The Frescos of Mart Shmuni Church - Hadsheet
Shed light upon a neglected heritage

Fig. 1
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The life of Saint Shmuni & her sons
according to the Maronite Synaxarium

Saint Shmuni, also known as “Mart Shmuni” according to the Syriac tradition, is mentioned in
the Old Testament of the Bible, specifically in 2 Maccabees (Chapter 7).

Accordingto biblical and ecclesial tradition, Shmuni wasthe mother of seven sons. By refusing to
offer sacrifices to the pagan gods, Shmuni impelled the Greek magistrate, Antiochus IV Epiphanes
(descendant of Alexander the Great 1n the East), to kill her seven sons, one after the other, before
her eyes and then killing her. He hoped that they would renounce their belief in the one God and
worship idols.

Shmuni and her sons remained true to their faith and were martyred around 161 B.C.

Shmuni 1s known by other names: mother of the seven, or Solomonis/Salome (in Greek). The

Eastern Christians, including the Maronites, celebrate her feast day on August 1%.

May the prayers of all the martyrs and saints be with us. Amen.
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The Church of Mart Shmuni-Hadsheet

The frescoes in the churches of Lebanon date back to the time of the Crusades (12" and 13™
centuries). Despite the deplorable condition in which most of these churches were found, what
remains testifies to the religious and artistic prosperity of the local Christians in that era. These
rare and important churches require preservation since they are among the most prominent
historical and archeological indicators to the lifestyle and heritage of the Christians.

This architectural and artistic movement took place particularly in Mount Lebanon, within
the County of Tripoli, which at the time of the Crusades extended from Tartus (Syria) in the
north to Maameltein in the south. Most of the churches had a large number of frescoes, and
the decoration of some was limited to the drawing of crosses on one side of the building, and
many examples like this are found in some of the villages in Mount Lebanon. Nowadays, the
remaining churches with surviving drawings on the walls are few and this is due to both human
and natural factors.

The destruction of the cultural heritage

Since the 1960s, it has become a fashionable practice to scrape off the plaster of the walls of the
old churches. Thiswasto beautify the building on the inside in response to the style that reigned
In those times.

Dozens of beautiful frescoes were ignorantly destroyed in this way. Scraping the plaster off the
walls ruined different drawings, some were obvious, like the one in Mart Shmuni, and have
disappeared forever, and some were hidden under the layer of clay plaster, like the onesin the
Monastery of Mar Yuhanna (Saint John) in Duma (Batrun) and Church of Mar Tadros in Dmalsa
(Byblos). Other drawings were removed, without anyone knowing of their existence.

The famous scholar Ernest Renan praised the beauty of the frescoes of the Church of Shibtin
(in the region of Batrun) during his travels in Lebanon a century and a half ago, but this church
was destroyed a few years after Renan's passage.

Revitalizing the civilization heritage

The onset of the 21 century witnessed growing interest of researchersin this heritage, not only
for academic purposes, but also for the sake of preserving whatever is left of it. This growing
Interest spurred some specialized and professional organizations from the civil society, as well
as some academic quarters, supported by the Directorate General of Antiquities, to acquire the
funding necessary for the preservation of this heritage.

Restoration campaigns were launched 1n 2003 1n Kfar Shleiman, Kfar Hilda and Edde (Batrun),

Bahdidat and Maad (Byblos), Kaftun (Kura), followed by Amiun, Rashkida and Dedde (Kura).
These campaigns will continue until the last fresco has been salvaged.

Dueto these discoveries, people realized the importance of these frescoesthat constituted living
proof of the artistic and spiritual skills of our ancestors. The re-examination of the existence of
the frescoes of Mart Shmuni is but part of this recovery effort.

In short, the historical, cultural and artistic value of the frescoes of Lebanese churches i1s of
equal iImportance to the vestiges of Byblos, Baalbek, Tripoli or Tyr.
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Description of the Church

The Mart Shmuni Church lies in Wadi Hulat (Valley of Hulat), which 1s a rocky slope leading to
the town of Hadsheet in Jibbat Bsharri. In this valley are found hermitages and old monasteries
(Deir as-Salib, Mar Antonios, Mar Selwan, Mar Sarkis, Mar Behnam ...).

Wadi Hulat 1s a part of Wadi1 Qadisha (Qadisha Valley), or the “Holy Valley” where many monks

and hermits lived. It was also the headquarters of the Maronite patriarchate for more than 400 years.

On December 2, 1998, UNESCO placed Wadi Qadisha and Qozhayya, as well as the Cedars

Forest, on the World Heritage List because of their cultural and religious significance.

The Mart Shmuni Church dates back to the 13" century. This date is estimated by comparing
the frescoes of Mart Shmuni Church with drawings found in other churches in the same area and
period, such as the churches of Bahdidat and Maad (Byblos), Kfar Shletman and Edde (Batrun),
Kusba and Amiun (Kura), and even in remote areas like Mar Musa al-Habshi in Nabk (Syria),

Cappadocia (Turkey) and Cyprus.

Mart Shmuni Church in the shape of half a cave. Its outline, which trails the contour of a rock
Inside the grotto, has the following elements:

B Anincomplete apse without an altar, bordered by the walls of the grotto A, and by the arches that

were added later on (after the painting of the frescoes), separating it from the two principal apses.

B Two apses (with altars) form what is known as “double church”. This model was used for
many churches in Medieval Lebanon. To this day, its liturgical, ecclesiastic and religious use (B-C)
remains a mystery.

The walls of Mart Shmuni Church were decorated with frescoes, but these were removed in the
1980°s. Dr. Raif Nassif has left us some photos [of these frescoes] (the photos were taken on the
13" of November 1971). Fortunately, he was an enthusiast of photographing old churches and

accompanied the researcher Erica Dodd, who studied these frescoes on her visit to Mart Shmuni.

These paintings did not cover all the walls of the church, but only on some parts of it. The scene
of the Resurrection occupiesthe vault of the northern apse A and on apse C, only the upper part of
the faces of three saints, which were presented on the wall of the apse under the vault, remains. It

seems that apse B was originally without frescoes (see the location of the paintings on the map).
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¥ Hadsheet-Mart Shmuni, map of the church with the locations of the paintings.
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The Frescoes

The scene of the descent of Christ to Hades or the Resurrection of Jesus Christ:
Anastasis, (Apse A), Fig. 8

Easter 1s one of the most important feasts for the Eastern Christians. The descent of Christ to
Hades was not cited in the canonical Gospels but only in the apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus
and also 1n the writings of some church Fathers. The Scriptures say that after his Crucifixion
and redeeming triumph, the Lord disappeared for three days during which time he descended
to Hades or the realm of the dead to save the Fathers of humanity - kings, prophets and all the
wise men of the Old Testament. In the scenes of the Resurrection, Christ 1s usually depicted in
the middle of the painting raising the cross of his victory, and trampling the doors of hell which
fall down on the Devil. On one side of Jesus appear figures from the Old Testament: Adam, Eve
and Abel, the prophets, kings, John the Forerunner (Baptist), and others who have risen from the
grave. Jesus extends his hand and holds Adam’s hand. Behind him stands Eve, raising her hands
towards the Lord. On the other side, David, Solomon and the prophets each await his turn.

The scene of the Resurrection in Mart Shmuni does not differ from the traditional iconography
usually adopted in painting the event where Christ appears, holding the cross, the symbol of his
triumph over death; He tramplesthe doors of hell which fall down on the defeated Devil, wholies
down 1n the depth of Hades. On one side of Jesus appear Adam, Eve and Abel, and on the other
side King David, whose crown is the only remnant of the picture of his face. The faces behind
him were obliterated, but Solomon may have been standing behind him. Two other faces were
added to the traditional protagonists of the scene standing in the lower half of the composition;
on the right (of Christ) stands the guardian of hell and on the left (of Christ) an implorer, probably
the donor (the person who gifted this fresco to the church).
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Fig. 9

Adam and Eve (A) Fig. 9-10-11-12

By his Resurrection Jesus saved humanity from sin - represented by Adam and Eve. According
to Saint Paul, Adam 1is the first man (on earth), whereas Jesus 1s the new Adam (the last of the
celestial nature). In his first letter to the Corinthians, Saint Paul wrote: “For as by a man came
death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. For asin Adam all die, so also In
Christ shall all be made alive.” (1 Cor. 15: 21-22) Eve 1s classified 1in the Old Testament as
“the Mother of all the living” (Gn. 3:20) but she 1s, according to the Fathers of the Church, the
opposite to Mary, because Eve deprived humanity of paradise, whereas Mary recovered what
was lost by Eve.

(A)
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The Face of Eve (A) Fig. 11-12

Eve’s face 1s distinguished by its rare beauty. She has great strength spurting out of her wide
piercing eyes, and of her sensually shaped mouth. These characteristics are unusual in sacred
art. It 1s important to note that the face was executed 1in a simple way, where a line draws only

the shape of the face and its features, while we see a lack of shadows which may give the
painting size and realism.
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The Guardian of Hades (A) Fig. 13-14

On the lower left side of the painting stands the Guardian of Hades. He 1s beardless, like the
Franks In that time, wearing black clothes which cover him completely, holding a triangular
shield in one hand and raising a sword with the other. He is wearing a breastplate in the style of
the Crusaders, a helmet on his head reaching to his shoulders; all these features remind us of the

Frankish military garments, especially the Hospitaller Knights. The influence of the artist seems

obvious by the military garments of the crusader knights (who dominated the region for two
centuries). The guardian with closed eyes seems to be compared to the sleeping sentinels at the

tomb of Jesus when he rose from his tomb.
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The Donor (A) Fig. 15-16

To the right of the painting, there is a young man with a yellow halo around his head, similar
to the halos of saints, but he kneels down in a posture of supplication, and so he is probably the
donor. The halo around his head qualified him as a righteous man, and the difference between the
guardian and the donor is obvious: the guardian is represented in hell astaking part in the scene,
while the donor Is depicted on a noticeable yellow background separating him clearly from hell,
which makes him part of the resurrection and not of hell.
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The Cross and David (A) Fig. 17-18

Thisimageisvery pale because it is covered in soot, but we can see the hand of the Lord holding
the cross which was the purpose of his death, and which he transformed into an instrument of
salvation and triumph over death. The face to the right, whose only vestiges are the yellow halo
and a part of the crown inlaid with gems, depicts either King David or King Solomon.
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The Savior (A) Fig. 19-20-21

The Savior Is standing in the middle of the scene. He has a halo around his head and wears a white
robe. The image Is not very clear because It Is covered with a layer of soot. It is the Triumphant
Lord, who overcame sin and death, redeemed humanity and restored eternal life. He Is now
going down to the hell of the good, the good of the Old Testament, to those who await their
salvation. Christ holds a cross in his left hand where we notice a rosette at the top right corner
of the painting (Fig. 20); it is decorated and colored in green, red, and yellow. Christ’s feet tread
the gates of hell. He has his right foot at the base of the golden gates of hell (Fig. 20-21). Under
these gates, the image of the Devil with chained hands and feet, surrounded by white on a black
and red background (Fig. 13, 16).



Fig. 20
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Fig. 23

The Three Faces in Apse C - Fig. 22-23-24-25

Of the faces that were found in apse C, only three faces of saints remain. The lower parts of the

t
t
t
t

nree faces were removed when the altar was built above them later on. The identity of these
nree saints remains unknown, but most probably they might be disciples of Jesus Christ. The
nree faces are distinguished by almond shaped eyes, arched eyebrows and protruding ears. All

nese details remind us of the frescoes of Bahdidat Church in Byblos, which were drawn in the

middle of the 13™ century.
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lconography

Unfortunately, there are no writings in Mart Shmuni Church thatrange between Serto and Estrangelo,
similar to the writings found in the neighboring Deir as-Salib. That is why it has become difficult
for usto identify all the iconography. The painting of the descent of Christ into hell isthe only one
that 1s clear. It shows that the iconographic subject of this painting 1s Medieval Byzantine. The
painting itself appears in a Syriac Bible that dates back to 1226 in Midiat (Turkey). Moreover, the
picture of the Devil 1n black surrounded by white 1s also found in a Bible that dates back to 1250
in Zaafaran Monastery close to Mardin (Turkey). We can compare this picture to other similar
pictures in the Church of Saint Barbara in Goreme (Cappadocia—Turkey).

The position of the painting of the resurrection of Christ and his descent to hell in the apse of Mart
Shmuni Church 1s a Syrio-Palestinian tradition, as 1s the case in Abou Ghosh Church (Jerusalem)
and Mar Fauga Church in Amiun (Kura).

The painting of the resurrection of Christ and his descent to hell in Mart Shmuni Church is the
fourth painting of its kind. It 1s of a funereal nature, and precedes the frescoes in the village of
Jami in Istanbul.

The deterioration of the paintings in Mart Shmuni Church makes it difficult to carry out a complete
analysis of the painting style adopted. However, some stylistic elements are clear:

The linear painting shows, without the shades in the broadcloth robe of Christ, that the painter of
this work of art islocal, of a Medieval Byzantine penchant, and Syriac in style like the painters
of other frescoes in Lebanon.

The painting is flat with natural and monotonous colors, but it shows greater clarity at the
nose and mouth.

This distinguished style appears in the miniatures of Saint Luke's Bible in the Syriac Bible in
Jerusalem which dates back to 1221, and also in a 13" century bible found in the Syriac Orthodox
Episcopal Residence in Mardin (Turkey).

The figures appear to be dressed 1n dark colors, dominated by yellow, ocher and red colors. Colors
play a significant role in the description of the Resurrection, especially the contrast between the
Christ’s white robe and the black robe of the Devil in hell. In all cases, the colors remain dark
and dull due to the blackness caused by the burning of candles over the years.

Overview

In style and iconography, the paintings in Mart Shmuni Church show a Byzantine tradition
from the 13" century, executed in a special local Syriac style particular to Syria and Lebanon.
Nevertheless, a comparative study should be conducted between the miniatures, the frescoes
which date back to the 13" century in the neighboring areas like Cappadocia, the frescoes in
Lebanon and Mar Musa al-Habshi Monastery in Nabk (Syria), and the Syriac miniatures in
southeast Turkey.
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The reconstruction of the historical memory of this site through these
photos was due to the initiative of:

» Mr. Fadi Baroudy, researcher and head of the speleological association
(GERSL).

¥ The Pheenix Center for Lebanese Studies at the University of the Holy
Spirit, Kaslik (USEK).

¥ Father Tony Al Agha, parish priest of Mar Romanos Church-Hadsheet.
¥ Mr. Elie Homsy, Mayor of Hadsheet.

¥ Me GREEN Company donated the solar energy devices used to illuminate
the church from the inside.
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Photo credits:
” Fr. Abdo Badwi: Fig. 23

V Dr. Raif Nassit: Fig.8-9-10-11-12-13-14-15,17-18-19-20-21 -
22-24 -25-126

» Mr. Adolf Uhlmann: Fig. 16
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Groupe d’Etudes et de Recherches Souterraines du Liban (GERSL)

The GERSL 1s a Lebanese non-profit speleological association, by local cavers Fadi Baroudy,
Alain Maroun and others for the purpose of carrying out exploration and scientific research
on grottos, sinkholes and rock-cut caverns.

The discoveries and the explorations carried out by the GERSL contributed directly to
the increase of awareness on the natural and cultural heritage of caves in Lebanon; most
importantly, the GERSL undertook pioneering tasks in surveying and publishing important
research on the Qadisha Valley after systematically documenting nearly 100 natural and
historical sites. Consequently, the local authorities placed the Qadisha and Qozhaya Valley
on the National Heritage List of Lebanon followed by UNESCQO’s international declaration
in 1998 to put the Qadisha Valley along with the Cedars Forest of Bsharri on the World
Heritage List (categorized as a Cultural Landscape).

www.cavinglebanon.com | gersl@cavinglebanon.com
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The Phoenix Center for Lebanese Studies wasfounded in the Holy Spirit University of
Kaslik in 2008. Thiscenter specializesin historical archives, aswell asthe reprinting of old works
ranging from theater to poetry and stories. It also publishes studies on the history of Lebanon and
Its social and cultural components.

Phoenix Center for Lebanese Studies
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‘ Centre Phoenix pour les Etudes Libanaises HOLY SPIRIT UNIVERSITY

www.usek.edu.lb ‘ phoenix@usek.edu.lb
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