THE ROCK OF CALVARY:
UNCOVERING CHRIST’S CRUCIFIXION SITE

George P. Lavas

The site of Calvary is, as well known, a place of tremen-
dous religious significance inside the Holy Sepulchre
Church, the place of the Crucifixion of Jesus Christ. My
contribution does not aim to deal with this fearful
event; I only wish to describe briefly some recent works
concerning the actual site of Calvary, as a topographi-
cal reality and as an existing location. The Rock is now
visible and accessible again, due to the restoration
work executed by my colleague Theo Mitropoulos and
myself. This work was carried out with the permission
of His Beatitude, the Greek Orthodox Patriarch
Diodoros I, who entrusted us with the investigation of
this holy site some years ago.! The purpose was to
remove the stone slabs which covered the site of the
Crucifixion in order to make it directly visible to pil-
grims and visitors. These slabs had been laid there after
the disastrous fire of 1808. The person responsible for
this repair was the Greek architect Komnenos from
Mytilene, an island in the Aegean Sea. He tried to
restore the entire Church after the above-mentioned
fire. The stone slabs that were put on the Calvary had
no artistic value at all. The work was done hastily due
to the very limited time allotted by the Turkish Sultan
in 1808, only thirteen months for the entire restoration
(Fig. 1).

Before our intervention, an opening beneath the
altar enabled pilgrims to touch the Holy Rock; this was
quite an experience, but there was no way of gaining a
real sense of its entire form. It was the wish of the
monks, present for many generations, that enabled us
to carry out our work on this unique Christian site.

The Calvary seems to have been covered long
before 1808, very probably since the time of the Cru-
saders, as we know from plans of the site dated to the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, for example those
of Bernard Amico (sixteenth century) and Drapper
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Fig. 1.
(All photos and plans by Lavas-Mitropoulos.)

The covered Calvary site before the intervention of 1987.

(1677). Protection was one of the reasons for covering
the Calvary, although this contradicted the tradition of
an uncovered Calvary during the first centuries. In
these early centuries the Holy Rock was open and visi-
ble.

Before starting our field work on the site, we stud-
ied the whole area systematically. Some of the plans of
longitudinal and cross-sections of the Calvary area ga{-'e
us an idea of the complexity and the many building
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Fig. 2. Plan of Christ’s Crucifixion site on the Calvary. a. Deep crack, b. Circular hole, c. Engraved crosses, d. Pavement 1, e. Pavement 2,
. Oblique wall.

Fig. 3. The crack in the Rock of Calvary.

phases of the area. These studies allowed us to investi-
gate some historical as well as structural and statical
problems of the natural Rock. For example, serious
problems concerning the stability of the Rock arose as
a result of the excavations carried out behind the Cal-
vary at its east side in the sixties.? This was another rea-
son for removing the heavy stone slabs.

My colleague Mitropoulos and I remained and
worked on the site during the operations, checking the
existing filling material laid between the natural Rock
and the slabs: It took us several weeks to finish the work
and clean the whole uncovered area — about eleven
square meters — and collect the various kinds of mater-
ial, such as mortar, small slabs, and stones. Three coins
were found as well. One of them is dated to the second
half of the twelfth century, after the year 1154, belong-
ing to Henry II or Henry III, an English coin of the

*?  Compare Ch. Katsimbinis, “The Uncovering of the Eastern Side
of the Hill of Calvary and its Base: New Lay-Out of the Canons
Refectory by the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate,” Liber Annuus 27
(1977), 197-208.
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Fig. 4. The Calvary site after the intervention of 1987.

Plantagenets; the second one is dated to the last half of
the twelfth century, after the year 1187, belonging to
the episcopacy of Le Puy, and the third belongs to the
Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem in Acre dated to the first
half of the thirteenth century but after the year 1219.
Apart from that, papers mentioning names were also
found, dated to the period after the disastrous fire of
the year 1818. All findings were deposited in the Muse-
um of the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate.

The stone relief of the genuine Rock of Calvary now
appears in its natural simplicity. It consists of limestone
(malachite), grey in colour. Its hardness varies, as does
its surface, from place to place (Fig. 2).

Three areas of the newly uncovered Rock are of par-
ticular interest:

1. Alarge, deep crack passing through the Rock to
the right of the altar running from east to west (Fig. 3).

2. The sunken circular hole (receptacle) of stone
located behind the centre of the altar.

3. White plaster on the rock to the left of the
altar with engraved crosses, two successive pavements
and a section of an oblique wall.

The deep crack (Fig. 3) splits the visible part of the
Calvary, running from the east to the west through
almost the entire Rock. In certain parts the crack
reaches a width of 12 cm and may have been the result




150 GFEORGE P. LAVAS

of a powerful earthquake. The crack brings to mind
Matthew 27:51: “and the earth did quake; and the
rocks rent...,” which occurred at the time of the Cru-
cifixion. The sunken circular hole, partly broken, is
found in the sunken area of the Rock, just behind the
centre of the altar, and may mark the spot where the
Cross was erected; a marble slab covered this element
in order to protect it. The third point of interest lies to
the left of the altar and includes a white-colored plaster
on the Rock with crosses and parts of two successive
pavements and also the above-mentioned oblique wall.
The engraved crosses are of a very simple form, and
they are similar to several symbols found in ossuaries in
Talpiot (now in Jerusalem), dated from the first to the
third century according to Ignazio Manzinni.? If this
comparison is accepted, then our crosses may belong
to the Preconstantinian period. Further findings were
also identified, such as the above-mentioned parts of
the two successive pavements and a section of an
oblique wall running north to south, continuing under
the altar. These pavements probably date to the
eleventh and twelfth centuries, while the wall may be
the one seen and described by the Russian Abbot
Daniel in 1106-1107: “The Crucifixion of the Lord and
this holy rock are all surrounded by a wall...”

The uncovered Rock of the Calvary was now visible

3 I. Manzinni, Archaeological Discoveries Relative to the Judaeo-Chris-
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and accessible but still required protection by some
kind of covering, to prevent pilgrims from taking “sou-
venirs.” With almost 6,000 people visiting the site daily,
this precious record would rapidly disappear. Our solu-
tion was a covering, constructed in the University of
Thessaloniki, of very strong Swiss glass, 33 mm thick,
strong enough to bear the weight of several persons,
allowing in this way the performance of certain cere-
monies on it, for example the Catholic ceremonies of
Good Friday on Calvary. Responsible for its construc-
tion were Professor Panagiotopoulos and Engineer
Zygomalas (Fig. 4).

Our intervention in the highest and most impor-
tant shrine of Christianity was done with a spirit of dis-
cretion and respect for the international principles
concerning the restoration of monuments worldwide.
A comparison between the Calvary before (Fig. 1) and
after (Fig. 4) the operation shows that only the heavy
plaques were removed, to allow visual access to the
Rock, while all the historical and artistic elements of
the Church remain intact. A discreet illumination lying
below the new transparent cover gives an atmosphere
of serenity and stimulation; the holy Rock appears now
directly to the spectator and to the pilgrim as it was in
its initial form from the Early Christian period until the
time of the Crusaders.



