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Description

The term “Anastenaria” (from the Greek verb
anastenazo, to sigh) is a plural noun which refers
both to a tradition and the members of that

tradition (singular: Anastenari). The Anastenaria
are religious communities of Northern Greece

and Southeast Bulgaria (where they are called

Nestinari), known for their devotion to saints
Constantine and Helen and the fire-walking

rituals they perform in their honor.

This tradition was maintained in various
villages of Eastern Thrace during the time of the

Ottoman Empire by Greek-speaking populations.
The most notable of those villages was Kosti, in

the area of Strandja. After the BalkanWars, during

the first quarter of the twentieth century, when
Bulgaria gained control of this territory, those

populations were forced to migrate to Greece.

Today, most of their descendents live scattered
around Greek Macedonia and they perform their

rituals in five villages: Ayia Eleni, Langhadas,

Meliki, Mavrolefki, and Kerkini. A handful of
Bulgarians still perform these rituals in their orig-
inal location near the Black Sea coast of Bulgaria.

The origins of this tradition are unknown.
Certain Greek scholars have argued that it is

related to the ancient orgiastic Dionysian cults.

However, this theory was ideologically moti-
vated and lacks any evidentiary support whatso-

ever. It was constructed as part of a general effort

on behalf of Greek nationalist folklorists to prove

the continuity of Greek civilization, from ancient
to modern Greece. Nevertheless, it became the

dominant view of the Anastenaria for more than
a century, and caused a persecution of this

tradition by the Greek Church, which is to this

day very hostile toward it (Danforth 1989;
Xygalatas 2011).

The Anastenaria are devout and practicing

Orthodox Christians; however, in addition to
church religious life, they observe an elaborate

annual ritual cycle with several ceremonial

events around the year, all of which are based
on important days of the Orthodox calendar and

are related to various saints. Special emphasis

is given to saint Constantine, who is considered
to be the founder of this tradition, and his

mother, Saint Helen. According to one folk

legend, at some indefinite time in the past, the
church of saints Constantine and Helen in Kosti

caught fire. As the church burned, the villagers

heard the icons crying for help. The bravest
rushed into the burning church to save them

and neither they nor the icons were harmed by

the fire. To commemorate this miracle, the peo-
ple of Kosti organized an annual fire-walking
ritual.

Each community of Anastenaria has its own
sacred spaces, exclusively used for religious

purposes: Fire-walking is performed within

a fenced circular field of about 30 m in diameter.
Most ceremonial activities take place in

a rectangular building called the conaki. There
is also a chapel (parekklisi) and a sacred well
(ayiasma), from which holy water is drawn. The

most important sacred objects of the

Anastenaria are the icons of the saints, which
are passed from one generation to the next.

These icons are thought to carry some of the

power of the saint they depict and to have mirac-
ulous properties.

The biggest events in the religious life of the

Anastenaria are two festivals, that of Saint Ath-
anasius in January and especially that of Saints

Constantine and Helen in May. These festivals

incorporate elaborate sequences of ritual
actions, including processions of the icons

around the village, purifications with incense

and water, communal meals, and an animal
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sacrifice. Each festival lasts 3 days, and during

that period, the Anastenaria dance ecstatically

for many hours to the sounds of lyres and drums.
The festival culminates with a fire-walking rit-
ual, where the participants, carrying the icons of
Saints Constantine and Helen, leave the conaki

and continue their dance barefoot over glowing-

red coals without getting burned (Xygalatas
2012) (Fig. 1).

Self-identification

Science
The Anastenaria do not in any case self-identify

as a science. However, they often claim the

ability to explain and influence the natural
world with the use of their icons and the perfor-

mance of their rituals. According to these claims,

they can often predict the future, heal the sick,
bring rain and fertility, etc.

Religion
The Anastenaria are a religious group. How-

ever, they do not self-identify as a separate

religion. They are devout Orthodox Christians,
who fully endorse the doctrines of the Greek

Orthodox Church, participate in its rituals, and
honor all its saints, but have a special place in
their worship for saints Constantine and Helen.

They also have a distinct ritual cycle, which

includes rituals that the Greek Church opposes

and considers as pagan.

Characteristics

The Anastenaria are a distinct tradition in that

they combine Orthodox Christian doctrine and
liturgical life with ritual actions that are not part
of Orthodoxy, such as animal sacrifice, ecstatic

dance, and fire-walking. Furthermore, although
the Anastenaria recognize the Trinity and all the

saints of the Orthodox Church, their worship is

mostly focused on two saints, Constantine and
Helen, and particularly the former, to the extent

that some observers have described it as a cult of

Saint Constantine.

Relevance to Science and Religion

The Anastenaria themselves are not explicitly

interested in the disciplinary relationship between
science and religion, as they do not see a conflict

between the two domains. However, scholars who

study this tradition often debate about the priority
of scientific or religious explanations of incombus-

tibility. Scientists have asserted that fire-walkers

do not get burned because of the poor conductivity
of coal and short time of contact. They point out

that those who perform fire-walking around the

Anastenaria, Fig. 1 The
Anastenaria dancing
barefooted over the fire
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world, whether religious or not, do not usually get
burned. On the other hand, participants as well as

various scholars argue that science cannot explain
fire-walking. According to this view, fire-walking
is a mystery, only explainable in terms of divine

intervention, and nonbelievers who perform it will
get burned unless they somehow manage to cheat.

Sources of Authority

The Anastenaria have no prophets nor sacred texts
or any other form of written tradition, although as

Christians, they accept the authority of the Bible

and Jesus Christ Danforth 1989, Xygalatas 2011.
The official leader of the group is the

archianastenaris, who initiates their rituals; how-
ever, he is rather considered as “the first among
equals.” Important decisions regarding the tradi-

tion are often made by popular consensus, while

the succession of an archianastenaris is decided
by a form of council of elders, called “the twelve”

(although the number is merely symbolic and in

practice varies). In general, elders are seen as
much more knowledgeable and therefore authori-

tative than youths on matters of tradition.

Ethical Principles

For the Anastenaria, the world is governed by

the will of God and the saints, particularly

Saint Constantine, who is the progenitor of the
Anastenaria and has an active interest in their

affairs, guiding and protecting them, helping the

pious, and punishing the sinful. The icons of
the saints contain part of their essence and have

the power to heal the sick.

Key Values

The Anastenaria must serve the saints and look

after their icons, lead an ethical life, and be good

Christians. If one receives the saints’ calling in
the form of a dream or other “sign,” one must

become a fire-walker; failure to obey will cause

the saints’ punishment in the form of misfortune.

Becoming an Anastenari is a life-long commit-
ment, as withdrawing can evoke the saints’

wrath.

Conceptualization

Nature/World
As Christians, the Anastenaria see nature as
God’s creation ex nihilo. As such, nature is not

sacred in itself and it is not to be worshiped but

admired and revered as God’s creation.
Thus, those elements of the physical world that

are considered as holy for the Anastenaria, such

as their sacred wells (ayiasmata), are seen as
such not because of some intrinsic property, but

only to the extent that they provide some material

means for the manifestation of divine properties.

Human Being
The Anastenaria accept the Christian view of
human beings as created by God and consisting

of a mortal body and an immortal soul/spirit.

Life and Death
As Orthodox Christians, the Anastenaria believe

that life was created by God. Whether present life
forms were created by a miraculous creative act

(creationism) or through evolutionary processes

(theistic evolution) is a wider debate in Christian
theology, not directly relevant to the Anastenaria.

According to Orthodox doctrine, death brings

the dissolution of the body, while the soul awaits
the Final Judgment, which will take place at the

Second Coming of Christ.

Reality
As Orthodox Christians, the Anastenaria believe

that there is a physical reality that is knowable
and finite as well as a divine world that is beyond

the reach of human experience, unknowable, and

timeless. However, God’s will is manifested in
the physical world through His workings and

those of the saints, who function as mediators

between Him and human beings. Most important
among them is Saint Constantine, who often

performs miracles, appears in people’s dreams

and visions, and sends them meaningful signs.
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Knowledge
Religious knowledge within the tradition of the

Anastenaria is orally transmitted and comes from

twomain sources. The first is personal experience
and its individual or collective interpretation.

Dreams and visions are seen as manifestations
of the saints, while unusual events are often con-
sidered as divine signs or miracles performed by

them. The second source of religious knowledge

comes from oral narratives that get transmitted
from one generation to the next by word of

mouth. Those usually involve the myths and leg-

ends of the Anastenaria that talk about the origins
of fire-walking, the lost homelands, and an ideal-

ized past, when the saints interacted directly with

their forefathers, who were wise and pious.
This transmission is not regular or explicit but

rather occasional and even rare. Elders are

generally considered as much more knowledge-
able and wise, even if this knowledge is never

displayed or challenged.

Truth
Truth can be the understanding of the physical or

the metaphysical world. The former can be
grasped by humans only in part, while the latter

is unattainable by them. However, in certain

occasions, the saints may reveal fragments of
divine truth through their signs and other

manifestations.

Perception
Human perception is limited to the physical
world, while metaphysical things are beyond

our perception. However, certain devout persons

can often perceive things that are outside normal
sensorial awareness, through the mediation of the

saints, who send them their signs in dreams,

visions, as well as in everyday life.

Time
As all Orthodox Christians, the Anastenaria
have a linear concept of time, which has

a beginning and an end. The beginning is the

act of creation by God and the end will come
with the Second Coming of Christ and the Final

Judgment, which will bring the consummation

of the world and time.

Consciousness
In addition to normal consciousness, certain

people among the Anastenaria are thought to

have a special kind of consciousness, which
allows them to communicate with the saints,

most commonly Saint Constantine. In particular,

many Anastenaria claim that they enter
this altered state of consciousness during the

performance of ritual dance and fire-walking.

Rationality/Reason
As people of the modern Western world, the

Anastenaria usually rely on reason and science
for explanations of the world. However, rationality

is not the only source of knowledge. There are

things that are inaccessible to human reason, and
for those things faith is a better guide. Religious

explanations are not usually seen as incompatible

with scientific ones. Especially when science fails
to provide solutions to everyday problems (for

example, when doctors fail to provide healing),

religious explanations are sought alongside.

Mystery
The term “mystery” refers to that which is
beyond human reason and understanding and

can be made known only by divine revelation.

The Anastenaria consider fire-walking as one
such mystery. According to them, the fact that

their feet remain unharmed by the fire cannot be
explained except as a miracle. Only those who

enjoy the protection of Saint Constantine can fire-

walk successfully.

Relevant Themes

Fire-walking rituals are performed the world

over, but there is no established connection

between the Anastenaria and other traditions,
with the exception of the Nestinari of Bulgaria,

as the two originate from the same tradition.

Cross-References

▶Eastern Orthodox Christianity and the
Sciences

▶Experience
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▶ Fire-Walking
▶Religious Experiences

▶Ritual
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Related Terms

Brain anatomy

Description

Brain anatomy is studied in a variety of ways
from cyto- and chemoarchitectural studies to

whole brain in vivo maps created using magnetic

resonance imaging (MRI). Newer methods such

as diffusion imaging have revolutionized how
circuits and structures are mapped in the human

brain. The in vivo approaches have greatly
improved our understanding of the normal trajec-

tory of brain anatomy during maturational and

development changes as well as normal aging.
These in vivo anatomical techniques have also

transformed clinical neuroscience in the diagno-

sis, care, and treatment of many neurological and
psychiatric disorders. Brain anatomy varies

somewhat and studies of populations have

revealed variation by anatomic region, gender,
handedness, and other demographic categories.

Brain tissue can be examined postmortem using

a variety of histological, immunohistochemical,
and other approaches to identify and characterize

its cellular and chemical composition.

The brain is a complex concentration of nerve
cells in the central nervous system weighing

approximately 3 lb and responsible for sensory

perception of the environment, determining and
effecting appropriate motor responses, as well as

thinking and learning. The brain governs the

functioning of all the body’s other organs. It is
also responsible for instinctual behaviors and

integrates current information with past experi-

ences. The brain makes us conscious, emotional,
and intelligent.

In humans, the brain is made up of about

100 billion nerve cells, called neurons;
supporting cells (glia); and vascular and other

tissues. There are numerous neuron types differ-

entiated by structure and function. Encased in the
bony cranium, the brain’s outward appearance is

dominated by two large, almost symmetrical

cerebral hemispheres located on either side of
a central core known as the brain stem. The

brain stem gradually becomes the spinal cord

exiting the cranium through an opening at the
base of the skull called the foramen magnum.

Self-Identification

Science
Anatomy is, by its very nature, descriptive sci-

ence. Observing and documenting the structure

of the human brain has fascinated students of
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