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Travel writing, as a literary form, has long mediated between geography and imagination,
between the real and the remembered. Among its modern masters stands William Dalrymple, a
historian and travel writer whose works trace the meeting points of history, religion, and personal
observation. His From the Holy Mountain: A Journey in the Shadow of Byzantium (1997) occupies
a distinctive place in contemporary travel literature because it fuses personal pilgrimage with
historical reflection. Retracing the sixth-century journey of the Byzantine monk John Moschos
across the lands of the Eastern Christian world—from Mount Athos and Turkey through Syria,
Lebanon, Israel, and Egypt—Dalrymple documents not only places but the fragile survival of

ancient faiths in a politically volatile region.

Dalrymple’s work resists the traditional colonial gaze of earlier travel narratives. Instead
of exoticizing the East, he presents it as a living palimpsest, where the remnants of the Byzantine
Empire coexist with modern religious and political tensions. As Dalrymple observes early in his
narrative, “The road to Byzantium lies buried under centuries of dust, yet its echoes still sound in
the chants of monks and the ruins of forgotten monasteries” (Dalrymple 15). This blend of personal
travel, historical reconstruction, and elegiac tone turns his narrative into a meditation on loss,

memory, and spiritual endurance.
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The present paper argues that in From the Holy Mountain, Dalrymple transforms the
travelogue into a historical pilgrimage that mourns and memorializes the Eastern Christian world.
Through his interweaving of history, theology, and ethnography, Dalrymple portrays Byzantium
not merely as an extinct empire but as a spiritual geography still visible in the lived experiences of
its descendants. His journey is as much inward and reflective as it is physical, combining the roles

of pilgrim, historian, and chronicler of cultural decline.

This study proceeds by examining the historical framework of Dalrymple’s journey, the
decline of Eastern Christianity that he records, and the narrative’s function as an act of cultural
remembrance. It also explores his unique narrative voice—half-scholar, half-seeker—and situates
the text within the larger tradition of modern travel literature, alongside figures like Robert Byron
and Patrick Leigh Fermor. Ultimately, Dalrymple’s book becomes a lament for a vanishing
civilization, but also a testimony to the resilience of human faith amid political and historical

upheaval.

At the heart of Dalrymple’s From the Holy Mountain lies an act of historical reenactment.
His journey follows the route of John Moschos, a sixth-century Byzantine monk and author of The
Spiritual Meadow (Pratum Spirituale), a collection of anecdotes celebrating the holiness and
wisdom of early Christian monks. Moschos and his companion, Sophronius, undertook a
pilgrimage across the Byzantine East in search of monastic communities whose piety and
endurance embodied the strength of Eastern Christianity. Dalrymple retraces this path, nearly
1,400 years later, at the twilight of the twentieth century—a time when the lands once united by

Byzantine culture are fractured by war, nationalism, and religious conflict.

Dalrymple’s decision to follow Moschos is both historical and symbolic. It allows him to
reconstruct not only the geography of Byzantium but also its spiritual map. As he writes, “We
were not archaeologists digging for relics, but pilgrims seeking what still lived beneath the ruins”
(Dalrymple 48). This distinction between mere archaeology and pilgrimage defines the book’s
tone: the ruins of monasteries and churches become sites of living memory rather than dead

monuments.
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The book opens at Mount Athos, Greece, the spiritual heart of Orthodox Christianity. Here
Dalrymple discovers an almost timeless world of monastic devotion—an echo of the ancient
Byzantine spirit that Moschos would have recognized. Yet as his journey progresses through
Turkey, he encounters the stark reality of loss: desecrated churches, abandoned villages, and the
near-extinction of Greek and Armenian Christian communities. Dalrymple’s narrative, in this
sense, functions as a historical continuum, connecting the sixth-century Byzantine golden age with

the shattered modern East.

Scholars such as Paul Hetherington have argued that Christian pilgrimage traditionally
served as both spiritual discipline and geographical exploration. In Pilgrimage in the Middle Ages,
Hetherington notes that “travel was a mode of spiritual education—a means of tracing sacred
history across physical space” (Hetherington 112). Dalrymple’s method fits within this framework:
his movement through the Middle East becomes a re-enactment of sacred travel, yet his purpose
is not redemption but remembrance. His journey also resembles what Robert Kaplan in Balkan
Ghosts calls “the archaeology of memory”—the act of recovering lost identities through the

geography of ruin (Kaplan 67).

Dalrymple’s treatment of history is never abstract. Through interviews with local monks,
priests, and lay believers, he captures the living residues of Byzantium. These conversations link
the ancient world of Moschos with the fragile communities that still persist in modern political
landscapes. The reader senses that Dalrymple’s historical project is animated by empathy as much
as by scholarship. His prose, filled with both humor and reverence, reflects his dual identity as a
historian and traveler—a balance that keeps the narrative both intellectually grounded and

emotionally resonant.

One of Dalrymple’s central aims in From the Holy Mountain is to document the
disappearance of Eastern Christianity in regions where it once flourished. In his travels through
Turkey, Syria, and Lebanon, he witnesses communities that have survived centuries of
persecution, displacement, and conversion. His tone, often elegiac, transforms the travelogue into
a chronicle of cultural extinction. As he writes after visiting the monastery of Tur Abdin, “The

monks of Tur Abdin live as ghosts in their own monastery” (Dalrymple 172).
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This imagery of haunting recurs throughout the text. The monasteries, once vibrant centers
of learning and worship, now stand almost empty. The faithful have emigrated to Europe or
America, and those who remain struggle under the weight of isolation and fear. Dalrymple
contrasts this with the memory of Byzantium’s glory, when Christianity in the East produced not
only theological innovation but also a distinct aesthetic culture—art, architecture, and liturgy. The

decline of these traditions thus represents, for Dalrymple, the erosion of an entire worldview.

Dalrymple’s journey through Anatolia provides some of the book’s most powerful
historical reflections. In southeastern Turkey, once home to a large Assyrian Christian population,
he visits half-ruined churches whose frescoes have been effaced by time and neglect. His
description of these places evokes both beauty and desolation: “The chant of the liturgy, once
thunderous, now sounds like a memory fading into silence” (Dalrymple 190). Through such

imagery, he transforms travel observation into an act of mourning.

In Syria, Dalrymple encounters similar patterns. The Christian towns of the Orontes Valley
and the Ghab Plain, once thriving, are now isolated enclaves surrounded by predominantly Muslim
populations. His interviews with the remaining clergy reveal not only historical trauma but also
endurance. One priest tells him, “We are the last guardians of a flame that others have forgotten”
(Dalrymple 204). This assertion captures the central paradox of the book: faith survives precisely

because it is endangered.

Scholars such as Karen Armstrong have contextualized this religious marginalization
within the broader history of the Middle East. In The Battle for God, Armstrong notes that “the
resurgence of fundamentalism often coincides with the perception of cultural loss; for every
dominant orthodoxy, there is a minority faith fighting to survive” (Armstrong 142). Dalrymple’s
fieldwork echoes this tension. His narrative juxtaposes the survival of small Christian sects with

the rise of militant nationalism and Islamic revivalism in the region.

The Guardian review of the book (1997) praised Dalrymple’s “rare ability to weave
empathy into history,” noting that his work “gives voice to communities too often silenced by

political and religious narratives.” Indeed, what distinguishes From the Holy Mountain is
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Dalrymple’s refusal to treat these communities as museum pieces. His interviews are not
anthropological exhibits but acts of listening and preservation. By recording their stories, he

ensures that their memory will outlive the physical decay of their churches.

The decline of Eastern Christianity, therefore, becomes the emotional and moral axis of the
book. Dalrymple’s prose blends journalistic realism with spiritual melancholy, offering readers a
vision of a world at once beautiful and doomed. His journey, like that of Moschos, is ultimately
one of witness: to walk through ruins not to catalogue them, but to remember what they once

meant.

Dalrymple’s From the Holy Mountain functions not merely as a travel narrative but as an
act of cultural remembrance. His journey re-enacts history in the present, allowing readers to
experience Byzantium not as a distant empire but as a living memory embedded in geography.
Through his descriptions of sacred landscapes, ruined monasteries, and displaced communities,
Dalrymple constructs what might be called a “memory map” of the Byzantine world. Each location

he visits becomes a fragment of collective remembrance—a space where faith and loss coexist.

In many ways, Dalrymple’s writing continues the tradition of earlier travel writers such as
Robert Byron, whose The Road to Oxiana (1937) celebrated Islamic architecture as a reflection of
cultural transcendence. Yet while Byron’s work is characterized by modernist detachment and
aesthetic delight, Dalrymple’s tone is more historically elegiac. His journeys are haunted by the
memory of communities on the verge of extinction. “Every church I enter feels like an act of
remembrance—a defiance against amnesia,” Dalrymple writes (215). The phrase encapsulates his

purpose: to resist historical forgetting through narrative reconstruction.

Scholars of travel writing have long noted the link between journey and memory. In The
Cambridge Introduction to Travel Writing, Tim Youngs argues that “travel writing is an archive
of encounter, preserving what history threatens to erase” (Youngs 89). Dalrymple’s project fits
this description perfectly. His journey serves as both testimony and lament—an attempt to record

the remnants of civilizations before they vanish under the pressure of modern political realities.
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Dalrymple’s style is distinguished by a balance between journalistic detail and poetic
evocation. His descriptions of the landscape—olive groves shimmering under the Levantine sun,
the scent of incense in ancient churches—create a sensory depth that transforms historical
reflection into vivid experience. Yet his prose never loses sight of the socio-political forces that
shape these spaces. By juxtaposing beauty and violence, faith and fear, Dalrymple exposes the

fragility of memory in an era of ideological conflict.

This approach aligns with the theoretical framework outlined by Dennis Porter in Haunted
Journeys, where he claims that travel writing “turns geography into a text of desire and loss”
(Porter 56). In Dalrymple’s case, the desire is for cultural continuity, while the loss concerns the
erosion of historical identity. His narrative thereby transcends the limits of travelogue and enters

the realm of historical elegy.

At the same time, Dalrymple’s role as a Western observer introduces questions of
representation and authority. Critics influenced by Edward Said’s Orientalism might view travel
writing as a discourse that historically constructed the East as an exotic other. However,
Dalrymple’s approach differs markedly from that tradition. Rather than projecting Western
superiority, he positions himself as a participant-witness, acknowledging his own cultural distance
while seeking genuine understanding. His empathy, humor, and humility distinguish him from

colonial predecessors, and his research-based narration re-centers local voices.

Ultimately, Dalrymple’s travelogue becomes a memorial to coexistence. He reminds
readers that Byzantium was not merely an empire but a crossroads where Christians, Jews, and
Muslims interacted for centuries. Through his encounters with monks, villagers, and refugees, he
reconstructs the pluralism that once characterized the region. The journey thus serves as a
meditation on how memory—personal, collective, and historical—survives even when physical

monuments crumble.

One of the most compelling features of From the Holy Mountain is Dalrymple’s narrative
voice, which merges the detachment of a historian with the sensitivity of a pilgrim. His background
as a scholar of early modern empires lends authority to his historical commentary, yet his first-
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person perspective introduces emotional immediacy. This duality allows him to bridge the gap

between past and present, between the intellectual and the spiritual.

Dalrymple’s writing is characterized by a tone of measured reverence. He neither
romanticizes nor rationalizes; instead, he inhabits the tension between historical fact and mystical
experience. “The past was not dead; it walked beside me in every ruined cloister and every old
man’s tale,” he writes (Dalrymple 263). This sentence captures his narrative philosophy: history

is not static, but an active presence that shapes identity.

In this respect, Dalrymple continues a literary lineage that includes Patrick Leigh Fermor,
whose A Time of Gifts and Between the Woods and the Water similarly fuse erudition with
lyricism. Yet Dalrymple’s method is distinct in its historical density. Each chapter of From the
Holy Mountain integrates archival material, theological references, and field interviews, producing

what critics might call a hybrid narrative form—a blend of ethnography, memoir, and history.

His engagement with local people reveals his skill as an interlocutor. Whether conversing
with Coptic monks in Egypt or Armenian priests in Turkey, Dalrymple listens rather than lectures.
This ethnographic empathy transforms his narrative into a polyphonic text—a mosaic of voices
united by loss but sustained by faith. His humor, often self-deprecating, humanizes the tone and

prevents the narrative from becoming overly solemn.

From a theoretical perspective, Dalrymple’s self-positioning resonates with Said’s notion
of the “traveler as mediator.” While acknowledging his Western identity, Dalrymple resists the
Orientalist impulse to dominate or define the East. As Said argues, the ethical traveler “must learn
to listen, not to speak for the other” (Orientalism 327). Dalrymple exemplifies this principle by

allowing his interlocutors to articulate their own histories.

Critic Sara Mills in Discourses of Difference observes that modern travel writers who
engage with post-colonial contexts often negotiate “a tension between authority and humility”

(Mills 97). Dalrymple’s humility stems from his recognition that the East he studies is not a field
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for Western discovery but a landscape of human continuity that predates and transcends empire.

His persona as both pilgrim and historian enables him to occupy this ethical middle ground.

The synthesis of intellect and spirituality that defines Dalrymple’s narrative voice also
deepens his critique of modernity. By contrasting the materialism of contemporary global politics
with the ascetic endurance of monastic life, he exposes the moral impoverishment of modern
civilization. His reverence for the contemplative traditions of Byzantium reflects a longing for a
world in which the sacred and the temporal were intertwined—a longing that turns his journey into

both a historical inquiry and a personal quest.

William Dalrymple’s From the Holy Mountain: A Journey in the Shadow of Byzantium
stands as one of the most accomplished examples of modern travel literature. It fuses personal
journey, historical investigation, and cultural elegy into a single narrative that transcends genre
boundaries. By following the footsteps of John Moschos, Dalrymple transforms physical travel
into a spiritual act of remembrance, bridging centuries of history through the persistence of faith

and tradition.

Throughout his narrative, Dalrymple records the decline of Eastern Christianity not merely
as a historian but as a witness. His prose captures the quiet endurance of monks, priests, and
villagers whose lives preserve the remnants of a civilization that once shaped the spiritual and
intellectual life of the Eastern Mediterranean. His lament for Byzantium’s decay is thus inseparable

from his celebration of its resilience.

At the same time, Dalrymple’s work offers a subtle critique of modern political and
religious intolerance. By documenting the coexistence that once flourished under Byzantium’s
shadow, he implicitly contrasts it with the sectarianism and violence of the late twentieth century.
The book thus functions not only as historical reconstruction but also as a moral reflection on the

meaning of faith in an age of fragmentation.

As he concludes his journey, Dalrymple reflects: “In the shadow of Byzantium, I found not

ruins, but traces of the divine that refuse to fade” (370). The sentence encapsulates his
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achievement. From the Holy Mountain preserves, through literature, the spiritual memory of a

world that political history has nearly erased. In doing so, Dalrymple redefines travel writing as a

form of historical witness—a way of keeping faith alive through narrative remembrance.
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