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This is a picture of the Russian Orthodox Church of the so-called “White Russians” on 

the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem. 

The mother of Emperor Constantine the Great, Helena (255-332), was a Christian who 

founded several chapels and churches in the countries she traveled to, and so when she came in 

Jerusalem she founded a chapel on the Mount of Olives. Later a larger church, four stories high 

was built here, with a modest stone facade, but the chapel is still there. Shaped like a cross, this 

sanctuary is surmounted by a dome resting on a drum with 24 windows. The walls and the 

ceiling are dominated by shades of cloudy blue. Beneath the dome a kind of representation of the 

ascension is made, by the four evangelists, Mark, Luke, Matthew and John, in colorful paintings. 

The marble floor is blotched with reddish-brown stains. A shrine built here in 360 was almost 

destroyed in 614 by pillaging Persians. Over 100 people were massacred on the spot by the 

invaders. The spots serve to remind visitors of that long-ago slaughter. 

A marble tombstone marks the grave of an important man in the history of the Russian 

Orthodox Church of Jerusalem. His name was Antonin Kapustin, a man of many talents, who 

encountered difficulties when he came and tried to buy land in this area. He had studied Arabic 

so that he could communicate with the locals He rode a donkey as they did and squatted next to 

them on the floor. So, in 1870 Kapustin managed to buy a big piece of the Mount of Olives, 

where he erected an extra chapel and contributed to renovations of the Church of the Ascension. 

There is still an undamaged Byzantine-era mosaic, part of the original chapel (built on the orders 

of Queen Helena), which had been buried under rubble. Worked into the design are species of 

birds and animals of Palestine. The chapel was ruined by the Persians, but carefully restored by 

Armenian Christians. 

The sharply pointed belfry of the church is located on the very peak of the Mount of 

Olives, visible from almost every part of Jerusalem. The bell arrived from Russia in 1885, 

weighed eight tons and was put on a special wagon, pulled and pushed by volunteers from the 

harbor of Jaffa to the Mount in three weeks, and there the bell was lifted into the tower... Visitors 

of this church are not allowed to wear shorts (women must wear dresses or at least skirts). 
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