for this role.

4 Michael Roaf, Cultural Atlas of Mesopotamia and
the Ancient Near East, Andromeda, Oxford 1996, 76-77.
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12. 1671,

Blessing  Cross,
Monastery, Athos. In Treasures of Mount Athos,
Managing ed. Athanasios A. Karakatsanis, Ministry
of Culture, Thessaloniki, 1997, 9.45, p. 349.

Xeropotamou
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13. Royal Door, 19" century, in the iconostasis of the church
in the village of Tavalichevo. In Banentun Anrenos, Bwu3pooic-
Oencka ywvprosHa Ovpsopezdoa (Cemanmuuen ananusz), Usnaren-
cTBO Ha brirapckara akanemust Ha Haykute, Codus, 1986, p. 129.

Thus, on the altar cross examined, the two heads
of angels, if they are considered cherubim, appear in
the same protective-guarding role as the other type
of mixed beings, the amphislaenae. The latter are the
guardians of the lower unit of the cross, while the
cherubim are the guardians of the whole composi-
tion. They belong together strongly because of their
mixed nature and role.

The winged angels of the altar cross can also
be seraphim®. The seraph is generally thought to
be a winged snake*. The word itself is the equiva-

4 Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite also ranks them in
the first three of the angelic orders, the one closest to the
Lord’s throne. P. D. Areopagitész, A mennyi hierarchiarol
(On the Hierarchy of Heaven), idem II, pp. 213-259.

4 Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible DDD,
ed. by Karel van der Toorn, Bob Becking, Pieter W. van
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lent of the Hebrew “saraf”. The meaning
of the root is burn, cremate*’. Its first oc-
currence is in the book of Deuteronomy,
where it appears in the wilderness along
with scorpions as a “fiery serpent” (Gen.
8:15). In Isaiah, in the land of misery and
distress, it appears as a “winged dragon” in
the company of other evil animals — lions
and vipers (Isaiah 30: 6). But the proph-
et also sees them in other forms: 7. [...]
saw also the LORD sitting upon a throne,
high and lifted up ... 2. Above it stood the
seraphims: each one had six wings, with
twain he covered his face, and with twain
he covered his feet, and with twain he did
fly (Isaiah 6. 1-2).

In the Old Testament, then, the seraphim
is a “fiery serpent,” a “winged dragon,” or
a six-winged mixed creature with a human
face. The latter are the guardians of the
throne of the Lord. They are also present
in this role in liturgical practice, guarding
the throne of the Lord as ripidions around
the altar table, as they do on the altar cross
in question.

In her study*®, the Bulgarian researcher
Vihra Baeva writes about the genealogy of
the snake and the seraphim, their role, the
etymology of the word seraph, the equal
placement of the two figures in the sacred
space, their identity, and the Christian actu-
alization of an ancient archetype.

In summary, the altarpiece examined,
with its ornaments — dragon serpents, an-
gel heads and the cross itself — is the man-
ifestation of different archetypes spanning
ages and cultures.

In the first interpretation of the archetype it means
the archaic form, the original form of something.
Compared to the foreshadowing of the Tree of the
Cross, the Tree of Life-World-Tree, it took on a dif-
ferent form, but essentially retained the expansion of
the world-tree into three worlds. The dragon serpent

der Horst, Second extensively revised edition, Brill, Lei-
den—Boston—Koln, 1999, p. 742. 1 would like to thank
Prof. Dr. Ida Frélich for her help with the analysis of the
term ‘seraph’.

47 Dictionary of Deities, idem p. 743.

‘8 Buxpa baeBa, Aweeiu u 3melioge HeOUAKEAHU
napanenu 6 nOiIemMo Ha perusuosnama Kkyimypa, in Illamerra
3a Tpaguiusata. COOpHHK B 4ecT Ha 70-romuIIHWHATA
qot. a-p Aunren loeB, Hayden pen. Ceetrna {umutposa,
Wznarenctro ,,dadep”, BenukoTwspHoBo. 2018, pp. 11-12.
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14. Relief in the window insert on the southern facade of the Kaleni¢a Monastery, 15" century. In Anexcan-
nap Hepoxo, Monymenmanna u dexopamueua apxumexmypa y Cpeomwesexosoj Cpouju, TypucTHUKa IITaMIIA,

beorpanm, 1985, ci. 362, p. 224.

retains the shape of a mythological mixed creature
in Christianity, similar to the cherubim. Seraphim, if
they are not considered derivatives of the cherubim,
first appear in the Old Testament in a form reminis-
cent of cherubim and partly of dragon serpents. They
are both mixed beings in their outward appearance.

Let us consider the primeval image and symbol
of the archetype.

In this respect, the cross has retained the meaning
of the mythological Tree of Life-World Tree, but to
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this is added the story of Jesus, the Christian interpre-
tation of the cross. The dragon serpent and the cherub
seraphim also preserve the main feature of their an-
cient symbolism, the role of guard.

The examined altar cross is a clear example of
how the motifs of a work of art have retained their
ancient archetypal meaning, in the case of dragon
serpents, despite the fact that the originating culture
of the altar cross examined here endowed it with a
completely different meaning.

Translated by George Seel
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DRAGON SERPENTS OF THE TREE OF THE CROSS

Summary

The study seeks to understand the role played by
the twelve dragon snakes which appear on the so-
called ,floral cross” produced, presumably in the
16th century, for a Serbian patron.

The mixed creatures bearing several character-
istics of reptiles are primarily reminiscent of giant
snakes, or dragon snakes as they were referred to in
ancient times. Amphislaenae, which belong to the
dragon snake group, also appear.

In addition to its biological characteristics, the

study also investigates the place of the dragon snake
in Christianity and the cultures which preceded it and

its symbolic interpretation in relation to the Tree of
the Cross. Its archetypal manifestations are also dis-
cussed: the World Tree - Tree of Life, the lamashtu,
and the apkallu - the latter were mixed beings who
acted as guardians of the Trees.

The angels (or seraphs, or cherubim?) appearing
together with the dragon snakes on the carved cross
are Old Testament ,.fiery serpents”, ,,winged drag-
ons”, human-faced, six-winged mixed beings. Their
role is the same as the guardians of the dragon snake,
Christian actualizations of an ancient archetype.

Haru MAPTA

SMUUTE - SMEJOBH HA IPBOTO HA KPCTOT

Pezume

OBa ucTpakyBarmbe nUMa 3a I1eJ JIa ja pa3jacHu yjaorara
Ha JBAaHACCETTE 3MHUU - 3MCJOBH KOH C€ M0jaByBaaT Ha Ta-
KaHApEUCHHUOT "I[BETEH KPCT" HajBEpPOjaTHO M3PAOOTEH BO
XVI Bek 3a HEKOj CPIICKH MATPOH.

KommosutHuTe cymrecTBa KOM MMaaT KapaKTepHCTH-
K{ Ha PENTWJIM NPBEHCTBEHO MOTCETYyBaaT Ha [IMHOBCKH
3MHH, WK KaKO LITO OWJIe HApEKYBaHU BO aHTUYKHUTE Bpe-
MUBa, 3MUH - 3MejoBU. AMprcOaeHHTe, KO U' Tpunaraar
Ha TpyIara 3MHH - 3M€jOBH, UCTO TaKka MOXe Jia ce 3a0e-
JIeXKaT.

Bo mponomkenne Ha OHONIONIKHTE KapaKTEPUCTHUKH

Ha rpymnara, oBa MCTpaKyBambe HCTO Taka ja pasniefyBa
W ylorara Ha 3MHjaTa - 3Me] BO XPHUCTHjaHCTBOTO M BO

227

KyJITYpUTE KOM MY IIPETXOJeIIe, KAKO U Hej3MHaTa CUMO0-
JIMYKa MHTEpIpeTaIija Bo KOHTEKCT Ha JIpBOTO Ha KPCTOT.
Hej3unute apxeruncku MaHu(ecTaluu ce UCTO Taka 00-
paborenu: CBeTckoTO APBO - J[pBO Ha KUBOTOT, JlamamTy
1 AmKaiy - Kou Omiie KOMIIO3UTHH OUTHja KOW MMaJie yiIo-
ra Ha yyBapu Ha JIpBara.

Anrenurte (cepauMHUTE WM XCPYBHUMHUTE) KOU CE
1ojaByBaaT 3aeqHO Ha pe30aHHOT KPCT CE CTapo3aBerT-
HU "orHeHHW 3MuU", "KPUIECTH 3MEjOBHU', YOBCKOJHUKH,
IIECTOKPWIM KOMITO3MTHH cyluTectBa. HuBHara yiora
€ MCTa Kako M Ha OHAa Ha YyBapuTe O]l Ipynara 3MHH -
3MEjOBH, IITO € BCYIIHOCT XPHCTHjaHCKa MaHU(eCTaIHja
Ha 0BOj aHTHYKH apXeTHII.
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