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The idea of preparing a tribute to honor Alexei Lidov, a world-renowned scholar of 
sacred space, was born at the 23rd International Congress of Byzantine Studies, held 
in Belgrade, Serbia, in August 2016. For the occasion, Lidov organized a roundtable 
titled “Icons of Space, Icons in Space: Iconography or Hierotopy.”1 The roundtable 
aimed to advance the discussions in hierotopical studies, which focus on the processes 
and mechanisms of the creation of sacred space, an area of study that Lidov formu-
lated in 2001 and promoted publicly in early 2002.2 Fifteen years later, a particular 
emphasis was placed on the comparative analysis of the methodologies stemming from 
iconography and hierotopy and on the ways in which they are used in the studies of 
sacred space. In addition to Alexei Lidov, whose original vocation is that of an art 
historian, the roundtable also included a range of scholars who had engaged with hier-
otopical studies over a prolonged period and who were trained in various disciplines. 
The art historians Michele Bacci, Annemarie Weyl Carr, and Maria Lidova provided 
insights into the relevance of sacred space for studying religious icons and holy places. 
The art historian and archaeologist Maria Cristina Carile highlighted the relevant 
questions of iconicity by examining the Great, Sacred Palace in Constantinople as an 
icon of space, one literally inhabited by icons in space. The two Byzantinists Nicoletta 
Isar and Andreas Rhoby brought additional invaluable perspectives on the potentials 
of hierotopical studies in their areas of expertise, Isar’s in classical archaeology and 
comparative religions and Rhoby’s in textual studies and literature. The theologian 
and historian of theology and patristics Ver. Rev. Maximos Constas elucidated the re-
ligious perspectives in the construction of sacred space. As an architect and historian 
of architecture and arts, I focused on the iconicity of religious architecture compara-
tively analyzed through the lenses of hierotopy and iconography.

Following lively discussion and questions from the audience, the participants de-
cided to honor Alexei Lidov and pursue a publication on the topic of hierotopy. In 
particular, we aimed to further investigate the place of hierotopy within disciplinary 
formations for studying religious art and architecture, and sacred space in general. 
Also of interest were the theoretical aspects of hierotopical studies, as well as their re-
ception and applicability in scholarly discourses. Michele Bacci, Vladimir Sedov, and 
I gathered a group of international scholars engaged in studies of sacred space. While 
some contributors to the roundtable in Belgrade had to decline their contributions in 
this volume due to other professional and family obligations, most of the participants 
stayed in the project, and other scholars joined our efforts. Eventually, we decided 
to pursue two separate volumes by scholars writing predominantly in Russian and 
English, respectively. The first volume, consisting of 14 essays and lavishly illustrated 
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Alexei Lidov: Biography1

Alexei Mikhailovich Lidov was born on March 9, 1959 in Moscow in a family of math-
ematicians. His parents were bright and charismatic people. His father, Professor 
Mikhail L’vovich Lidov (1926–1993), was a prominent scientist in the field of celestial 
mechanics, one of the founders of scientific programs for the first space flights, and 
was awarded the highest scientific award of his time in the former Soviet Union – the 
Lenin Prize. His mother, Diana Georgievna Sedykh (1933–2016), taught mathematics. 
She gave birth to three of her children, and when they matured, she took up a girl from 
an orphanage. After she retired, she began to engage in social activities, creating an 
informal charitable organization to help orphans, which has existed for more than 
25 years. Lidov’s parents had a variety of humanitarian interests, but they wanted to 
see their son as a mathematician. Therefore, Alexei Lidov graduated from school that 
focused on mathematics. His upbringing among mathematicians influenced Lidov’s 
research based on analytical approach and logical rigor, tendency to search for expla-
nations and hypotheses, the construction of theories, the formulation of new concepts. 
However, mathematics and natural sciences did not appeal to him. Very early on, he 
read a lot and developed an interest in history, stimulated by victories at school Ol-
ympiads. This interest led him in the eighth grade to the Club of Young Art Critics 
at the Pushkin Museum. Three-year studies at the museum determined the choice of 
his professional path, and in 1976, after graduating from high school, he entered the 
Department of History and Theory of Art of the Faculty of History of Moscow State 
University. Lidov had to overcome the resistance of his parents, but he never regretted 
his choice.

Alexei Lidov defined his sphere of special interests in Byzantine and Old Russian 
art early. Late Professor Olga S. Popova (died in 2020), who was the best student of the 
famous art historian Viktor N. Lazarev, was Lidov’s mentor at the Faculty of History 
of the Moscow State University. As Lidov himself recalls, most of his university life 
was spent in the “cabinet of art history” organized after the death of V. N. Lazarev. 
In the cabinet students had a unique opportunity to read books with personal notes 
by outstanding art historian and critic. When asked about the reasons for his choice 
of studies, Lidov usually lightheartedly replies that he always wanted to work on a 
subject that would be greater than himself, and adds that his love for Byzantium is 
difficult to explain rationally. 

After obtaining his diploma from the Moscow State University, Alexei Lidov got 
employment in the Moscow Museum of Oriental Art, where the Byzantine theme was 
supplemented by the one dealing with Christian-Caucasian topics. Over time, Lidov 
became the head of the Caucasian art sector. The topic of his dissertation was very 
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important, but practically unexplored monument of Armenian monumental painting –  
the painting of the Akhtala monastery at the beginning of the thirteenth century. Lidov 
recalls as how he had to work with hard-to-reach Armenian and Georgian sources, 
to study and photograph hereto unpublished frescoes from the restoration archives. 
Based on his studies, Lidov formulated the concept of the Armenian- Chalcedonian 
art, as the intersection of the Armenian, Georgian and Byzantine artistic traditions. 
This concept has stood the test of time and influenced many scholars studying art in 
this part of the world. 

Two years after defending his doctoral thesis in 1989, Lidov published it as a book 
The Mural Paintings of Akhtala. Prepared in English language the book was published 
in connection with the International Congress of Byzantine Studies held in Moscow in 
1991. Lidov returned to the topic of Akhtala in 2014, when he prepared a new lavishly 
illustrated bilingual Russian-English monograph “Paintings of the Akhtala Monas-
tery. History, Iconography, Masters.” The book was awarded the Grigor Narekatsi 
Medal of the Ministry of Culture of Armenia. Lidov’s contribution to the studies of 
Armenian culture is also marked by the prestigious state award of the Republic of 
Armenia – The Order of Friendship. 

After his dissertation work on art in Armenia, Lidov also began a systematic study 
of the iconography of the Byzantine art. Temple iconography and liturgical theology 
of Byzantium and Old Rus were the main theme of his research for some ten years. 
It was at the time when the freedom gained with the wave of perestroika allowed a 
sharp increase of the iconographical studies, which had been previously subject of 
censorship in Russia and the former Soviet Union. In his work, Lidov proposed and 
used a new methodology, which he called “interpretative iconography” in contrast 
to traditional “descriptive” iconography. Lidov considered iconographical features of 
individual images and painted programs in connection with liturgical and theological 
texts of a specific historical and cultural context, which allowed him to interpret these 
images as important sources of historical information. An important example of the 
fruitful use of this innovative methodology was his work on the Byzantine images of 
Christ the Priest. Research during this period of professional development allowed 
Lidov to formulate a theory about the crucial role of the Great Schism of 1054 in the 
reform of the Byzantine church iconography. This work shows how within the conflict 
between Byzantine and Latin theology in the context of the Great Schism, a new con-
cept of church iconography was formed with the dominant themes of the “Commun-
ion of the Apostles” and the “Christ the High Priest.” According to Lidov’s thesis, this 
event determined the final divergence of the Christian Orthodox and Roman Catholic 
traditions of Christian art. 

Parallel with liturgical topics, Lidov explored the iconography of the Heavenly Je-
rusalem in the Byzantine and Old Russian traditions. Among his works on this topic, 
the first, conceptual article “The image of Heavenly Jerusalem in Eastern Christian 
Iconography” was published in the volume Jerusalem in Russian Culture, which he 
coedited with A. L. Batalov in 1994. The expanded version of this text was published 
in English a few years later as “Heavenly Jerusalem: The Byzantine Approach” in the 
journal Jewish Art, and became of the most cited works of Russian art history in the 
West. 

Another important subject of his research in the 1990s was the investigation of mi-
raculous icons and relics. Lidov started this research in 1992 during his participa-
tion in a large project of the international encyclopedia “The Miraculous Icons of the 
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Mother of God.” Work on this project lasted several years and attracted researchers 
across the world. This huge project remained unfinished due to the terminated fund-
ing, but the scientific effect was significant: for many authors, the study of miraculous 
icons has become a topic of research for many years. In 1994, Lidov organized an in-
ternational symposium, “The Miraculous Icon in Byzantium and Ancient Rus,” and 
two years later published the first collection of articles on this topic, which played an 
important role in scholarship and stimulated new research. 

The theme of miraculous icons was included in the studies of Eastern Christian 
relics. On the occasion of the celebration of the 2000th anniversary of Christianity, fol-
lowing Lidov’s proposals, two significant exhibitions with published catalogues were 
organized in Moscow: “Christian Relics” in the Museums of the Moscow Kremlin and 
“The Image of the Savior Made Without Hands in the Russian Icon” at the Andre Ru-
blev Central Museum of Ancient Russian Culture and Art. Within the framework of 
the same initiative, Lidov edited a collection “Eastern Christian Relics,” devised from 
the proceedings from an international symposium which brought together well-known 
experts from across the world. He also edited a unique anthology of the most impor-
tant medieval sources on the topic, “Relics in Byzantium and Ancient Rus: Written 
Sources.” After these publications, the theme of Eastern Christian relics was firmly 
grounded in historical studies as one of the most fruitful research subjects. For Lidov, 
miraculous icons and relics also became the theme of his more specific works, among 
which are notable those published both in Russian and in English on the Hodegetria in 
Constantinople and Holy Mandylion (the miraculous proto-icon of Christ). This work 
also had a significant reception in scholarship. 

The most famous concept by Alexei Lidov – the theory of hierotopy – emerged from 
his research of miraculous icons and relics. While studying icons and relics, Lidov 
came to the conclusion that their main significance was in the creation of special spa-
tial structures, for which they were a kind of core. As a result, sacred spaces arise from 
the specific human creativity, the understanding of which requires a new methodology 
and system of concepts. It is this type of creativity which should be considered as a 
separate phenomenon, as the subject of a whole new field of art historical, historical 
and cultural research, done at the junction of several traditional disciplines, including 
art history, anthropology, religious studies and others. Yet, at the same time, hierot-
opy has its own subject of research and needs an original conceptual apparatus and 
methodology as an independent part of the history of culture. The new hierotopical 
concepts “spatial icon” and “image-paradigm” were elaborated in Lidov’s 2009 book 
Hierotopy. Spatial Icons and Image Paradigms in Byzantine Culture. The book consists 
of Lidov’s main texts on hierotopy until that time and is beautifully presented and 
published by the Theoria publishing house.

The concept of hierotopy was formulated in 2001 and discussed at several semi-
nars and conferences, the most important of which was the international symposium 
“Hierotopy” held in Moscow in 2004. Lidov repeatedly expressed his gratitude to out-
standing colleagues and scholars, who supported his idea from the very beginning. 
Among them are Hans Belting, Peter Brown, Slobodan Ćurčić, Oleg Grabar, Nicoletta 
Isar, Herbert Kessler, Gerhard Wolf, and his compatriots V. M. Zhivov, B. A. Uspen-
sky, V. S. Ivanov, M. V. Dmitriev, R. M. Shukurov, V. V. Sedov and everyone who took 
active part in hierotopical symposia and publications. The support for hierotopy was 
far from unanimous. Many did not like the very claim that hierotopy is a new disci-
pline. Critical statements included those arguing that hierotopy is banal multiplication 



of meanings and radical heresy, without trying to delve into the essence of the pro-
posed theory. Lidov, however, continued to consistently advance hierotopical research 
by carrying out one hierotopical program after another. Since the first symposium, 
five hierotopical projects have been completed, each including a large international 
symposium and fundamental publications with articles in Russian and English: New 
Jerusalems. Hierotopy and Iconography of Sacred Spaces (2009), Spatial Icons. Per-
formativity in Byzantium and Medieval Russia (2011), then a cycle of four symposia 
followed by publications dedicated to the elements -- Hierotopy of Light and Fire in the 
Culture of the Byzantine World (2013), Holy Water in the Hierotopy and Iconography 
of the Christian World (2017), The Hierotopy of Holy Mountains in Christian Culture 
(2019) and forthcoming volume on the Air and Heavens in the Hierotopy and Iconog-
raphy of the Christian World, following the symposium from 2019. This approach by 
Lidov to organize symposia in connection with problems of interest to him, thereby 
attracting the attention of the scholarly community, stimulating wide discussion and 
development of research, earned him the teasing nickname “symposiarch.”

The concept of hierotopy gradually entered the world scholarship and became 
both a topic for theoretical discussions and a tool for practical scholarly use. Hier-
otopy, which has a general character and is applicable to many phenomena of the 
sacred, is widely used in different types of research, including traditional sciences. The 
new Cambridge Dictionary of Christianity devoted a substantial article to hierotopy, 
thereby introducing this original concept and word coined by a Russian author into 
English language.2 

A few words on Lidov outside his research are also in order. He managed to be so 
active in scholarship during a difficult period of Russian history that posed questions 
about both scholarly and physical survivals to many of his colleagues. Since 1991, 
Lidov refused to work in governmental institutions. He organized and lead an inde-
pendent Research Center for Eastern Christian Culture in Moscow, which he designed 
to engage in interdisciplinary research of the symbolic language of the Byzantine, and 
more generally, of the Eastern Christian world. A. L. Batalov, L. A. Beliaev, A. A. 
Turilov, and B. A. Uspensky also took part in organizing the Center. The management 
of this Center was Lidov’s main job for 15 years, mostly on a voluntary basis, since the 
budget of an independent institute did not allow even the director’s salary. 

Communication with scholars across the world and practical survival of the Center 
was facilitated by the scholarly grants Lidov won at the best world institutions. An 
important role was his work at the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton Univer-
sity in 1994-95, where he was able to get acquainted with an entire stratum of world 
scholarly research, then practically inaccessible in Russia. Equally important for his 
work were internships at the Warburg Institute in London at the invitation of the Brit-
ish Academy of Sciences, at the College de France in Paris, at the Byzantine Institute 
in Venice, the Onassis scholarship in Athens and the Getty Institute in Los Angeles. 
These grants allowed him to continue his work in Russia and to organize scholarly 
projects there without thinking about daily bread. 

All these years, Lidov regularly participated at international scholarly conferences 
and congresses on Byzantine studies and art history, lectured and participated at spe-
cialized courses at various universities around the world, including Princeton, Har-
vard, Oxford, Cambridge and universities in Rome, Paris, Budapest and Krakow, 
among many. In 2008, at the invitation of the Japanese government, he spent two 
months in Japan working on a research project on a comparative analysis of Japanese 
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and Christian hierotopy. In 2011, he was elected Distinguished Visiting Professor at 
the University of York and taught a course there. In 2015, he gave a series of lectures on 
hierotopy in Fribourg, Switzerland and a year later at the Higher School of Econom-
ics (officially National Research University Higher School of Economics) in Moscow. 
Lidov presented the first topical course on hierotopy at his alma mater at the Depart-
ment of History and Theory of Art at Moscow State University in 2004.

Lidov’s international recognition is confirmed by a prestigious grant, Christensen 
Fellowship from the University of Oxford and his election as a Member and Fellow of 
the Oxford College of St. Catherine. 

Important place in Lidov’s life has been always reserved for research trips, some-
times to very distant places, including a tour of the churches and monasteries in Ethi-
opia in 2011. Similarly, expeditions to Georgia, Armenia, Cappadocia, Mt. Athos and 
Sinai played an important role. Following his first trip to the Sinai monastery of St. 
Catherine in 1996, the first one by the Russian researcher after the October Revolu-
tion, Lidov prepared and published a book-album Byzantine Icons of Sinai. The first of 
its kind, this monographic edition described the unique collection of Byzantine icons 
kept there, which were important source for the history of Byzantine icon painting. 
Lidov also initiated a scholarly project “Russian Icons of Sinai,” which after ten years 
of work resulted in the lavishly designed catalogue, that introduced the hitherto un-
known artworks into the scholarly world. For this book Russian Icons of Sinai (2015), 
Lidov wrote a substantial chapter on the icon collection of the Sinai monastery and its 
Russian researchers. Trips to Mt. Athos and research there are reflected in the book 
The Mount Athos. Images of the Holy Land (2011) and a related large-scale exhibition 
at the Historical Museum on Red Square at the end of 2011. 

Lidov recurrently participated at international exhibitions, scholarly and publish-
ing projects. Among those are the huge exhibition The Face of Christ (Il Volto di Cristo) 
at the Palazzo delle Esposizioni in Rome (2001) as well as related conference and con-
ference proceedings with this anniversary project, which became important event not 
only in academic but also cultural life in Europe. In 2018, Lidov organized a confer-
ence “Florence and the Idea of Jerusalem” as the beginning of a multi-year scholarly 
and cultural program with the aim to identify the original sacred meanings of the city 
of Florence, perceived by many exclusively as the capital of the Renaissance. 

Among biographical notes, it is worth mentioning that in 2008, Lidov returned to 
work in state institutions as he became the Deputy President of the Russian Academy 
of Arts for scholarly and innovative programs. In 2007, he was elected a corresponding 
member, in 2012, full member and then also a member of the Presidium of the Russian 
Academy of Arts. Within the Academy, Lidov carried out a number of projects and 
was awarded the Gold Medal and the Medal for Services to the Academy of Arts, the 
latter representing the highest order for the all merits for service to the art.

In addition to scholarly work, Lidov is actively involved in social activities. He is 
particularly engaged in the problems of protecting the monuments of Christian Ortho-
dox culture. In 2004, Lidov was invited as an official international expert to serve in a 
UNESCO emergency mission organized in connection with the massive destruction of 
Serbian cultural heritage in Kosovo and Metohija. Thanks to these efforts, four sites 
were included into the UNESCO list of protected cultural heritage and received spe-
cial protection from the world community: The Church of Our Lady of Ljeviš (Bogo-
rodica Ljeviška) in Prizren, the Monastery of the Peć Patriarchate, the Monastery of 
Gračanica and the Monastery of Visoki Dečani. In 2007, he initiated and authored the 
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book Kosovo. Orthodox Heritage and Contemporary Catastrophe. The book collected 
information about the masterpieces of the Serbian medieval art in Kosovo, as well as 
international documents and data about 143 destroyed or badly damaged and dese-
crated churches as a result of actions of Albanian extremists. In addition, a complete 
catalogue of all Christian monuments in Kosovo and Metohija was prepared. The 
beautifully designed publication written in Russian and English received significant 
response in Russia, Serbia and European countries.

In recent times, Lidov is repeatedly present in dailies and newspapers, by drawing 
attention to the destruction in Syria. He was among the first to publicly speak about 
the destruction of cultural heritage in Syria, citing information received from local 
journalists, even before the terrorists of the Islamic State appeared on the scene. In 
2010, Lidov was one of the founders of the expert community “Protection of Cul-
tural Heritage,” which advocates cooperation between the Church and museums in 
the preservation of the monuments of ancient Russian art, in the use of the Church. 
He is one of the authors of the open letter of the artists and scholars sent to Patriarch 
Kirill of Moscow, which received significant public reception and influenced church 
policy in this direction of the protection of art and culture. Lidov takes an active civic 
position and his regular appearances in the media are devoted to a variety of topics of 
culture and society: from the inadmissibility of erecting monuments to honor Ivan the 
Terrible to the threats of a split in Christian Orthodoxy. 

Here presented biographical notes are no more than intermediate summary pre-
pared on Lidov’s 60th Anniversary. The research life of Alexei Mikhailovich Lidov will 
bring forward many more projects and recognitions. 

Vladimir V. Sedov, Michele Bacci, and Jelena Bogdanović

Notes

 1 This is the translation of the Russian text originally published as: Владимир В. Седов, 
Микеле Баччи, Елена Богданович [Vladimir V. Sedov, Michele Bacci, and Jelena Bogdano-
vić], “Алексей Лидов. Опыт творческой биографии” [“Alexei Lidov. The Author’s Biogra-
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ity, ed. Daniel Patte (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 512–515. 



This volume presents scholarly essays about icons of space, including but not limited 
to their occurrence in art and architecture. Prepared in honor of the sixtieth birthday 
of Alexei Lidov, the art historian, Byzantinist, and member of the Russian Academy 
of Arts, 16 original essays critically engage with the concepts and methodologies of 
hierotopy (meaning sacred place or space). Hierotopy is an innovative approach for 
studying the creation of sacred spaces, one that addresses traditional disciplinary lim-
itations in investigations of religious art and architecture. Rather than exclusively or 
primarily focusing on the visibility and materiality of sacred spaces in art and cultural 
histories, hierotopy considers multisensory (visual, auditory, olfactory, and haptic) 
and dynamic, performative aspects of the sacred. Because hierotopy scrutinizes the 
processes of creating sacred spaces, it is never devoid of the ontological and aesthetic 
aspects of the sacred.

Contributors to this volume are scholars trained in art history, architecture, archi-
tectural history and theory, theology, history, and human geography who consider 
the overarching theme of icons of space, broadly defined. In the process, they employ, 
contrast, and complement the methodological tools offered by hierotopy while pos-
iting fundamental questions about the essence of icons and how they are studied in 
the more established frameworks of semiotics and iconography. In Part I, “Sacred 
Spaces: Their Traces and Representations,” the emphasis is predominantly on the in-
novative terminology developed and proposed in the context of hierotopical studies 
and methodology for studying icons of space. In Part II, “Icons and Holy Objects in 
Sacred Space,” the chapters focus on icons and relics as the two critical elements in 
the formation of hierotopy; here expanded by the inclusion of holy objects that at first 
sight do not necessarily belong to either of these two categories, such as functional 
or liturgical furnishings within places of worship. In Part III, “Embodied Experi-
ences of Sacred Space,” case studies highlight particular icons of space as embodied 
individual or collective experiences of the sacred. These chapters reinforce some of 
the major ideas at work in hierotopical studies, such as multidimensional and mul-
tifaceted dynamics of sacred space, as well as the relevance of human presence and 
performative and lived experiences of the sacred. In each case, contributors aim to 
describe and offer interpretations of the particular mechanisms of the creation of 
the sacred and of sacred experiences that cannot be addressed adequately by relying 
exclusively on texts or material objects as ultimate points of departure for their schol-
arly investigation.

Introduction
Jelena Bogdanović
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Positioning hierotopy within studies of the sacred

The book opens with the texts by Michele Bacci and Andrew Simsky, who reflect on 
the development of hierotopy and situate it within a historiographical overview. Bacci, 
who has been engaged with hierotopical studies for a prolonged period of time by 
participating in the symposia organized by Alexei Lidov and by endorsing his work 
early on, sees hierotopy as a revival of research about the sacred within art historical 
and anthropological studies. Both Bacci and Simsky point to the formative role of the 
well-established scholarship produced by three intellectuals who promoted their ideas 
in pivotal books: David Freedberg in The Power of Images, Hans Belting in Likeness 
and Presence, and Alfred Gell in Art and Agency.1 For Lidov, especially important 
for transcending conventional boundaries of art history was the inspiring work by 
Belting, who reestablished the fact that in medieval religious societies icons were not 
treated as art but as sacred objects.2 Bacci elaborates Lidov’s call to 

the ways in which Christian sacred spaces happened to be shaped by the interac-
tion of different elements, not all of which belonged to the traditional categories 
of art history, such as liturgical rites, music, lighting effects, and fragrances. This 
indication, 

he contends further, “proved to be fruitful, given that many subsequent studies have 
dealt with the performative aspects and multisensory devices associated with Byzan-
tine and medieval buildings.”3 Thus, Nicoletta Isar elucidates the role of sensoriality, 
performativity, and phenomenology in hierotopical research.4 In her work on hiero-
topical themes, she also acknowledges the importance of the work of John Sallis, a 
philosopher of phenomenology and memory studies, and a critical reader of Plato.5 
Looking at the architecture and its disciplinary aspects relative to iconography, phe-
nomenology, and hierotopy, Iakovos Potamianos and Jelena Bogdanović provide his-
toriographical insights brought forward by the scholars of ancient Greek, Byzantine, 
and medieval architecture. They point to the relevance of the works by competing 
schools of thought promoted by Heinrich Wölfflin, Paul Frankl, Erwin Panofsky, 
Rudolf Wittkower, Richard Krautheimer, Panayotis A. Michelis, Konstantinos Doxi-
adis, Marinos Kalligas, Dalibor Vesely, Alberto Pérez-Gómez, Indra Kagis McEwen, 
Anthony Vidler, Lisa Landrum, and Tasos Tanoulas, among others.6 However, these 
scholars, in contrast to Belting, did not figure as crucially for formative phases of 
hierotopy in the work of Lidov himself.7 This quality of hierotopy as an essentially 
decentralized discipline in its scholarly formation will be discussed shortly.

Indeed, 20 years after Lidov initiated hierotopical studies, its principles remain 
hotly debated.8 By pushing the formative stages of hierotopy further back to the 
mid-1990s, Simsky explains the relevance of Lidov’s early interest in both icons and 
relics, and in particular wonderworking icons and miraculous relics, which goes well 
beyond conventional art historical studies.9 The interconnections between icons and 
relics revolve around critical aspects of visuality and indexicality.10 Nonreligious art 
is often studied within the concept of likeness, which is only partially applicable 
to sacred arts that always remain elusive, abstract, and evocative, but nonillusion-
ary. Lidov’s interest in relics highlights this associative chain of interrelated stimuli 
and the mechanisms of the transposition of indexicality to visuality.11 Simply put, a 
fragmented relic of a saint, such as a bone, does not look like the particular saint. 
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Rather, the relic and the presence of the saint within point to the image of the saint. 
It is the saint herself, her likeness, and her deeds that come to mind to a person of 
faith venerating the saintly relic. These subtle questions on the relationship between 
the icons and relics, their reception, and their liminality, are especially nicely elab-
orated through numerous case studies, and in this volume presented in the texts 
by Ljubomir Milanović and by Danica Popović and Branislav Todić.12 Similarly, 
questions of likeness, indexicality, and agency are applicable for the notions of sa-
cred icons and iconic objects, regardless of whether they are understood as icons in 
place or spatial icons, as Maria Evangelatou, Ivan Foletti, Natalia Teteriatnikov, 
Annemarie Weyl Carr, Maria Lidova, and Veronica della Dora each detail in their 
case studies in this volume.13 These scholars clarify the crucial convergence of the 
studies of relics and icons in expanding the traditional frameworks of art histor-
ical and anthropological studies. Simultaneously, they highlight the potentials of 
hierotopy and its methods in the search for alternative approaches. Potamianos and 
Bogdanović, who are primarily interested in architecture and architectural design, 
additionally delve into ambiguous aspects of sacred space, which Bacci highlights as 
problematic.14 In their chapters, Potamianos and Bogdanović study sacred space not 
only as an abstract category or as a sacred place or location. Rather, they propose a 
combination of the two. Understood as such, sacred space points to a historical, dy-
namic, and evocative locale, as both a setting and a set of events associated with it, as 
further elucidated by della Dora and Ivan Biliarsky.15 Evangelatou even proposes a 
new term, “hierochronotopy,” to reinforce spatiotemporal qualities and dynamics of 
the sacred space as studied in hierotopy.16 Contributors also examine the relevance 
of iconography and phenomenology for hierotopy, which does not negate religious 
mysticism, often deemed as incompatible with empirical studies. In their research, 
they aim to include both noetic and iconic, multisensory concepts and forms that 
designate the sacred space.

The theory of hierotopy as a mode of cultural studies

Lidov rightly establishes hierotopy as a mode of cultural studies, in this case focusing 
on sacred space. There is no consensus on how to define and pursue cultural stud-
ies, because culture in an anthropological sense is a holistic concept that includes the 
arts, beliefs, customs, values, and other material and immaterial aspects of human 
existence in a given society, whereas it can also be defined and examined through its 
manifestations in texts or other cultural products, today included under the umbrella 
of material culture.17 Yet, hierotopy, like all cultural studies, focuses on the production 
of meaning(s).

The theory of hierotopy and its methodology are primarily examined in the first part 
of this volume. Purposefully titled “Sacred spaces: their traces and representations,” 
this section highlights the theory of hierotopy with an agent-based model and related 
stigmergic mechanisms (discussed below) of indirect operations between the agents 
and actions in the creation of sacred space. Hierotopical studies can examine the cre-
ation and perception of the sacred from both theoretical and empirical perspectives, 
even if methods used in hierotopy are occasionally viewed as incompatible, elusive, or 
devoid of the specificity of semantics.18 Contributors to this volume especially discuss 
the complexity of mediating the connection between the seemingly conflicting aspects 
of hierotopy, its concern with human, material creation of the sacred, and its causes 
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within realms, which are understood to be divine, immaterial, or symbolic. Explicit 
themes that emerge strongly in these discussions are the distinctiveness of the methods 
of hierotopy; related terminology and taxonomy; and to a lesser extent, potentially 
different perceptions of the sacred examined through the senses of the beholder and 
the creator, the latter especially critical for growing questions of agency.

The notion of the paradigm shift is usually invoked in explaining the relevance of 
new disciplines and methods beyond traditional disciplinary boundaries.19 In hierot-
opy, as in feminist studies, for example, a paradigm shift can be followed in at least 
three major directions—in challenging the epistemological foundationalism, in shift-
ing away from specific disciplinary boundaries, and in the release from representa-
tional constraints.20 Lidov and Isar have already suggested how performative studies 
offer a good alternative to the indexicality of the semiotics.21 In her text in this volume, 
della Dora also asserts the potentials of indexicality and performativity in hierotopy 
in understanding performative capacities of texts, their overlapping, mixed uses, and 
meanings as repositories of memory.22 Yet, hierotopy can be understood as a para-
digm shift in the making, rather than a dramatic shift in which things change quickly, 
often with a premature declaration of the end of previous paradigms.23 To support this 
opinion, we may turn to Thomas Kuhn, a physicist and philosopher of science who, in 
his groundbreaking and highly controversial work The Structure of Scientific Revolu-
tions, elucidated the concepts of paradigm and paradigm shift.24

Because Kuhn questioned the objectivity of strictly positivistic, empirical research, 
his reasoning about a paradigm and paradigm shift was heavily critiqued among sci-
entists, who aimed to deny their own agency in order to promote the unconditional 
objectiveness and rationality of their research. In turn, it was wholeheartedly accepted 
by scholars in various humanistic and social disciplines.25 Kuhn explained that within 
a selected discipline, the key elements—theories, instruments, values, and even met-
aphysical assumptions, those that cannot be settled by empirical facts—are fixed in 
order to allow the cumulative capacity of solutions for various complex questions. In 
scientific revolutions, the disciplinary matrix is occasionally revised to facilitate solu-
tions of anomalous phenomena or problems, which he calls “puzzles” and which test 
the ingenuity of knowledge. In such a matrix, a paradigm is an exemplary research that 
relies not only on the major theories and laws but also the application of them in the 
solution of important problems, along with new methods and techniques of research. 
Kuhn further explains the “pre-paradigm” period, routinely lacking consensus, char-
acterized by competing schools of thought, with different procedures, theories, and 
metaphysical presuppositions, during which thinkers argue over fundamentals instead 
of developing a significant body of work. This Kuhnian pre-paradigm concept at least 
partially clarifies the phenomenon of the so many prematurely proclaimed paradigm 
shifts and their short-lived reception in the humanities, as highlighted by Bacci in this 
volume. Progress is possible, however, once a new approach, even if localized, offers 
itself to describe and explain complex phenomena beyond traditionally defined disci-
plinary boundaries. Moreover, a paradigm emerges when multiple researchers work 
within the parameters of the same paradigmatic assumptions or, put otherwise, around 
similar questions, relevant data, and consensus about convincing arguments.26 In that 
respect, following the wide approbation of Lidov’s hierotopy—which has been offered 
by scholars from different disciplines who ask similar questions about the creation 
of sacred space, including but not limited to an expanded focus on icons, relics, holy 
objects, and their architectural frames in articulating the notion of the sacred, and 
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who take into account the dynamics of its spatiotemporal, sensorial, and performative 
aspects—hierotopy qualifies at least as a pre-paradigm.

Among the major scholarly critiques of Kuhn’s work are those related to his agent-
based model, which negates the neutrality of positivistic scholarship, and to under-
explained mechanisms for patterns of research that result from the interactions of 
autonomous researchers without centralized control. Recently, the philosopher Ro-
gier De Langhe validated Kuhn’s work by applying computer modeling in the analysis 
of the process of stigmergy, whereby one initial agent leaves a trace, in a form of an 
idea, event, or action, which then attracts other agents to build an elaborate structure 
of connecting thoughts and actions upon this initial trace.27 The agent-based model 
remains flexible in its definition of the initial agent and the subsequent agents, which 
may be of the same or a completely different kind. In that regard, the generative con-
cept, also characteristic of hierotopy, may be related to social and historical evolutions, 
often based on parallels with biological systems and corroborated by the data from 
material culture. Bacci similarly argues for resolving “the conceptual ambiguity of 
the notion of “sacred space” and look[ing] more closely at the different ways in which 
human cultures deal with the spatial and material dimensions of religious life.”28

In his critical assessment of hierotopical studies, Bacci proposes a shift from a the-
orization of the ontological nature of holy sites to the investigation of the different 
spatial, visual, and ultimately aesthetic strategies.29 For him, the future of hierotopy 
lies in studying the exceptional status of specific places and the ways in which different 
degrees of their sanctity are communicated to and experienced by material users. This 
thread of investigation about the mechanisms of various strategies for communicating 
the sacred is nicely articulated and advanced in this volume in the texts by Evange-
latou, Foletti, Teteryatnikov, Carr, Lidova, Popović and Todić, della Dora, Biliarsky, 
and Zinaïda Yurovskaya.30

In contrast, other contributors—Simsky, Isar, Potaminos, Bogdanović, Milanović, 
and V. Rev. Maximos Constas—fully aware of the reasons for leaving ontological con-
cepts behind because they cannot be “objectified,” underline the critical aspects of be-
ing and becoming as crucial in the construction of the sacred space.31 Simsky explains 
how “ontologically, image-paradigms belong to a general class of religious imagery 
that lives autonomously in the religious mind;” Isar elucidates the “dazzling radiance” 
filling “the ontological gap between the Creator and creation;” Potamianos explains 
the sensation of the divine, its latent existence and dense space achieved through the 
concept of temenos and the sectioning of light in sacred architecture; while Bogdanović 
investigates the embryonic world of architecture and its visible articulation as a rela-
tionship between the chôra and iconicity, and highlights their ontological difference.32 
Similarly, both Simsky and Milanović illuminate ontological difference between the 
sacred icons and relics and their place in representational and nonrepresentational 
realms as critical for advancing the hierotopical approaches.33 Constas explains the 
ontological boundaries of the sacred space and its different levels of reality within 
the doctrine of participation and motion toward its principle of origin, i.e., God.34 
Constas’ topical essay effectively captures extremely complex ontological aspects and 
dynamics of lived experiences and their space. This contribution to the individual reli-
gious experiences by St. Symeon the New is critical, as it includes the latest results from 
neuroscience research to explain how St. Symeon’s experiences were not illusionary or 
psychopathic, and cannot be related to what may now be considered neurological dis-
orders. Constas clarifies the mystical experiences of saints as “embodied experiences 
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that unfold within a particular space: the multifaceted place where encounters with 
the divine converge with their social, textual, iconographic, and architectural rep-
resentations.”35 These alternative approaches proposed by Simsky, Isar, Potamianos, 
Bogdanović, Milanović, and Constas reveal the potential of hierotopy in theorizing 
alterity as God rather than as the other self, as one sees in phenomenological studies 
that put human presence and actions at the center of investigation and shift away from 
aspects of the holy that cannot be fully described or comprehended. In addition, some 
of these metaphysical aspects of the sacred are in the current predominant scholarship 
occasionally shrouded by obscure terms such as “cult,” “sect,” “mysticism,” “magic,” 
or “occult.” As in stigmergy, which recognizes the possibility of autonomous existence 
and action, hierotopy suggests that certain phenomena of the human creation, percep-
tion, and reception of sacred spaces can be objectified and objectively analyzed only to 
a limited extent. This fact should not preclude our recognition of the limits and poten-
tials of studying the holy while at the same time acknowledging the epistemological, 
aesthetic, and sensorial qualities of the sacred.

In their texts, all the contributors deal predominantly with the theory of hierotopy, 
its methodology and applicability, often tested through specific case studies. The es-
says cross different territories and chronological spans, and in general, they are not 
primarily concerned with the progressive chronological order and do not offer narra-
tives about historical developments in the creation of sacred spaces. The texts avoid 
binary approaches, so often employed in positivistic and colonial studies, such as 
East-West, center-periphery, or Byzantine Orthodoxy–Latin Catholicism, premodern- 
modern, for several reasons. Most of the essays tackle specific examples of the creation 
of sacred space and cover them from multiple perspectives, thus practically precluding 
any binary approach. In contrast to the traditional subdivisions of historical studies, 
hierotopical studies are not restricted to (medieval) Christianity. Here, a few scholars 
also scrutinize Islamic and Jewish examples of the creation of sacred space exam-
ined through the lenses of hierotopical methods. The expanded and nonconventional 
chronological spans also allow contributors to selectively highlight examples deal-
ing with a specific theme or terminology relevant for the theoretical discourse about 
the creation of sacred space. In essence, this volume emphasizes the major quality of 
hierotopical studies, which resist homogenization and tend to be quite fluid, cross- 
cultural, cross-temporal, cross-spatial, and cross-disciplinary. When Lidov proposed 
hierotopy as a distinct discipline, he simultaneously opened multiple trajectories of 
the investigation of the creation of sacred space, with the focus on creative processes 
and mechanisms that people employ when articulating the sacred space following the 
initial trace of the sacred, and by not necessarily placing the major focus on the end 
result. For these reasons, essays occasionally belong to one or more categories, thus 
challenging the positivistic empirical studies, and prompt questions about applied 
taxonomy.

Terminology and taxonomy of hierotopy

Because hierotopy can be understood as a paradigm shift in the making, this soft 
transitioning is also characteristic of its terminology and taxonomy. Most of the terms 
used in hierotopy are still open, dynamic, and in development. They are occasion-
ally neologisms, reflecting the active search for appropriate and understandable tools 
that can be used across various disciplines and their own taxonomies, and therefore 
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making any kind of rigid classification at this time premature and unhelpful. As ex-
plained by Bacci, Simsky, Isar, Potamianos, Evangelatou, and Bogdanović in their 
respective texts, most of the terms are elusive and potentially have to remain vague 
if studied only through positivistic analysis. Contributors to this volume, however, 
do engage with the issues of taxonomy by rethinking it and by providing a nuanced 
understanding of the terminology and methods used in hierotopy in their investiga-
tions of the creation of sacred space. At the same time, specific case studies of various 
scales, ranging from the level of the individual unit of the sacred to entire landscapes, 
test the applicability of proposed taxonomy and related terminology, and in the pro-
cess elucidate that these concepts are not only abstract.

Over the past 20 years, scholarly attention has been paid in particular to two critical 
terms and methodological tools proposed by Lidov for hierotopical studies: “spatial 
icons” and “image-paradigms.” In his essay, in this volume, Simsky provides an elo-
quent analysis of these terms, as well as the logical sequence of their introduction and 
use in scholarship. Lidov first coined and used the term “spatial icon” in 1992; the 
formulation of hierotopy, specifically as the human creativity of spatial icons, hap-
pened in 2001–2002, whereas image-paradigms, as means for the creation of sacred 
space, were proposed by 2006.36 Bogdanović additionally clarifies the relationship and 
distinctiveness of spatial qualities of icons of space and image-paradigms as studied 
by Belting and Lidov, but also Bissera Pentcheva, who all combine art historical and 
anthropological studies in their research.37 All three scholars see icons as religious 
objects rather than conventionally defined artworks. Belting treats the monumental 
church program as an applied icon theory and examines the use of icons in ecclesias-
tical space through the lenses of religious dominance and control and focuses on them 
as a vehicle of church power. Lidov and Pentcheva move beyond icons as signifiers and 
investigate them as holistic iconic concepts intimately related to the lived experience 
of the faithful. In hierotopy, Lidov also manages to move beyond questions of official, 
doctrinal religion, and the imperial politics of spatial icons as expressions of highly 
controlled knowledge and power. As detailed in the text by Bogdanović, 

In hierotopical systems of knowledge, the spatial icon is more than a topos or set 
of references. Lidov’s concept of spatial icons investigates iconic imagery in space 
or spatial experience of the sacred, not only the structured space of sacred icons,

as was established in the work by Otto Demus,38 “but also the totality of sacred space 
that allows for the interactions between the divine and human agency, which can be 
contemplated and perceived.”39 As is self-evident from the name, a hierotopic spatial 
icon is no mere image on a flat surface located in place. Rather, as Nathan Dennis 
succinctly wrote, 

Heavenly visions can be created or divine presence projected through both the 
material and immaterial elements of spatial design, whether physical icons of di-
vine or saintly figures integral to the space or more ephemeral, sensory agents 
such as light, sound, scent, taste, or the effects of haptic interactions with material 
forms within the space. [T]he bodily presence and movement of human devotees 
are interwoven with the divine agency embodied within the space, each presence 
permeating and interpenetrating the other as terrestrial and celestial realities col-
lide in a singular locus.40
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In this volume, contributors further our understanding of spatial icons and the pro-
cesses of their creation on multiple levels. Teteryatnikov, Lidova, Evangelotou, Mi-
lanović, and Foletti juxtapose spatial icons and their locations in place and sacred 
space.41 Yurovskaya analyzes the imagery of the return to the primordial Paradise.42 
Carr examines the referential function of toponymic icons and the ways they give pres-
ence. Rather than difference, Carr argues, the toponymic icons imply congruence—
the namesake’s capacity to generate a potentiated space “fields of ritual and emotional 
interchange, drawing into play the space—the necessary distance—between the 
model, which is in the place it names, and the replica, which is not.”43 Mechanisms and 
dynamics of topographic ways of seeing, experiencing, and imagining sacred space are 
fostered in the essay by della Dora.44 Biliarsky examines the “other space” seen from 
sociopolitical and ideological perspectives of medieval statehood.45

Another critical term “image-paradigms” can be understood as holistic generative 
design concepts of sacred space, neither images nor concepts alone, which do not nec-
essarily originate exclusively from the visual or material realms. In his essay, Sim-
sky argues that image-paradigms are “image-concepts” made manifest within sacred 
spaces.46 He clarifies that

A sacred space can be seen as a kind of “symbolic landscape,” the organization 
of which revolves around the actualization of its image-paradigm(s). An image- 
paradigm is thus an image of higher structural order than an individual symbol. It 
is “woven” from symbols as a map is composed of its elements. It is engendered in 
much the same way as the key theme of a musical symphony is given shape through 
an orchestrated array of melodies created by the unified work of many instruments, 
such that it, as a musical whole, leaves in our minds a lasting impression.47

Simsky explains that the image-paradigm or image-concept cannot be replaced by 
a symbol because in a contemporary scholarly discourse of the Platonic and Neopla-
tonic systems idea and image are separated and not studied together, as intended in 
hierotopy.48 Within an open research framework, hierotopy is focused on the human 
creation of sacred space but image-paradigms also allow for teleological arguments 
and investigations of the believed divine – human interactions.

Image-paradigms are essentially nonillustrative and nonrepresentational. In their 
analytical papers, Simsky, Isar, Potamianos, Foletti, Lidova, Milanović, Todić and 
Popović, della Dora, Biliarsky, Yurovskaya, Constas, and Bogdanović detail how 
image-paradigms emerge through the processes of associative reactions, evocative 
references, and symbolic associations within the sacred space and always remain am-
biguous and multidimensional. Lidova also explains the reasons for privileging the 
spatial dimensions of Byzantine art production and attempts to transmit the power of 
the divine over apparent schematic similarities. As elucidated by Simsky, Isar, Potami-
anos, Todić and Popović, della Dora, Constas, Evangelatou, Lidova, Carr, Yurovskaya, 
and Bogdanović, though unique in their essence, their multitude increases their value, 
collective veneration enhances their status, and their peculiarities and individual ex-
periences do not contradict the larger whole, which is more than a simple sum of the 
individual parts. Critical aspects of the aesthetics of the invisible, of that that cannot 
be represented, are evoked by multisensory aspects of the holy.

Milanović, therefore, analyzes the special status of the icon, its promise of access 
to atemporal and aspatial being within the specific locale, and actual sacred ceremo-
nies. He underlines the power of icons and relics to mediate the relationship between 
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the human and sacred realms. Isar, Simsky, and Bogdanović investigate the iconicity, 
which remains important for addressing the representational aspects of holy objects. 
Inspired by the earlier work on the topic by Isar, Bogdanović reinforces that chôra 
and its cognate hypodochē, concepts originally introduced by Plato, remained known 
to the Byzantines and were likely used in architectural concept design. As chôra and 
hypodochē provide more inclusive models of space than iconicity, they also unveil par-
ticipatory, ontological aspects of architectural space in the Byzantine cultural sphere. 
Isar, Potamianos, and Simsky theorize the sensoriality of spatial icons and related 
saturated effects of light, the dynamics of whirling motion and dazzling light, and the 
relevance of visibility and subtle articulation of the perception of light in sacred spaces 
in contrast to ultimate darkness. Issues of aniconism and nonvisual aspects of the holy 
are likewise advanced in the essays by Foletti and Constas.

The interlocution between the beholder and the creator seen through the 
lenses of hierotopical studies

The question of the perception of the sacred space seen through the eyes of the be-
holders and the eyes of their creators emerged in almost all essays in this volume. 
The perspective of the beholder is articulated somewhat more than the perspective 
of the creator, as seen in the contributions by Bacci, Evangelatou, Isar, Milanović, 
Carr, Foletti, Biliarsky, and Teteryatnikov. In her text, della Dora offers a subtle in-
sight into the highly dynamic interlocution between beholders, users, and creators of 
pilgrimage books. Perspectives of the creators of sacred spaces are provided in texts 
by Potamianos and Bogdanović. Potamianos details delicate variations of the lighting 
conditions in selected examples of religious architecture and their capacity to generate 
the sense of a rapture, which effects a perceptual transference to another world and re-
veals characteristics suggesting the sacred. The rapture of sacred space and a glimpse 
into supra-space are the focal points of the investigation in the text by Constas.

Contribution of this volume to hierotopy and studies of the sacred

Because hierotopy questions the limits of iconicity and the imagistic nature of icons 
by including considerations of their spatial and conceptual depths, this volume not 
only advances studies in hierotopy but also contributes both to the image theory and 
to theories of architecture and sacred space. The work represents a shift away from 
examinations of spatial icons and icons of space in strictly historical, theological, so-
cioeconomic, political, and art history terms. In recognizing the restrictions of these 
traditional approaches, the authors pose epistemological questions about the creation 
of sacred spaces that are instead inclusive of multilayered iconic ideas and the lived ex-
periences of the creators and beholders of such spaces. This volume, therefore, aims to 
advance the theory about the creation and icons of sacred space while at the same time 
disrupting positivistic and colonial scholarship focused predominantly on religion and 
politics as expressions of privileged knowledge and power. 
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Maria Evangelatou, Nicoleta Isar, Andrew Simsky, and V. Rev. Maximos Constas 
also helped me articulate some of the major theoretical and methodological aspects of 
hierotopical studies presented in this volume.

Notes

 1 David Freedberg, The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response (Chi-
cago, IL: Chicago University Press, 1989); Hans Belting, Bild und Kult: Eine Geschichte 
des Bildes vor dem Zeitalter der Kunst (Munich: C.H. Beck, 1990), published in English as 
Belting, Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image before the Era of Art, trans. Edmund 
Jephcott (Chicago, IL and London: University of Chicago Press, 1994); Alfred Gell, Art and 
Agency: An Anthropological Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2007). See also the chapters 
by Bacci and Simsky in the present volume.

 2 See the chapters by Simsky and Bogdanović in this volume. Andrew Simsky, “The Discov-
ery of Hierotopy,” Journal of Visual Theology 1 (2020), 9–28, esp. 14 note 2, records personal 
communication with Lidov, who acknowledges specifically work by Hans Belting as critical 
for his intellectual development.

 3 See chapter by Bacci in this volume, esp. p. 15.
 4 See chapter by Isar in this volume. 
 5 Ibid. See also her latest book: Nicoletta Isar, Elemental Chorology: Vignettes Imaginales 

(Leiden: Alexandros Press, 2020).
 6 See chapters by Potamianos and Bogdanović in this volume, with reference to works on ico-

nography, memory studies, phenomenology, and Platonic concepts of place in architecture 
as relevant to hierotopical studies. 

 7 See note 3.
 8 Simsky highlights that Lidov promoted the term “hierotopy” to the international audience 

in his lecture “Byzantine Hierotopy: Miraculous Icons in Sacred Space,” delivered at the 
Bibliotheka Hertziana in Rome on January 14, 2002, and points to his publication (in Rus-
sian): Alexei Lidov, “The Creation of Sacred Spaces as a Form of Creativity and Subject of 
Cultural History,” in Hierotopy: The Creation of Sacred Spaces in Byzantium and Medieval 
Russia, ed. Lidov (Moscow: Indrik, 2006), 32. See chapter by Simsky in this volume, esp. 
p. 29. In her chapter in this volume, esp. p. 64, Isar additionally reveals a personal commu-
nication with Lidov and the creation of the term “hierotopy” in 2001. Simsky, “The Dis-
covery of Hierotopy,” 9–28, effectively summarizes major controversies around hierotopy
prevalent at the time of the production of the present volume. See also chapters by Bacci
and Simsky in this volume.

 9 Simsky, “The Discovery of Hierotopy,” 9–28, with reference to Lidov’s text “Чудотворные 
иконы в храмовой декорации. О символической программе императорских врат Софии 
Константинопольской” [“The Miracle-Working Icons in the Church Decoration. On the Sym-
bolic Program of the Imperial Doors of Constantinopolitan Hagia Sophia”], in Чудотворная 
икона в Византии и Древней Руси, ed. Alexei M. Lidov (Moscow: Martis, 1996), 44–75. See also 
chapter by Simsky in this volume. 

 10 On index in semiotic studies, see the classic text by Arthur Burks, “Icon, Index, and Sym-
bol,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 9/4 (1949), 673–689.

 11 See Jelena Bogdanović with Katherine Marsengill, “Conclusions,” in Perceptions of the 
Body and Sacred Space, ed. Jelena Bogdanović (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), 190–201.

 12 See chapters by Milanović and by Popović and Todić in this volume.
 13 See chapters by these authors in this volume. Also important are Katherine Marsengill, 

Portraits and Icons: Between Reality and Spirituality in Byzantine Art (Turnhout: Brepols, 
2013), which questions the representational theory of icons by John of Damascus and Filip 
Ivanović, Desiring the Beautiful: The Erotic-Aesthetic Dimension of Deification in Diony-
sius the Areopagite and Maximus the Confessor (Washington, DC: Catholic University of 
America Press, 2019), which highlights the aesthetic dimensions of deification in Christian 
Orthodox tradition in particular. 

 14 Compare chapters by Bacci, Potamianos, and Bogdanović in this volume.
 15 See chapters by Biliarsky and della Dora in this volume.



Introduction 11

 16 See chapter by Evangelatou in this volume.
 17 For a parallel of hierotopical studies with equally less conventional feminist cultural studies 

and their definition, see, for example, Fanny Ambjörnsson and Hillevi Ganetz, “Introduc-
tion: Feminist Cultural Studies,” Culture Unbound: Journal of Current Cultural Research 5 
(2013), 127–131.

 18 See chapter by Bacci in this volume.
 19 Ibid.
 20 See, for example, Ann Brooks, Postfeminisms: Feminism, Cultural Theory, and Cultural 

Forms (1997; London and New York: Routledge, 2002), 210–211.
 21 See, for example, Nicoletta Isar, “‘Chorography’ (Chôra, Chôros, Chorós)—A Performa-

tive Paradigm of Creation of Sacred Space in Byzantium,” in Hierotopy: Studies in the Mak-
ing of Sacred Space, ed. Alexei Lidov (Moscow: Theoria, 2005), 59–90; and Alexei M. Lidov, 
ed., Spatial Icons: Performativity in Byzantium and Medieval Russia (Пространственные 
иконы. Перформативное в Византии и Древней Руси) (Moscow: Indrik, 2011). 

 22 See chapter by della Dora in this volume.
 23 See chapters by Bacci and Simsky in this volume.
 24 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 4th ed. (1962; Chicago, IL: Univer-

sity of Chicago Press, 2012). I thank both V. Rev. Maximos Constas and Dušan Danilović 
for reminding me of the work of Kuhn. 

 25 The discussion on the relevance of Kuhn’s work here mostly follows Alexander Bird, 
“Thomas Kuhn,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Winter 2018 ed., ed. Edward 
N. Zalta, URL: https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2018/entries/thomas-kuhn/, ac-
cessed August 1, 2020.

 26 See Rogier De Langhe, “An Agent-Based Model of Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scien-
tific Revolution,” Historical Social Research 43/1 (2018), 28–47, esp. 37.

 27 Ibid.
 28 See chapter by Bacci in this volume, p. 23.
 29 See chapter by Bacci in this volume.
 30 See their respective chapters in this volume.
 31 On objectifying, see chapter by Simsky in this volume.
 32 See their respective chapters in this volume.
 33 See chapters by Simsky and Milanović in this volume.
 34 See chapter by Constas in this volume. 
 35 Ibid., esp. p. 341.
 36 See chapter by Simsky in this volume, esp. p. 29, with references to Lidov’s scholarly papers.
 37 See chapters by Simsky and Bogdanović in this volume.
 38 Otto Demus, Byzantine Mosaic Decoration: Aspects of Monumental Art in Byzantium (1948; 

New Rochelle, NY: Caratzas, 1976).
 39 See chapter by Bogdanović in this volume, p. 99. 
 40 Nathan Dennis, “Bodies in Motion: Visualizing Trinitarian Space in the Albenga Bap-

tistery,” in Perceptions of the Body and Sacred Space in Late Antiquity and Byzantium, ed. 
Jelena Bogdanović (London and New York: Routledge, 2018), 124–148, citation on 142.

 41 See their respective chapters in this volume.
 42 See chapter by Yurovskaya in this volume.
 43 See chapter by Carr in this volume, p. 200.
 44 See chapter by della Dorra in this volume.
 45 See chapter by Biliarsky in this volume.
 46 See chapter by Simsky in this volume.
 47 Ibid., p. 41.
 48 See chapter by Simsky in this volume.

https://plato.stanford.edu


https://taylorandfrancis.com


Part I

Sacred spaces: their traces 
and representations



. ( Taylor & Francis 
Taylor & Francis Group 
http://taylorandfrancis.com 

https://taylorandfrancis.com


It should be acknowledged that the hierotopy notion, first proposed by Alexei Lidov 
in 2001 and later developed in an international congress held in Moscow in 2004 as 
well as in a number of later publications, has the merit of having elicited a number 
of questions that became a matter of scholarly debate at an international level in 
the last decade. In keeping with a wave of new studies on architecture as a strategy 
for the monumentalization and materialization of the “sacred”, with a shift from 
the interpretation of forms as self-referential symbols to their analysis in terms of 
sensorial and material experience,1 efforts were made to transcend the conceptual 
limits of architectural analysis to assess a notion of “sacred space” viewed as a ba-
sically relational, dynamic context for the ritual and performative evocation of the 
supernatural dimension: in Lidov’s approach, sacred space is described as resulting 
from the intermingling of multi-sensorial – that is visual, auditory, olfactive, gus-
tatory, and tactile – effects.2 Some emphasis has been laid on the Russian scholar’s 
reluctance to provide a wider and more grounded theoretical frame to his approach, 
which, I assume, should be basically interpreted as an intentional choice and a way 
to manifest distinctiveness vis-à-vis the often artificial scholarly trends that became 
so modish in the last years.3 Instead of launching a new label – why not a “hierotopic 
turn” after so many analogous turns (iconic, spatial, liturgical, material, etc.)? – he 
preferred to make use of a neologism that may draw the attention of art historians 
and invite them to shift their focus to a hitherto neglected field of interest – namely 
that of the ways in which Christian sacred spaces happened to be shaped by the in-
teraction of different elements, not all of which belong to the traditional categories 
of art history, such as liturgical rites, music, lighting effects, and fragrances. This 
indication proved to be fruitful, given that many subsequent studies have dealt with 
the performative aspects and multisensory devices associated with the Byzantine 
and Medieval buildings.

I assume that Lidov’s primary concern was with showing an alternative way, a 
direction that was worth following after the first years of the enthusiastic rediscov-
ery of long underestimated fields of research that came after the publication of such 
ground-breaking books as David Freedberg’s The Power of Images, Hans Belting’s 
Bild und Kult, and later on Alfred Gell’s Art and Agency.4 In many respects, all of 
these works can be now at least partly understood as monumental attempts at making 
sense of the digital globalization of images in its very beginnings and the enormous 
change in cognitive praxis and communication processes they engendered. Religious, 
and more specifically cultic and miraculous images, were redeemed from their well-
rooted perception as artworks intended for the illiterate and came to be used as key- 
arguments for the principle that images, far from being mere outcomes of historical 
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and cultural processes, also play an active role in the shaping of human groups, their 
self- awareness, and their approach to both the social and the supernatural dimensions.

For many readers of these three books, anyway, their innovative character lay in their 
legitimization of the art historian’s right to show interest in images previously seen as 
devoid of sufficient aesthetic qualities: icons, wax statues, exvotos, advertisements, and 
political monuments came to the fore as the primary, or most fruitful, focus of art- 
historical research. Increased emphasis on the cultic dimension of images elicited a 
number of new studies, which gradually shifted their interest to other material objects 
being involved in the cultic phenomena: these included both the foci of worship – tombs, 
bodily and contact relics, holy mementos, loca sancta, and miraculous icons – and the 
various performative manifestations associated with them such as rituals, liturgical 
and extra-liturgical ceremonies, processions, forms of private and collective venera-
tion, votive offerings, meditation practices, and so on. The liturgy itself, viewed as a 
shared technique to produce a sense of collective belonging and to mediate a group’s 
relationship to God, became a privileged topic. In this connection, the sacred space 
started being investigated as something distinct from its architectural frame and came 
to be regarded as a context of interactions between multiple factors, including offici-
ating priests, attending laypeople, images inhabiting the decorated walls of a church, 
the multifarious ephemeral and permanent furnishings, and the divinity itself, which is 
made present by both the performative power of rites and different strategies of mon-
umental “mise-en-scène”. This shift from a static to a dynamic view of Christian, and 
especially Byzantine, sacred spaces paved the way to a much-increased interest for the 
latter’s most ephemeral aspects, namely elements of church decorum, veils and textiles, 
carpets, lamps and lighting devices, light effects, fire and water, sounds, and scents.

On account of this, I think that Alexei Lidov will agree with a definition of the 
hierotopical approach as focusing on the different strategies by which the divine, su-
pernatural dimension is spatially, visually, and materially evoked in specific ritual 
contexts. The evocation of the sacred in material contexts has been rightly understood 
as a hitherto neglected form of human “creativity” that deserves being investigated 
from a historical perspective and cannot be underestimated by art historians: it would 
make no sense to reconstruct the art-historical meaning of single elements of a sacred 
space – such as lighting devices or frescoed cycles embellishing a church wall – without 
considering the latter as a whole. In anthropological terms, hierotopic creativity can 
be described as a set of specific techniques that enable the shaping of religious alterity 
and their materialization in a number of privileged spaces shared by single human 
communities. From a psychological viewpoint, it might be said that such techniques 
basically aim at exciting the beholder – believer’s emotional perception of a material 
space as imbued with supernatural, otherworldly, and meta-human qualities: in this 
sense, they seem to be much akin to the techniques of “enchantment” that Alfred Gell 
attributes to magicians, shamans, priests, and artists.

Such an emphasis on hierotopy as a form of human creativity is perfectly legitimate, 
provided that its limits and conceptual boundaries are taken into account. One of 
the basic risks is that of substituting the traditional art-historical fascination for the 
Renaissance notion of an artist’s invenzione, with a hypostatization of a new cate-
gory of creators, including promoters and concepteurs. Secondly, one should be aware 
that the shaping of sacred spaces can be hardly thought of as exactly mirroring a 
well- structured, systematic project ascribable to the ingenuity of specific individuals: 
on the contrary, it could consist in a long-standing, sometimes even centuries-long 
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process, involving an uninterrupted compromise between the intentions of the origi-
nal planners, those of the clergy officiating a church and other agents, and the specific 
needs of viewers and believers, which lead to frequent alterations and change.

Moreover, if our aim is to understand the dynamics by which divine “otherness” is 
made present in material contexts, it is important that we work out a specific terminol-
ogy that may be helpful for a more conscious analysis of the religious, social, and an-
thropological phenomena we are dealing with. In his 2004 programmatic study, Lidov 
manifested his indebtedness to Mircea Eliade’s definition of a sacred space based on a 
reading of the Biblical episode of Jacob’s dream at Bethel (Gen 28, 12–22) as a portion 
of a natural environment that a community perceives as distinct from that of the ordi-
nary life inasmuch it comes to be invested with “hierophanic” qualities that manifest 
its belonging to a separate, divine sphere. In this way, Eliade described the sphere of the 
divine as something thoroughly alternative to what he designed as the “profane con-
tinuum”. He basically relied on a dichotomic understanding of the world’s surface as a 
discontinuous juxtaposition of ordinary and “hierophanic” spaces, or “centers” work-
ing as meeting points of the heavenly, earthly, and even underground dimensions: such 
characteristics could be indistinctly attributed to all sites and spaces associated with 
worship and ritual.5 To some extent, this view better fitted the principle, underlying the 
most religious traditions of the ancient world, where the temples and cultic places were 
to be understood as divine abodes where the physical relationship of a human commu-
nity with its godly counterparts could be negotiated via the performance of ritual of-
ferings and sacrifices. Yet, this definition proves to be limitative for our understanding 
of the multifarious religious phenomena, which, in Byzantium and the Middle Ages in 
general, associated the terrestrial and the divine worlds. In order to better understand 
our research topic, it proves necessary to overcome the classical distinction between the 
“sacred” and “profane” and introduce a number of further factors.

Indeed, the religious – historical discourse stands out for its rather indeterminate 
use of the word “sacred”. This is largely due to the influential work by the German the-
ologian Rudolf Otto, who made use of the German term das Heilige to generically hint 
at the divine/supernatural dimension, even if he was the first to point out that the latter 
can assume a great many forms in human experience.6 Most notably, given that the 
German adjective heilig can be used indistinctly to translate both “sacred” and “holy” 
or “saint” or “hallowed”, Otto’s work did not take into account the semantic shift 
between these two expressions, being characteristic of most European languages (cf. 
Greek ἱερός/ἅγιος, Latin sacer/sanctus, Russian свяшенний/святой). Recent studies re-
constructed the etymological developments of such expressions and their use between 
Roman antiquity and their rediscovery and transformations in early twentieth- century 
anthropological literature and pointed out their semantic shift, which remained valu-
able in Medieval times regardless of their occasional, yet certainly not infrequent use 
as synonyms: if “sacred” seems to imply access to the divine that is mediated by some 
sort of human activity – such as a ritual of consecration that transforms an ordinary 
thing into something invested with religious meanings – “saint” basically indicates a 
divine attribute associated per se with a material object, which enables, therefore, a 
more immediate, direct contact with the supernatural sphere.7

The distinction between “sacred” and “saint” can be investigated against the 
background of yet another conceptual shift – between the “space” and “site”. Critics 
of hierotopy pointed out that a term including an explicit hint at the notion of the 
“site” (according to the meaning of the Greek word topos) was used to describe a 
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methodological approach that basically concerns sacred spaces, i.e., spatial contexts 
being instrumental to the performance of liturgical rites. In order to properly describe 
this research approach, the use of such expressions as, say, “hierochorology” would 
probably be much more accurate on etymological grounds but also admittedly much 
less efficacious from a pretty stylistic viewpoint. It is therefore not a matter here to 
criticize the term “hierotopy”: it can be considered as one of many scholarly conven-
tions that are meant to summarize the complexity of a methodology, whose limits 
and advantages deserve being more accurately evaluated, especially as it concerns the 
distinction between “sacred spaces” and “holy sites”.

It should be namely stressed that, with these two expressions, we are speaking of two 
basically distinct phenomena. Churches, synagogues, and mosques can be rightly de-
scribed as “sacred spaces”, inasmuch as they work as meeting places intended for the 
performance of rites, individual and collective prayers, processions and ceremonies, 
yet they are not, or not necessarily, also holy sites. In the Christian tradition, the lat-
ter emerges since the third/fourth century as specifically site-bound manifestations of 
both individual and public worship: they take the form of martyr’s tombs and memo-
rial sites working as a visual witness to some major events of both the Gospels or the 
saints’ heroic lives. In such places the spatial element plays a minor or accessory role 
and, in some specific cases – for example, the rock of Moses on the top of Mount Sinai 
or the stone marked with Jesus’ footprints in the Garden of Gethsemane – it can be 
even thoroughly absent. The worship of both tombs and memorial sites can take place 
only in situ and cannot be efficaciously transported elsewhere. Unlike the evocation of 
Christ’s body in the Eucharistic rite, the “locative” experience of a holy site cannot be 
repeated or multiplied throughout the Christian world: it is associated with cultic foci, 
which unlike objectified bodily relics or icons are grafted onto the soil. This is true 
with the Palestinian loca sancta but also with empty burial places, such as that of Saint 
Stephen in the Zion Basilica in Jerusalem: even if the first martyr’s relics were housed 
there for a very short period – between 415 and 439 – his sarcophagus was the object of 
pilgrims’ veneration until the Crusader period.8

A systematic and theoretical approach to such topics is still largely missing. The 
problem of the interaction between space, religion, and materiality is the focus of 
much recent work in the fields of anthropology, religious studies, and cultural geog-
raphy, where the essentialist reading of the “sacred space” is being dismissed in the 
aim to emphasize the interactive process by which religious places are invested with 
meaning under specific circumstances.9 Cultural geographers and archaeologists, 
especially those in Prehistory, have been committed to investigating the impact of 
religious experience and beliefs on natural landscapes, the topographic transcrip-
tion of the sacred dimension, the monumentalization and memorialization of cult-
sites, and the response of human societies to environments invested with religious 
meaning.10

Alternatives to Eliade’s notion of holy sites as “centres” were only partly worked 
out in the frame of anthropological studies on pilgrimage from a comparative per-
spective. Whereas a functionalist interpretation, informed by Durkheim’s work,11 and 
interpreting cult-phenomena as strategies for the shaping of integrated, meta-personal 
identities, was dominant until the 1970s, new perspectives were opened by the influ-
ential work of Edith and Victor Turner. The latter interpreted pilgrimage shrines as 
“liminoid phenomena” or thresholds between different experiential, and spatial, di-
mensions and stressed the analogy of pilgrimage with rites of passage, stimulating 
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the feeling of belonging to a wider, universalist “communitas”, where all social distinc-
tions are canceled.12 In the aim of overcoming the conceptual dichotomy of structure 
and antistructure implied in both the functionalist and Turnerian models, much of 
the research work of the last decades has shifted the focus from the social relations 
established through ritual journeys to holy sites to the latter’s perception as “realms of 
competing discourses”13: indicative of this tendency is the wealth of new contributions 
concerning the shifting negotiations of sanctity and the associated political discourses 
in connection with trans-confessionally and trans- religiously worshipped holy sites of 
the Eastern Mediterranean.14

Nevertheless, in their effort to work out general interpretive frames to an under-
standing of religion in its spatial dimension, such studies tend to use the notion of 
the “sacred space” in a rather unspecific way and are not specifically interested in 
the conceptual distinction between ritual/congregational spaces and holy sites, which 
proves to be of crucial importance for the investigation of the roles played by religious 
materiality in post-Antique societies. This distinction, already foreshadowed in 1953, 
by Sigmund Mowinckel,15 lays at the core of Jonathan Z. Smith’s work, who speaks 
of “locative” and “utopian” (or basically ritual) forms of experiencing the divine.16 
In many religious traditions, yet most evidently in the three “Abrahamic” ones, con-
gregational spaces meant for the performance of institutionalized collective rituals, 
such as synagogues, churches, and mosques, coexist with sites deemed to be holy on 
account of some qualities perceived as immanent or intrinsic (such as memorial asso-
ciations, presence of hallowed matter, or an identification of the site itself as imbued 
with supernatural qualities). Whereas the former set the stage for a ritual or sacra-
mental evocation of the divine, the latter are conceived as enabling more direct access 
to the supernatural, godly, or transcendental dimension, independently from any hu-
man mediation. In this respect, Alphonse Dupront describes holy places as site-bound 
manifestations of the transformational, sanctifying power and distinguishes those 
associated with the natural phenomena from those carrying narratives and others im-
bued with eschatological or cosmical meanings.17

Important contributions to our understanding of such basic distinctions were 
worked out in the frame of Jewish, early Christian, and Islamic studies.18 New studies 
showed that the three traditions stand out for their promotion of different, and often 
ambiguous, forms of “locative” worship. In ancient temples, including the sacred pre-
cincts of the old Israelite “house of God”, both functions – locative and ritual – were 
combined and experienced in the same contexts: in this respect, the peculiarity of 
post-Exilic Judaism was that, other than in ancient Greece or the Israelites’ neighbor-
ing cultures, God’s presence (shekhinah) was located exclusively in a geographically 
fixed, holy area on the Jerusalem Temple Mount. Here holiness was conceptualized in 
terms of purity and its sacred precincts were meant for the performance of rites and 
sacrifices, which were deemed to take place in the proximity of the Lord, concealed be-
hind the parokhet veil in the Holy of Holies in the inner chamber of the Temple.19 With 
the latter’s destruction in 70 A.D. and again in 133–135, the ban of Jews from Jerusa-
lem, and the impossibility to further observe the ritual prescriptions associated with 
it, the original unity of Jewish religious experience was lost20: much more emphasis 
was given to congregational spaces, such as synagogues and yeshivas,21 whereas site-
bound forms of worship developed especially around the tombs of prophets, famous 
rabbis, and other places whose worship-worthiness was traced back to their memorial 
associations, as in the case of the Jerusalem Western Wall.22
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To some extent, the holy center of Islamic worship, the ḥaram of Mecca, comes closer 
to the type of simultaneously locative and ritual holiness associated with the Israelite 
Temple, inasmuch as it is described as an inviolable, pure, and separated area housing 
the archetypal “House of God” erected by Abraham and Ishmael, and used as per-
formative space for the fulfillment of the rituals connected to the hajj. The extension 
of this privileged “noble” status to Muhammad’s first mosque and grave in Medina 
and the ḥaram al-Sharīf (the ancient Temple Mount) in Jerusalem, as well as, in Shi’a 
tradition, the burial sites of ‘Alī b. Abī Ṭālib in Kufa and al-Ḥusayn in Karbala was 
not without arousing anxieties among the interpreters of Qur’anic law, who debated 
about the legitimacy of “site-bound” forms of religious experience, which seemed to 
be at odds with the principle of God’s omnipresence. Nevertheless, this debate did not 
prevent some Islamic groups, especially the Sufis, from giving shape to a much wider 
network of secondary holy sites, including mashhads (tombs and memorial structures 
of eminent people) and maqāms (monumental indicators of some important event). 
The lawfulness of ziyarat (visitations) to tombs and memorial sites is still a major issue 
in the interpretation of Islamic tradition, as is dramatically shown by the negative 
approach of modern Salafis and the repeated destructions of mausoleums in Syria and 
other countries, including Saudi Arabia.23

In Christianity, the “placed-ness” of the holy was a major matter of debate even more 
than in Islam. The Pauline notion that God is absent from earth and the new Temple 
is located in Christ’s body – i.e., spiritually in Heaven, sacramentally in the liturgical 
bread, and morally in the community of believers or ecclesia – implied that no “loca-
tive” forms of experiencing the divine should be admitted in the age of Grace.24 Nev-
ertheless, the reality of the Incarnation implied that, at least in a specific moment of 
history and in a determined area of the world, the Son of God had taken on a material 
body inscribed in space and had been visible in a circumscribable form. In the form-
ative period of the Christian tradition, culminating in the making of the Palestinian 
Holy Land during the fourth century, the places carrying narratives of the holy events 
reported in the Holy Scriptures came to be regarded as worship-worthy primarily on 
account of their memorial associations: they worked as “mnemotopoi” or material 
indicators of holy persons’ earthly presence, sometimes marked with visible traces of 
their physical passage.25 Less explicit, yet no less crucial, was the belief, which was to 
become prominent in the course of time, in which those same sites worked as recepta-
cles of divine power because of their sanctification through contact with Christ’s body.

This process was parallel to the emergence of pilgrimage to living ascetics, saints’ 
tombs, memorials of martyrs, and other holy people.26 As testimonies to Christian 
faith, the latter was granted direct access to Heaven and were vested with a spiritual 
body, whose supernatural energy was reflected, by metonymy, in their mortal remains. 
Not unlike the memorial sites of the Gospels, the burial sites of saints enabled a form 
of religious experience that could take place only in situ, in a geographically recogniz-
able location corresponding to a spot-like site firmly grafted onto the soil. Pilgrim-
age to saints’ tombs and loca sancta was never described as mandatory, and many 
Christian thinkers manifested their anxiety vis-à-vis the diffusion of practices that 
risked introducing a nonsacramental and nonliturgical access to the divine.27 Never-
theless, despite this negative approach, the legitimacy of “locative” sanctity and the 
holy matter was implicitly, and somewhat contradictorily, admitted when, already by 
the end of the fourth century, the church introduced the practice of consecrating altars 
with relics.28 The constant semiotic tension between the terms “sacred” and “holy” 
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(sacer/sanctus) when applied to the experiential contexts of religious life can be also 
understood as evidence for the ambiguous conceptualizations of church spaces and 
holy sites in Christian thought. In the course of Christian history, site-bound cult- 
phenomena tended to multiply and take on new forms: these include, e.g., memorials 
of apparitions, votive buildings erected in thanksgiving for an obtained grace, col-
lections of Christological and Marian relics, structures housing miraculous hosts, 
enshrined miraculous images (the most commonplace type of shrine in modern and 
contemporary Catholicism),29 as well as analogical, mimetic, and topomimetic surro-
gates of the Holy Land, and other major memorial sites.30

The history of such phenomena in the longue durée has still to be written. Much 
research work has focused on specific areas and chronological phases, such as, e.g., 
the emergence of loca sanctorum in late antique Africa,31 or early medieval Gaul,32 
the major places of worship associated with the Archangel Michael,33 the promotion 
of civic cults in Italian communes,34 or the origins, consolidation, and decline of par-
ticular holy sites.35 Issues relevant to this topic were raised in the frame of interdis-
ciplinary studies on medieval pilgrimage, even if the emphasis was laid more on the 
latter’s social, economic, cultural, and literary backgrounds than on the materiality 
of holy sites.36 Scholars interested in the historical analysis of medieval hagiographic 
literature laid special emphasis on the circumstances under which saints’ cults were 
fostered and the legendary construction of the saints’ cultic physiognomy.37 A ma-
jor difficulty in assessing the “phenomenology” of holy sites is represented by the 
lack of adequate terminology to define all the manifold forms in which site-bound 
cult-phenomena manifest themselves in different chronological, geographic, and cul-
tural contexts.38 The English word “shrine” only partly corresponds to the Spanish, 
Portuguese, and Italian santuario, the French sanctuaire, the German Heiligtum or the 
Greek προσκύνημα: though widely accepted even in anthropological literature (Nolan 
and Nolan 1989), it can be misleading, as it hints at a kind of institutionalized pilgrim-
age site that is basically postmedieval and was especially developed in the Counterref-
ormation period. The investigations made in the frame of a project promoted in the 
1990s and 2000s by the École française de Rome on Italian santuari revealed that the 
latter was established, for the major part, in the modern era.39

A challenging, hitherto never systematically investigated issue is the extent to which 
“locative” and “sacramental” forms of experiencing the divine had an impact on 
space, and more generally on the shifting ways in which religious life was constructed 
through things. Emphasis has been laid on the formative period in Late Antiquity, and 
the gradual emergence of loca sanctorum and memorial sites whose sanctity had to be 
spatially and architecturally defined in its distinctiveness vis-à-vis the congregational 
spaces meant for the performance of liturgical rites: as the role of the Eucharist as 
the reenactment of the Lord’s incarnation, death and resurrection was conceptualized 
during the Middle Ages, the relationship between sacramental and site-bound forms 
of access to the divine needed being constantly renegotiated. Architectural histori-
ans have long since recognized that specific building types were worked out, in early 
Christian times, for churches and saints’ mausolea (martyria) and memorial sites (me-
moriae), and have raised questions as to which specific structural and stylistic features 
were worked out to mark pilgrimage sites during the Middle Ages,40 and to what ex-
tent the conceptual distinction between churches and tombs or memorials also implied 
their spatial separation.41 More recently, scholars started exploring the multiple ways 
in which ritual spaces and holy sites were juxtaposed, superimposed, or combined in 
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the same context, even if believers were constantly aware of their functional distinc-
tiveness.42 Indeed, the diffusion of the practice of inserting relics into altars and other 
architectural elements did not really transform churches into loca sancta: relics were 
then used as objectified bodily remains that contributed to enhancing the prestige of 
some specific ritual spaces, but this was not enough to turn them into cultic foci and 
goals for pilgrimages. Holy sites and ritual spaces could be variously juxtaposed, con-
nected, located one close to or above the other, but they rarely merged. The various 
ways in which they happened to be associated should be considered as a fundamental 
topic for hierotopic investigation: a case in point is the Nativity church in Bethlehem, 
where the visual and spatial dialogue of the diminutive, tiny, and dark holy site – 
the underground cave with its worshipped spots of Christ’s birthplace and manger –  
with the sumptuously decorated, upper space that frames the locus sanctus and medi-
ates the pilgrim’s approach to it was constantly renegotiated in the course of time to  
meet the expectations, religious sensibility, and devotional needs of the believers.

The site-specific quality of loca sancta implies that their worship could take place in-
dependently from any definite strategy of spatial or architectural arrangement. Yet, a 
spatial “mise-en-scène” could be used to orientate and mark the physical experience of 
a site-bound, locative manifestation of the holy. In such contexts as the early Christian 
complex of the Jerusalem Holy Sepulchre architecture worked as a monumental frame 
whose function was not to delimit the boundaries of the Christian ecclesia participat-
ing in the Mass and communicating with God, yet rather to structure the pilgrims’ 
access to holy sites deemed to be grafted onto the soil. A number of “hierotopic” 
devices could be used to manifest the “placedness” of the divine in the holy site: for 
example, the accumulation of ornaments and votive offerings, the presence of specific 
lighting devices, and the use of baldachins and frames to enhance and stimulate the 
contemplation of the holy site. In some contexts, “hierotopic” strategies could con-
tribute to lay emphasis on the site’s diminutive size and unattractive appearance: the 
lack of ornaments and a scant illumination could turn out to be the most efficacious 
way of evoking the holy per absentiam. A case in point, among others, is the rock of 
Golgotha, which originally stood in an open-air context, in a corner of the triporticus 
laid between the Anastasis and the Martyrium basilica. It looked like a thin, vertically 
standing dark stone whose red veins could be interpreted as traces of the blood poured 
out from Christ’s side during the Crucifixion. Its exposition in a public space was in-
strumental to its use as a cultic focus and an object of contemplation. In the course of 
time, a number of ornaments contributed to orientate its perception: the monumental 
crux gemmata erected on its top by Theodosius II visualized the triumph of Christ 
(and Christianity) upon death and the glory of resurrection. Later on, the cross was 
included within a marble baldachin and a number of precious mementos, including 
the horn used for the unction of King David and King Solomon’s ring, hanged from it. 
This sort of “installation” enabled viewers to associate Golgotha with eminent figures 
of the Old Testament and immediately acknowledge the role of Christ as the real King 
of Israel. Finally, the erection of an altar in its vicinity was not so much instrumental 
to the use of the nearby space as a ritual context, yet rather to its perception (as wit-
nessed by the Piacenza anonymous around 570) as a memorial site marking the very 
place where Abraham had tied his son Isaac: this contributed to making visible the 
characterization of the rock of Golgotha as the new stone of Alliance. The subsequent 
step was the transformation of the site, on the initiative of Patriarch Modestos in the 
early seventh century, into a chapel working as an architectural frame to the top of the 
rock, made accessible via a flight of steps carved in its surface. When the Crusaders 
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reconstructed the Holy Sepulchre, between 1100 and 1149 the whole stone was hidden 
within a massive, elevated, two-storied building that worked as a simulacrum of the 
holy mountain it encircled and evocated, in its use of two double arcades, the ap-
pearance of yet another holy landmark of Jerusalem, the Porta Aurea of the Temple 
Mount. In this way, visual and spatial devices were combined to efficaciously evoke the 
very site-specific qualities of Mount Golgotha.43

The study of how holy sites functioned and were involved in the religious – and social -  
experience is hampered by the still ambiguous terminology used in the humanities to 
categorize such cult-phenomena (with its various combinations of “holy”, “sacred”, 
“site”, “place”, and “space”, often employed as synonyms). In the lack of a universally 
accepted notion at the anthropological and sociological levels, references can be made 
to the definitions by induction proposed in the frame of juridical studies on the protec-
tion and safeguard of cultural heritage,44 which characterize specific sites as holy and 
distinct from ordinary the “sacred” or “ritual spaces”, when one or more of the four 
following factors is present: a site-bound manifestation of the divine dimension; a me-
morial association that makes a place unique on grounds that are immediately evident 
to a community of believers; the site’s capacity to attract worshippers belonging to 
different parts of the world and other confessions or religious traditions; the fact that 
a community or more human groups acknowledge the site’s inherent holiness.

This approach implies a shift from a theorization of the ontological nature of holy 
sites to the investigation of the different spatial, visual, and finally aesthetic strat-
egies by which the exceptional status of specific places and their different degrees 
of sanctity were communicated to and actively experienced by material users. The 
specific forms of mise-en-scène exploited to evoke site-bound holiness have been only 
occasionally investigated in the frame of the ethnographic research on present-day 
pilgrimage45 and, embryonically, in the analysis of image-shrines of the modern era,46 
which profited from the wider theoretical debate on the act of framing as a strategy for 
positioning a material object in space and binding it with other levels of reality and 
perception.47

In this connection, I believe that the hierotopical approach can still be useful, pro-
vided that it may overcome the conceptual ambiguity of the notion of “sacred space” 
and look more closely at the different ways in which human cultures deal with the 
spatial and material dimensions of religious life. With its focus on the performative 
and sensorial strategies by which the supernatural dimension was made present in the 
human environment, it can contribute not only to better assess how liturgical environ-
ments worked and were experienced in Medieval times, but also to more deeply under-
stand the multiple ways in which the holiness attributed to some specific, exceptional 
sites came to be negotiated and materialized in visual and spatial terms, in its constant 
tension with the surrounding landscape and the artificial environment shaped by the 
architecture, furnishings, and the general setting of the built structures used as monu-
mental frames to the cultic foci of a collective phenomenon of worship.

Notes

 1 Architecture of the Sacred. Space, Ritual, and Experience from Classical Greece to Byzan-
tium, eds. Bonna D. Wescoat and Robert G. Ousterhout (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2012); Transcending Architecture. Contemporary Views on Sacred Space, ed. Julio 
Bermúdez (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2015); Rituals and 
Walls. The Architecture of Sacred Space, eds. Pier Vittorio Aureli and Maria S. Giudici 
(London: Architectural Association, 2016).



24 Michele Bacci

 2 Неротопия. Создание сакральных пространств в Византии и Древней Руси/ Hierotopy. 
The Creation of Sacred Spaces in Byzantium and Medieval Russia, ed. Alexei M. Lidov (Mos-
cow: Indrik, 2006); Иеротопия. Сравнительные исследования скальных пространств/
Hierotopy. Comparative Studies of Sacred Spaces, ed. Alexei M. Lidov (Moscow: Indrik, 
2009); Иеротопия. Пространственные иконы и образы-парадигмы в византийской 
культуре, ed. Alexei M. Lidov (Moscow: Feorija/Troitsa, 2009); Пространственные иконы. 
Перформативное в Византии и Древней Руси/Spatial Icons. Performativity in Byzantium 
and Medieval Russia, ed. Alexei M. Lidov (Moscow: Indrik, 2011); Иеротопия огня и света 
в культуре византийского мира/Hierotopy of Light and Fire in the Culture of the Byzantine 
World, ed. Alexei M. Lidov (Moscow: Feorija, 2013).

 3 Gerhard Wolf, “Holy Place and Sacred Space. Hierotopical Considerations Concerning 
the Eastern and Western Christian Traditions from Late Antiquity to the Middle Ages,” 
in Неротопия. Исследование сакральних пространств. Материалы международного 
симпозиума, ed. Alexei Lidov (Moscow: Indrik, 2004), 34–36.

 4 David Freedberg, The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response (Chi-
cago, IL: Chicago University Press, 1989); Hans Belting, Bild und Kult. Eine Geschichte des 
Bildes vor dem Zeitalter der Kunst (Munich: C.H. Beck, 1990); Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: 
An Anthropological Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2007).

 5 Mircea Eliade, “Le symbolisme du centre,” Revue de culture européenne 2 (1952), 227–239, 
Mircea Eliade, “Centre du monde, temple, maison,” in Le symbolisme cosmique des monu-
ments religieux, ed. Giuseppe Tucci (Rome: ISMEO, 1957), 57–82.

 6 Rudolf Otto, Das Heilige. Über das Irrationale in der Idee des Göttlichen und sein Verhältnis 
zum Rationalen (Munich: C.H. Beck, 1932).

 7 Dominique Iogna-Prat, La Maison-Dieu. Une histoire monumentale de l’Église au Moyen 
Âge (v. 800-v. 1200) (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 2006); Le sacré dans tous ses états. Catégories 
du vocabulaire religieux et sociétés, de l’Antiquité à nos jours, eds. Manuel de Souza, Annick 
Peters-Custot and François-Xavier Romanacce (Saint-Étienne: Publications de l’Université 
de Saint-Étienne, 2012).

 8 See esp. Denys Pringle, The Churches of the Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993–2009), vol. 3, 261, 264, 266.

 9 See, e.g., Udo Tworuschka, Heilige Stätten (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchge-
sellschaft, 1994); La construction religieuse du territoire, eds. Jeanne-Françoise Vincent, 
Daniel Dory and Raymond Verdier (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1995); American Sacred Space, 
eds. David Chidester and Edward Tabor Linenthal (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indi-
ana University Press, 1995); David Chidester, “The Poetics and Politics of Sacred Space. 
Towards a Critical Phenomenology of Religion,” in From the Sacred to the Divine: A New 
Phenomenological Approach, ed. Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers, 1995), 211–231; Diane Apostolos-Cappadona, “Religion and Sacred Space,” in 
The Religious Factor: An Introduction to How Religion Matters, ed. William Scott Green 
(Louisville, KE: John Knox Press, 1996), 213–226; Christoph Elsas, “Kultort,” in Hand-
buch religionswissenschaftlicher Grundbegriffe, eds. Hubert Cancik, Burkhard Gladigow 
and Karl-Heinz Kohl (Stuttgart, Berlin and Cologne: Kohlhammer, 1998), vol. IV, 32–43; 
Experiences of Place, ed. Mary N. MacDonald (Cambridge, MA: Center for the Study of 
the World of Religions, 2003); Jamsheed K. Chosky, “To Cut Off, Purify and Make Whole. 
Historiographical and Ecclesiastical Conceptions of Ritual Space,” Journal of the Amer-
ican Oriental Society 123/1 (2003), 21–41; Bettina Bäumer, “Sakraler Raum und Heilige 
Zeit,” in Handbuch Religionswissenschaft. Religionen und ihre zentralen Themen, ed. Johann 
Figl (Innsbruck, Vienna and Göttingen: Tyrolia-Verlag/Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2003), 
690–701; Joel P. Brereton, “Sacred Space,” in Encyclopaedia of Religions, 2nd ed., ed. Lind-
say Jones (New York: Thomson Gale, 2005), vol. XII, 7978–7986; Loci sacri. Understanding 
Sacred Places, eds. Thomas Coomans, Herman de Dijn, Jan De Maeyer, Rajesh Heynickx 
and Bart Verschaffel. (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2012).

 10 See, Chris Park, Sacred Worlds. An Introduction to Geography and Religion (London and 
New York: Routledge, 1994); Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape. Places, 
Paths and Monuments (Oxford: Berg, 1994); Sacred Geography, ed. Richard Bradley (Lon-
don: Routledge, 1996); Richard Bradley, The Significance of Monuments. On the Shaping of 
Human Experience in Neolithic and Bronze Age Europe (London: Routledge,1998); Sacred 
Places, Sacred Spaces. The Geography of Pilgrimages, eds. Robert H. Stoddard and Alan 



Sacred spaces versus holy sites 25

Morinis (Baton Rouge: Geoscience Publications, Louisiana State University, 1997); Rich-
ard Bradley, An Archaeology of Natural Places (London: Routledge, 2000); Julian Thomas, 
“Archaeologies of Place and Landscape,” in Archaeological Theory Today, ed. Ian Hodder 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2001), 165–186; Inscribed Landscapes. Marking and Making Place, 
eds. Bruno David and Meredith Wilson (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2002); Ar-
chaeologies of Remembrance. Death and Memory in Past Societies, ed. Howard Williams 
(New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum.3, 2003); Kim Knott, Location of Religion. A Spatial 
Analysis (London: Routledge, 2005); Christopher Tilley, Interpreting Landscapes. Geogra-
phies, Topographies, Identities (Wallnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2010).

 11 Émile Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse (Paris: Félix Alcan, 1912).
 12 Edith Turner and Victor Turner, Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture. Anthropologi-

cal Perspectives (New York: Columbia University Press, 1978).
 13 Contesting the Sacred. The Anthropology of Pilgrimage, eds. John Eade and Michael J. Sall-

now (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1991).
 14 Religions traversées. Lieux saints partagés entre Chrétiens, Musulmans et Juifs en Médi-

terranée, eds. Dionigi Albera and Maria Couroucli (Arles: Actes Sud, 2009); Sharing the 
Sacra. The Politics and Pragmatics of Intercommunal Relations Around Holy Places, ed. 
Glenn Bowman (Oxford: Berhahn Books, 2012); Lieux saints partagés, eds. Dionigi Albera, 
Manoël Pénicaud and Isabelle Marquette (Marseille: MuCEM, 2015); Choreographies of 
Shared Sacred Sites. Religion, Politics, and Conflict Resolution, eds. Elazar Barkan and 
Karen Barkey (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015); Glenn Bowman, “Lieux saints 
partagés: An Analytical Review,” Medieval Worlds 2 (2015), 89–99.

 15 Sigmund Mowinckel, Religion und Kultus (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1958).
 16 Jonathan Z. Smith, Map Is Not Territory. Studies in the History of Religions (Leiden: E. J. 

Brill, 1978); Jonathan Z. Smith, Imagining Religion. From Babylon to Jonestown (Chicago, 
IL: University of Chicago Press, 1982); Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place. Toward Theory in 
Ritual (Chicago, IL and London: University of Chicago Press, 1987).

 17 Alphonse Dupront, Du sacré. Croisades et pèlerinages. Images et langages (Paris: Galli-
mard, 1987).

 18 Cfr. my survey in Michele Bacci, “Santidad localizada. Percepciones de los loca sancta de 
Palestina en la Edad Media,” Codex Aquilarensis 30 (2014), 109–132.

 19 See esp. Benjamin Mazar, The Mountain of the Lord (Garden City, NY and New York: Dou-
bleday & Company, 1975); Menahem Haran, Temples and Temple Service in Ancient Israel. 
An Inquiry into the Character of Cult Phenomena and the Historical Setting of the Priestly 
School (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978); Temples and High Places in Biblical Times, eds. 
Avraham Biran and Inna Pommerantz (Jerusalem: Nelson Glueck School of Archaeology, 
1981); Margaret Barker, The Gate of Heaven. The History and Symbolism of the Temple in 
Jerusalem (London: SPCK, 1981); Seth. D. Kunin, God’s Place in the World. Sacred Space 
and Sacred Place in Judaism (London: Cassell, 1998); Sacred Space. Shrine, City, Land, 
eds. Benjamin Zeev Kedar and Raphael Jehudah Zvi Werblowski (New York: New York 
University Press, 1998); Wolfgang Zwickel, Der salomonische Tempel (Mainz: von Zabern, 
1999); Temple and Worship in Biblical Israel, ed. John Day (London: T & T Clark Inter-
national, 2005); Ida Oggiano, Dal terreno al divino. Archeologia del culto nella Palestina 
del primo millennio (Rome: Carocci Editore, 2005); Yaron Z. Eliav, God’s Mountain. The 
Temple Mount in Time, Space, and Memory (Baltimore, MA: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2005); Othmar Keel, Die Geschichte Jerusalems und die Entstehung des Monotheismus 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007); Where Heaven and Earth Meet. Jerusalem’s 
Sacred Esplanade, eds. Oleg Grabar and Benjamin Zeev Kedar (Austin, TX and Jerusalem: 
University of Texas and Yad Ben-Zvi Press, 2009).

 20 See esp. Baruch Micah Bokser, “Approaching Sacred Space,” Harvard Theological Review 
78 (1985), 279–299; Gemeinde ohne Tempel. Zur Substituierung und Transformation des Je-
rusalemer Tempels und seines Kults im Alten Testament, antiken Judentum und frühen Chris-
tentum, eds. Beate Ego, Armin Lange and Peter Pilhofer (Tübingen: Mohr, 1999); Gay G. 
Stroumsa, La fin du sacrifice. Les mutations religieuses de l’Antiquité tardive (Paris: Odile 
Jacob, 2005).

 21 Steven Fine, This Holy Place. On the Sanctity of the Synagogue during the Greco-Roman 
Period (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997); Joan R. Branham, “Map-
ping Sacrifice on Bodies and Spaces in Late-Antique Judaism and Early Christianity,” in 



26 Michele Bacci

Architecture of the Sacred. Space, Ritual, and Experience from Classical Greece to Byzan-
tium, eds. Bonna D. Wescoat and Robert G. Ousterhout (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2012), 201–230.

 22 Joachim Jeremias, Heiligengräber in Jesu Umwelt (Mt. 23, 29; Lk. 11, 47). Eine Untersuch-
ung zur Volksreligion der Zeit Jesu (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1958); To the Holy 
Graves. Pilgrimage to Holy Graves and Hillulot in Israel, ed. Rivka Gonen (Jerusalem: The 
Israel Museum, 1998).

 23 See esp. Gustave E. Von Grunebaum, “The Sacred Character of Islamic Cities,” in Mélanges 
Taha Husain, ed. Abdurahman al-Badawi (Cairo: Dar al-Maʿ arif, 1962), 25–37; Uri Rubin, 
“The Ka’ba. Aspects of Its Ritual Function and Position in Pre-Islamic and Early Islamic 
Times,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 8 (1986), 98–104; Le culte des saints dans le 
monde musulman, eds. Henri Chambert-Loir and Claude Guillot (Paris: École française 
d’Extrême-Orient, 1995); Meir Jacob Kister, “Sanctity Joined and Divided: On Holy Places 
in Islamic Tradition,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 20 (1996), 18–65; Francis Ed-
ward Peters, Mecca. A Literary History of the Muslim Holy Land (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1994); Christopher S. Taylor, In the Vicinity of the Righteous. Ziyāra and 
the Veneration of Saints in Late Medieval Egypt (Leiden: Brill, 1998); Gerald Richard Haw-
ting, The Idea of Idolatry and the Emergence of Islam. From Polemic to History (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999); Josef W. Meri, The Cult of the Saints among Muslims 
and Jews in Medieval Syria (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002); Beverly W. Spicer, 
The Ka’bah: Rhythms of Culture, Space, and Physiology (Lanham, MD: University Press of 
America, 2006); Daniella Talmon-Heller, Islamic Piety in Medieval Syria. Mosques, Ceme-
teries and Sermons under the Zangids and Ayyūbids (1146–1260) (Leiden: Brill, 2007); On-
drej Baranek and Pavel Tupek, From Visiting Graves to Their Destruction. The Question of 
Ziyara through the Eyes of Salafis (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2009); M. E. 
McMillan, The Meaning of Mecca. The Politics of Pilgrimage in Early Islam (London: Saqi 
Books, 2011); Hajj. Journey to the Heart of Islam, ed. Venetia Porter (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 2012); Harry Munt, The Holy City of Medina. Sacred Space in Early 
Islamic Arabia (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Michele 
Bacci, “Controverses islamo-chrétiennes au sujet de la matérialité religieuse. Images et 
lieux saints du Moyen Orient selon Ibn Taymiyya,” in Materia. Nouvelles perspectives de re-
cherche dans la pensée et la culture médiévales (XIIe-XVIe siècles), eds. Tiziana Suarez-Nani 
and Agostino Paravicini Bagliani (Florence: Sismel, 2017), 315–333.

 24 Christfried Böttrich, “‘Ihr seid der Tempel Gottes’. Tempelmetaphorik und Gemeinde bei 
Paulus,” in Gemeinde ohne Tempel. Zur Substituierung und Transformation des Jerusalemer 
Tempels und seines Kults im Alten Testament, antiken Judentum und frühen Christentum, eds. 
Beate Ego, Armin Lange and Peter Pilhofer (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), 411–425.

 25 Maurice Halbwachs, La Topographie légendaire des évangiles en Terre Sainte (Paris: PUF, 
1941); Jan Assmann, Das kulturelle Gedächtnis. Schrift, Erinnerung und politische Identität 
in frühen Hochkulturen (Munich: C.H. Beck, 1999), 59; Michele Bacci, The Many Faces of 
Christ. Portraying the Holy in the East and West, 300 to 1300 (London: Reaktion Books, 
2014), 58–68.

 26 Peter Brown, The Cult of Saints. Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, 1981); Edward David Hunt, Holy Land Pilgrimage in the 
Later Roman Empire AD 312-460 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982); Pierre Maraval, Lieux 
saints et pèlerinages d’Orient. Histoire et géographie des origines à la conquête arabe (Paris: 
Cerf,1985); Peter Brown, Authority and the Sacred. Aspects of Christianisation of the Roman 
World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Pilgrimage and Holy Space in Late 
Antique Egypt, ed. David Frankfurter (Leiden: Brill, 1998); Georgia Frank, The Memory of 
the Eyes. Pilgrims to Living Saints in Christian Late Antiquity (Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 2000); Elizabeth A. Castelli, Martyrdom and Memory. Early Christian Culture 
Making (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004); Pilgrimage in Graeco-Roman and 
Early Christian Antiquity. Seeing the Gods, eds. Jas Elsner and Ian Rutherford (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005); L’impero costantiniano e i luoghi sacri, ed. Tessa Canella 
(Bologna: Il Mulino, 2016).

 27 Nicole Herrmann-Mascard, Les reliques des saints. Formation coutumière d’un droit (Paris: 
Klincksieck, 1975); Sabine MacCormack, “Loca sancta. The Organization of Sacred 



Sacred spaces versus holy sites 27

Topography in Late Antiquity,” in The Blessings of Pilgrimage, ed. Robert Ousterhout 
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1990), 7–40; Peter W. L. Walker, Holy City, Holy 
Places? Christian Attitudes to Jerusalem and the Holy Land in the Fourth Century (New 
York: Clarendon Press of Oxford University Press, 1990); Robert L. Wilken, The Land 
Called Holy. Palestine in Christian History and Thought (New Haven, CT and London: 
Yale University Press, 1992); Robert Austin Markus, “How on Earth Could Places Become 
Holy? Origins of the Christian Idea of Holy Places,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 2 
(1994), 257–271; Luigi Canetti, Frammenti di eternità. Corpi e reliquie tra Antichità e Medio-
evo (Rome: Viella, 2002); Marianne Sághy, “La notion du ‘lieu saint’ dans les premières Vies 
des saints,” in Pèlerinages et lieux saints dans l’Antiquité et le Moyen Âge: mélanges offerts 
à Pierre Maraval, eds. Béatrice Caseau, Jean-Claude Cheynet and Vincent Déroche (Paris: 
Association des Amis du Centre d’Histoire et Civilisation de Byzance, 2006), 429–442; 
Brouria Bitton-Ashkelony, Encountering the Sacred. The Debate on Christian Pilgrimage in 
Late Antiquity (Berkeley Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 2005); 
Luigi Canetti, Impronte di gloria. Effigie e ornamento nell’Europa Cristiana (Rome: Carocci, 
2012).

 28 Claire Sotinel, “Les lieux de culte chrétiens et le sacré dans l’Antiquité tardive,” Revue de 
l’histoire des religions 222 (2005), 411–434.

 29 Mary Lee Nolan and Sidney Nolan, Christian Pilgrimage in Modern Western Europe 
(Chapel Hill and London: The University of North Carolina Press, 1989).

 30 See the survey in Kathryn Blair Moore, The Architecture of the Christian Holy Land. Recep-
tion from Late Antiquity through the Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2017).

 31 Yvette Duval, Loca sanctorum Africae. Le culte des martyrs en Afrique du IVe au VIIe siècle 
(Rome: École française de Rome, 1982).

 32 Luce Pietri, “‘Loca sancta’. la géographie de la sainteté dans l’hagiographie gauloise (IVe-
VIe s.),” in Luoghi sacri e spazi della santità, eds. Sofia Boesch-Gajano and Lucetta Scaraffia 
(Turin: Rosenberg & Sellier, 1990), 23–35; Luce Pietri, “Grégoire de Tours et la géographie 
du sacré,” in Grégoire de Tours et l’espace gaulois (Tours: Féderation pour l’édition de la 
Revue archéologique du Centre de la France, 1997), 111–114.

 33 Culte et pèlegrinages à Saint Michel en Occident. Les trois monts dédiés a l’Archange, eds. 
Pierre Bouet, Giorgio Otranto and André Vauchez (Collection de l’École française de 
Rome; 316) (Rome: École française de Rome, 2003); Pellegrinaggi e santuari di San Michele 
nell’Occidente medieval, eds. Giampietro Casiraghi and Giuseppe Sergi (Bari: Edipuglia, 
2009).

 34 Alba Maria Orselli, L’idea e il culto del santo patrono cittadino nella letteratura latina Cristi-
ana (Bologna: Zanichelli, 1965); Paolo Golinelli, Città e culto dei santi nel Medioevo italiano 
(Bologna: CLUEB, 1991).

 35 See, e.g., Mario Sensi, Il perdono di Assisi (Assisi: Edizioni della Porziuncola, 2002); Gi-
ulia Parri, Il fantasma della Pietà. La Madonna di Provenzano tra leggenda e realtà (Siena: 
Protagon, 2010); Maria Giuseppina Meloni, Il santuario della Madonna di Bonaria. Origini 
e diffusione di un culto (Roma: Viella, 2011); Mario Sensi, Loreto, una chiesa “miraculose 
fundata” (Florence: Sismel, 2014).

 36 see, e.g., Jonathan Sumption, Pilgrimage. An Image of Mediaeval Religion (London: Faber 
& Faber, 1975); Nine R. Miedema, Die “Mirabilia Romae”. Untersuchungen zu ihrer Über-
lieferung mit Edition der deutschen und niederländischen Texte (Tübingen: M. Niemeyer, 
1996); Debra Birch, Pilgrimage to Rome in the Middle Ages. Continuity and Change (Wood-
bridge: Boydell Press, 1998); Nicole Chareyron, Les pèlerins de Jérusalem au Moyen Âge 
(Paris: Imago, 2000); Nine R. Miedema, Die römischen Kirchen im Spätmittelalter nach den 
“Indulgentiae ecclesiarum Urbis Romae” (Tübingen: M. Niemeyer, 2001); Diana Webb, Me-
dieval European Pilgrimage, c. 70-c. 1500 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002); Klaus Herbers, 
Pilgerwege im Mittelalter (Stuttgart: Theiss, 2005); Adeline Rucquoi, Mille fois à Compost-
elle. Pèlerins du Moyen Âge (Paris: Les belles lettres, 2014).

 37 Luoghi sacri e spazi della santità, eds. Sofia Boesch-Gajano and Lucetta Scaraffia (Turin: 
Rosenberg & Sellier, 1990); Sofia Boesch-Gajano, “Des ‘loca sanctorum’ aux espaces de 
la sainteté: étapes de l’historiographie hagiographique,” Revue d’histoire ecclésiastique 
95(2000), 470–487.



28 Michele Bacci

 38 André Vauchez, Lieux sacrés, lieux de culte, sanctuaires. Approches terminologiques, méth-
odologiques, historiques et monographiques (Rome: École française de Rome, 2000).

 39 Per una storia dei santuari cristiani d’Italia: approcci regionali, ed. Giorgio Cracco (Bo-
logna: Il Mulino, 1999); Santuari cristiani d’Italia. Committenze e fruizione tra Medioevo 
e età moderna, ed. Mario Tosti (Rome: École française de Rome, 2003); Profili giuridici e 
storia dei santuari cristiani in Italia, eds. Gaetano Dammacco and Giorgio Otranto (Bari: 
Edipuglia, 2004); I santuari cristiani d’Italia. Bilancio del censimento e proposte interpreta-
tive, ed. André Vauchez (Rome: École Française de Rome, 2007); Santuari di confine. Una 
tipologia?, ed. Andrea Tilatti (Gorizia: Edizioni della Laguna, 2008); Del visibile credere. 
Pellegrinaggi, santuari, miracoli, reliquie, ed. Davide Scotto (Firenze: Olschki, 2011); Lucia 
M. M. Olivieri, Ordini religiosi e santuari in età medievale e moderna (Bari: Edipuglia, 2013); 
I Santuari e il mare, ed. Immacolata Aulisa (Bari: Edipuglia, 2014); Ierofanie e luoghi di 
culto, ed. Luca Avellis (Bari: Edipuglia, 2016).

 40 See, e.g., Arthur Kingsley Porter, Romanesque Sculpture of the Pilgrimage Roads (Boston, 
MA: Marshall Jones Company,1923); André Grabar, Martyrium. Recherches sur le culte 
des reliques et l’art chrétien antique (Paris: Collège de France, 1943–1946); John B. Ward- 
Perkins, “Memoria, Martyr’s Tomb and Martyr’s Church,” Akten des VII. Internationalen 
Kongresses für Christliche Archäologie (Vatican City: Pontificio Istituto di Archeologia 
Cristiana, 1969), vol. I, 3–24.

 41 Richard Krautheimer, “Mensa-Coemeterium-Martyrium,” Cahiers archéologiques 
11(1960), 15–40. 

 42 See esp. John Crook, The Architectural Setting of the Cult of Saints in the Early Christian 
West, c. 300-1200 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); Ann Marie Yasin, Saints and 
Church Spaces in the Late Antique Mediterranean. Architecture, Cult, and Community 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); John Crook, English Medieval Shrines 
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 2011).

 43 Michele Bacci, “Il Golgotha come simulacro,” in Synergies in Visual Culture/Bildkulturen 
im Dialog, eds. Manuela De Giorgi, Annette Hoffmann and Nicola Suthor (Munich: Wil-
helm Fink, 2013), 111–122.

 44 Andrea Benzo, “Towards a Definition of Sacred Places: Introductory Remarks,” in Be-
tween Cultural Diversity and Common Heritage. Legal and Religious Perspectives on the Sa-
cred Places of the Mediterranean, eds. Silvio Ferrari and Andrea Benzo (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2014), 17–24. 

 45 See, e.g., Erika Thümmel and Karl Stocker, “Szenografie eines Heiligtums,” in Inszenierung 
und Effekte. Die Magie der Szenografie, eds. Ralf Bohn, Heiner Wilharm (Berlin: Tran-
script Verlag, 2014), 149–180.

 46 Robert Maniura, Pilgrimage to Images in the Fifteenth Century. The Origins of the Cult 
of Our Lady of Czestochowa (Woodbridge and Rochester: Boydell Press, 2004), 135–159; 
Megan Holmes, The Miraculous Image in Renaissance Florence (New Haven, CT and Lon-
don: Yale University Press, 2013), 210–255; Jane Garnett and Gervase Rosser, Spectacular 
Miracles. Transforming Images in Italy from the Renaissance to the Present (London: Reak-
tion Books, 2013), 108–159.

 47 Jacques Derrida, La vérité en peinture (Paris: Flammarion, 1978), 19–168; The Rhetoric of 
the Frame. Essays on the Boundaries of the Artwork, ed. Paul Duro (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996); Glenn Peers, Sacred Shock. Framing Visual Experience in Byzan-
tium (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004); Oleg Tarasov, Framing 
Russian Art. From Early Icons to Malevich (London: Reaktion Books, 2011).



Hierotopy, spatial icon, and image-paradigm are three formative notions within the 
hierotopic discourse. In this chapter, we shall focus on the image-paradigm, the most 
recent and, at the same time, the enigmatic member of this trio of hierotopic funda-
mentals. It was introduced by Alexei Lidov as an instrument to analyze the imagery of 
sacred spaces. Although the image-paradigm has already been used in a number of case 
studies, its definition and theory have received as of yet little attention. Its ontology, func-
tioning, and aesthetical aspects remain to be clarified. In this chapter, I endeavor to shed 
some more light on this novel concept. However, before we give it our undivided atten-
tion, we shall first trace the historical course of hierotopic thought, which started with 
the conception of the spatial icon and concluded (at least at this moment of writing) 
with the image-paradigm.

The birth of the image-paradigm from the spirit of hierotopy

When Wikipedia articles on hierotopic subjects were first written in November 2010, 
the principal one was hierotopy. It contained spatial icon and image-paradigm as sec-
tions. This made it look like it followed a standard pattern in which, at first, a branch 
of science or a theory is defined, and then key subsidiary concepts are introduced. 
But such a view would be too simplistic. The semantic tree of hierotopy was, in fact, 
invented a-posteriori. Historically, these three principal notions were introduced by 
Lidov in the following order: spatial icon (1992),1 hierotopy (2001),2 and image- paradigm 
(2006).3 This order of their successive emergence is important. The chronological ap-
proach will help us to understand the context in which each new notion was created 
and to see why exactly each was needed and what would be missing without it.

Spatial icon

The spatial icon came up first in the hierotopic sequence. This means that one could 
talk about spatial icons without knowing anything about the other two terms. Indeed, 
the spatial icon is fairly self-explanatory: it simply introduces a kind of icon, which is 
not depicted on a flat surface in a usual way but is represented by a number of elements 
distributed in space.

The spatial icon has become part of the general language. Let us open, for exam-
ple, the tourist museum guide to the Istra New Jerusalem monastery-park near Mos-
cow. The text refers to this famous re-creation of the Holy Land as “a spatial icon of 
the Holy Land.”4 At the same time, the guide says nothing of hierotopy. This telling 
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example suggests that the term spatial icon is self-sufficient and does not need to be 
integrated into an entire systematic structure of a new theoretical approach. Reading 
further in the museum guide, it becomes clear that constituent elements of this spatial 
icon are typological and symbolic references – in fact, just names. The Istra river is 
exalted as the river Jordan, and an unpretentious wooded hill is elevated to Gethse-
mane. Simple renaming does all the magic: an ordinary tract of the Central Russian 
plain becomes the Holy Land in the minds of those aware of its sacred topography. 
Churches, chapels, and sketes scattered here and there come together to complete this 
spatial icon and contribute to its atmosphere of holiness.

In the context of this museum guide, the term spatial icon sounds more like a good 
descriptive term than a novel scientific notion. Indeed, from the standpoint of its pur-
pose and use, this is still an icon, i.e., an object of religious contemplation and a win-
dow toward the divine world. But its creation differs from wooden panels customarily 
referred to as icons. Hence, a modifier word “spatial” is needed to help us better grasp 
the idea. An icon, instead of being a picture, is constituted by a landscape of symbolic 
objects distributed in space. Well, still an icon, but drawn in another way. Why not? 
We, moderns, are used to all kinds of weird art forms. Indeed, spatial icons even some-
what resemble installations of modern visual arts.5

A scholarly dimension of the spatial icon becomes apparent the moment one won-
ders about its ontology and, particularly, the process of its creation.6 We are brought 
to embrace a novel type of artistry: it is not a painting, nor a sculpture, nor architec-
ture, nor even a landscape, although all these art forms might be involved. The goal of 
this artistry is to create an artwork of a new kind: a spatial icon. If we are to study such 
a form of artistry, we have to give it a name. This name is hierotopy.

Hierotopy as the creation of spatial icons

We could try to define hierotopy as art that produces spatial icons. But Lidov himself 
prefers to call it a “creative activity.” Rightfully so, as no one knows for certain what 
art really is. If the spatial icon is all about the results of this creative activity, hierotopy 
is more a question of the process of its creation. It describes how diverse genres of art 
meet together in a hierotopic project with a unifying purpose: to make up a spatial 
icon. But whereas the term spatial icon was adopted not only by professionals but also 
by art tourists and religious communities, “hierotopy” was met with greater reserve. As 
a matter of fact, hierotopy is mostly limited at the moment as a specialized academic 
term, a name of a new discipline. Want to know what hierotopy means? Go take a 
course!7

Our understanding of sacred spaces is largely based on the phenomenology of the 
sacred, which helps us to grasp what they are on a descriptive level. But the process 
of their creation is invariably shrouded in mystery and mysticism. Unearthing aspects 
of creativity in religion has never been easy because religion tends to conserve and 
eternalize things. It claims to hold and convey eternal teachings and implement im-
mutable traditions that reflect timeless values. Those with degrees in religious studies 
are, of course, aware of any given religion’s historical course. However, they would be 
inclined to see this process as a kind of natural evolution, driven either by a variety of 
historical circumstances and socioeconomic factors or by divine Providence but not as 
a conscious human activity akin to art.
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Well, hierotopy sees it exactly this way: it takes one fundamental aspect of religious 
practice – the sacred space – and describes its genesis as a creative activity. Lidov 
approached a subject of religious nature as an art historian and seized hold of an 
important aspect of truth: sacred spaces (as well as sacred books and sacred rituals) 
take shape as a result of human activity. Take a Byzantine church as an example: its 
architecture, ceremonies, music, art of various kinds – all this was ingeniously orches-
trated to create a special art product: a spatial icon. But how? No simple answer can 
be given. One has to study concrete hierotopic projects case by case. In other words, 
what hierotopy offers is an approach rather than a ready-made theory of the sacred. 
It defines a discourse, a common ground for interdisciplinary discussions. Hierotopy 
is anything but trivial. Even after almost two decades, it still retains an aura of a 
revolutionary concept, a highly innovative blend of art history and religion. An art- 
theoretical approach applied to the genesis of sacrality gave birth to a novel concept 
of cultural history.

But why then does hierotopy focus so emphatically and directly on the creation of 
sacred spaces? Why it is not enough simply to describe them? Well, it is precisely be-
cause they are seen as art products. Don’t we observe the same measure of attention to 
the process of creation in the history of art more generally? Instead of just sitting back 
and enjoying a landscape or a portrait, we take pains to study all kinds of informa-
tion relevant to the process of its creation: the biography of the artist, the spirituality, 
philosophies, and cultural trends of the time, as well as fashions, tastes, aesthetical 
preferences, political, and economic factors, etc. Simply seeing is even not enough any-
more: x-rays are now commonly employed to get behind the visible colors and see how 
the underlying layers of paint were laid! A piece of artistry, to us, is by no means just 
an object in itself, but rather a hub of information streaming from different corners: 
a nexus where all kinds of motives and influences come together to inform a cultural 
matrix wherein an oeuvre is born.8 By enquiring HOW it was made, we find a partial 
but seemingly satisfactory answer to the question of WHAT it is.

When applying a similar approach to the sacred space, we also focus on the circum-
stances of its creation. How was it made into what it is now? What was its spiritual mis-
sion in the context of its time? Who designed it and why? What was its central design 
idea? In order to get practical and proceed to case studies, one needs to find and hone 
instruments of hierotopic research. The most important one is the image-paradigm.

The working tools of art history and hierotopy: “obraz” and image-paradigm

The analogy between hierotopy and art history can be further exploited by comparing 
their respective working tools. Explanatory and hermeneutic instruments of art his-
tory feature a broad range of mental structures and concepts associated with images, 
such as “visual ideas” or “mental images.” In some languages, much of this semantic 
area is covered by a single word. Being a literal equivalent of image, this word inti-
mately links a picture with its design idea as well as with mental imagery evoked by 
its viewing. Such are the German “Bild,” the Dutch “beeld” and, particularly, the 
Russian “obraz.” The latter is of some significance to our story because, well, Lidov 
was thinking in Russian. His image-paradigm (originally obraz-paradigma) carries for 
a Russian mind a remarkably richer train of connotations than a mere sum of two 
English terms, image and paradigm, would for an English-speaking art historian.
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Indeed, the English term image means primarily a picture, whereas associated men-
tal constructs are identified by other terms such as “representation,” “type,” “figure 
(of),” “vision,” or with the help of derivatives, such as “imagery,” “mental image” 
or “imagination.” In Russian, much of all this is encapsulated inside the single term 
obraz. This powerful term is a veritable workhorse in Russian art history. One can 
sense in it the influence of German classical philosophy with its dialectics of Bild and 
Idee as well as reverberations of the Platonic eidos. The best English equivalent to 
Lidov’s obraz that I can think of is a unit of imagery.

The main function of obraz in relation to a painting is to represent its visual design 
idea. It is a mental image that inspires an artist and, at the same time, is evoked in the 
minds of the viewers. Just to pick a simple example, one could think of the obraz of 
Mona Lisa immortalized by Leonardo. The image-paradigm is also, in the first place, 
a visual design idea, but in quite a different sense. In the framework of hierotopic dis-
course, sacred space is viewed as a unified performative whole composed of material 
artifacts, constituent multimedia, embedded imagery, and symbolic meanings. All its 
various elements come together to inform its overall aesthetic and spiritual impact in 
much the same way that brushstrokes give shape to a painting or notes form a melody. 
The creation of the sacred space as a single composite whole suggests the existence of 
a unifying generative design idea. If we were dealing with music, we would be talking 
about the theme of a musical piece. When it comes to sacred spaces, we can say that 
such an overall design theme is its image-paradigm.

An image-paradigm is essentially nonillustrative. It does not emanate from a picture 
but is rather evoked by way of association, much in the same way that recollections are 
called to mind by something that we see or hear. Take an especially important example: 
the Heavenly Jerusalem as an image-paradigm of Medieval Christian churches.9 This 
splendid vision of the future Paradise from the Book of Revelation was well known to 
believers. When entering a church, it would spontaneously take shape in their mind’s 
eye, even though it was nowhere directly depicted.

It should be stressed that the image-paradigm in hierotopy works quite differently 
from obraz in conventional arts. Leonardo’s Mona Lisa emerges from a canvas. Our 
mental image of her is based solely on her painted likeness. This is what we mean 
when we say that her obraz is illustrative. This is not the case with image-paradigms. 
Though there is no picture of Heavenly Jerusalem in a church, its vision was evoked in 
the minds of believers by the entirety of symbolic associations throughout the sacred 
space. A believer was prepared. He already had this vision in his memory before enter-
ing the church, so he just needed some pointers to recall it to the surface of his mind. 
Although the vision of Heavenly Jerusalem was rooted in the Christian tradition as a 
whole, it would be actualized inside a specific sacred space and is associated with it in 
quite a new sense, which calls for a new term. The image-paradigm of a sacred space 
is this new term.

Experiencing image-paradigms: the aesthetics of the invisible

To approach the aesthetical aspects of image-paradigms, I suggest we have a look 
at an example so dissimilar in nature that it might seem almost sacrilegious. Let us 
leave the church and move to the world of fancy modern home design. Let us visit an 
American “ideal home” exhibition, particularly a section of bedroom theme design 
for the rich. We are likely to find there something like a “Jamaica bedroom.”10 This 
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room, being part of a custom-designed country house or even an urban apartment, 
will skillfully represent the inside of a seashore cabin. It would contain a multitude 
of details that, taken apart, could be found anywhere and everywhere, but, when as-
sembled together, invariably point to the stereotypical beachside dwelling: a wicker 
chair, chambray comforters, a carefully chosen type of bed and sheets, wall paneling, 
and towels. Just imagine yourself relaxing in such a bedroom. Can’t you feel the salty 
sea breeze in your lungs? Can you hear the surf? The feeling of being at the seashore 
is made possible by means of purposeful use of multiple minor detail-pointers, which 
evoke your recollections of previous seaside vacations. If you have never been there, 
you are likely to remain untouched.

The installation created in such a room can be characterized as a spatial icon, which 
evokes an essentially nonillustrative “image-paradigm” of the seaside. Indeed, there 
are no photos of the seashore in our Jamaica bedroom. In fact, such a photo would 
have annulled the overall impact, for it would have shown that you are NOT at the sea, 
whereas the purpose of the design is to conjure up a real presence. The photo of the 
sea or a beach would be more appropriate in an ordinary urban living space or even in 
an office. It would remind one of the seaside without attempting a full immersion into 
its atmosphere. Such a photo would belong to a conventional aesthetics of the visible. It 
would not take you out of here and now. Instead, it would just point to another reality 
existing elsewhere. The Jamaica bedroom suggests a deeper experience, which goes 
beyond simple viewing. It transports you to the seashore. It activates your memories 
and your imagination. You close your eyes and relax and you are in a beach cabin you 
are at sea. This “image” involves not only visual aspects of the imagination but also 
the other senses, as well as the emotions, memories, wishes, and dreams associated 
with them. You “see” a great deal more than you otherwise could have seen in a photo 
or a painting. In this highly personal experience, the past merges with the future. It is 
not a picture, external, and remote but a vibrant part of yourself. Your dream-vision 
of the sea is idealized, personified, and intimate. Such is the aesthetics of the invisible.

The image-paradigm of the Heavenly Jerusalem worked in a similar way. The fact 
that it was nowhere depicted was not an omission but a necessity. If it were depicted 
in a fresco or a wooden icon, believers would only be able to contemplate it as some-
thing external and remote. In other words, they would know with certainty that they 
were NOT there. The experience of a spatial icon goes much deeper: it really takes you 
there. The Holy City would descend from heaven and invisibly fill the sacred space. 
Though physically unseen, it would be all around. For such a miracle to take place, it 
was important both that the believers were prepared and that they were longing for it 
themselves. They received what they desired. Though all the while aware, on the sur-
face of their minds, of still being here on earth, in the deeper layers of their conscious-
ness they were, at the same time, in the City of God. Explicit representations of the 
Heavenly Jerusalem could only undermine one’s sense of rapture. They could not be 
nearly as majestic or divine as what one imagined. This Heavenly Jerusalem was a daz-
zling apparition and, at the same time, the most personal, even intimate, dream-vision.

Image-paradigm as a tool: case studies

Lidov introduced his concept of image-paradigm as an instrumentum studiorum.11 The 
purpose of the new tool was to apply it to the analysis of specific hierotopic projects. 
Although Heavenly Jerusalem was recognized from the outset as the image-paradigm 
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par excellence,12 the first case where the new methodology proved itself was the 
 image-paradigm of the Blessed Christian City.13 It is remarkable that, in this case, 
the spatial icon was explicitly composed, as the very title of the paper suggested, from 
iconic, textual, and architectural components: the Holy Face (Mandylion), the Holy 
Script (Christ’s letter to Abgar), and the Holy Gate (the gate of Edessa). The image- 
paradigm of the blessed city of Edessa was identified in a few seemingly unrelated 
hierotopic ensembles including even the Russian Mirozh Monastery near Novgorod. 
The new instrumentum worked as a nontrivial optical tool presenting to sight the things 
and relations hitherto hidden from view.

Another important case was the Temple Veil (katapetasma).14 Tradition has it that 
the Veil of the Third Temple ended up in the Great Church where it was used to curtain 
off the main altar. But this fascinating adventure of katapetasma was just the starting 
point of its new journey through sacred spaces. Lidov argued that intensive use of 
real and painted veils and curtains in Medieval churches pointed to the existence of a 
potent image-paradigm of the Veil broadly understood as the semi-transparent cosmic 
boundary between the earthly and heavenly realms, which was also associated with 
the body of Christ (Heb. 10:19–20).

Two new members have recently been added to the constellation of “officially recog-
nized” image-paradigms: those of the Rivers of Paradise15 and the Holy Mountain,16 
the latter being primarily represented with monumental ambos. The image-paradigm 
of the Divine Fire has also recently come to light.17 Although the image-paradigm of 
the Divine Light, particularly applicable to the Great Church, seems self-evident, the 
case for it has, to my knowledge, never been explicitly articulated.18 The spatial im-
agery of another famous Hagia Sophia – the one in Kiev – has also been taken up as a 
subject of hierotopic research.19

It is noteworthy that the concept and the term “image-paradigm” was also used 
to characterize the sacred spaces construed in works of literature. Let us take one 
example: Dmitriy Balashov’s novel “Praise to Sergius,” based on the hagiography of 
St. Sergius of Radonezh.20 The events of the novel are staged in the sacred space of 
the monastery – where the saint performed his ascetic exploits as well as his miracles. 
Particular attention is given to image-paradigms, which become principal structural 
elements defining the literary representation of the sacred space. Whereas a usual task 
of hierotopy is to transfer “the Holy Place” into “a sacred space,”21 here the sacred 
space itself is recreated in the pages of the novel.

Two definitions of image-paradigm: ontological and functional

When introducing image-paradigm to the hierotopic lexicon, Lidov emphasized its 
elusiveness and the difficulty of its positive definition. His first explanation is full of 
negations and sounds somewhat apophatic:

…in many cases discussion of visual culture can be reduced neither to a posi-
tivist description of artifacts, nor to the analysis of theological notions. It re-
quires change of vision and of the language of description. Some phenomena can 
be properly interpreted only on the level of images-ideas: I prefer to term them 
‘image-p aradigms’, which do not coincide with the illustrative pictures or ideo-
logical conceptions. This special notion seems a useful instrumentum studiorum, 
which helps to explain a certain layer of historical sources. That image-paradigm 
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was not connected with illustration of any specific text, though it included a lot of 
literary and symbolic meanings and associations. It is hard to see in this paradigm 
just an embodiment of a theological concept, although the depth and complexity 
of its structure is quite obvious. The image-paradigm belonged to the visual cul-
ture, it was visible and recognizable, but at the same time it was not formalized 
in any stable state, either in a pictorial scheme or in a mental structure. In this 
respect the image-paradigm looks similar to the metaphor that loses its sense in 
re-telling, or in its division into parts.22

In this quotation, the author of the concept answers the question: “What are 
 image-paradigms?” In fact, he suggests an ontological definition, which can be briefly 
summarized as follows: “The image paradigm is neither a purely visual mental image 
nor a pure idea, although it does combine both aspects.” In what follows, we shall 
use a more “cataphatic” approach to investigate ontological characteristics of image- 
paradigms in more detail.

In the previous discussion of the Heavenly Jerusalem, we stressed that its vision 
was already known to believers and was evoked from memory. In fact, the same vision 
could come to mind in other situations, e.g., while reading the Book of Revelation or 
praying. This means that, ontologically, image-paradigms belong to a general class of 
religious imagery that lives autonomously in the religious mind. In the next section, 
we shall attempt to define this class of mental images and describe their multifaceted 
nature. We shall characterize them in terms of “image-concepts.” As this term sug-
gests, such mental structures comprise both a vision and a pure idea. We shall try to 
understand how the sensual and the abstract connect to each other in image-concepts.

Next, we shall characterize image-paradigms in functional terms, i.e., according 
to the way they manifest themselves in hierotopic projects. We will see that, owing 
to their unique properties, “image-concepts” function as image-paradigms of sacred 
spaces and work to articulate their spiritual messages. The image-paradigm of a spe-
cific sacred space “acts”23 as its central design idea. It informs the sacred space and 
defines its perception. The two aspects are, of course, interrelated: in order to suc-
cessfully function as image-paradigms of sacred spaces, these mental structures must 
possess certain ontological characteristics. In a nutshell, our approach is to study on-
tological and functional aspects of image-paradigms jointly but also separately.24

Ontology: image-concepts in the religious mind

Mental imagery receives far less attention than other aspects of religious experience. 
It is typically seen as an unnecessary companion of faith or as an auxiliary component 
of religious thought, rather than part of its nucleus. Moreover, individual imagination 
is often censured in Christian literature. Both mystics and scholastics seem to shun, 
albeit for different reasons, the sensual luxuries offered by the imagination.

Religious imagery is nevertheless an inherently fundamental part of religiosity. Al-
though the essence of religion is epitomized, for most people, in texts and verbal doc-
trines, both are typically the products of a later formalization of what was originally 
an ineffable, barely expressible revelation, often born in the bosom of an older tradi-
tion and clothed in the vibrant and colorful texture of a myth. In Christianity, living 
memories of Jesus and his teaching became intermixed with the rich imagery of the 
Old Testament, the latter being appropriated in a new way as a foretaste of things to 
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come. The Bible itself contains, for a great part, a textual recording of diverse visual 
evidence, so it required significant work on the part of the imagination and visual 
memory of its writers as well as readers and listeners. A huge body of hagiographic 
literature was an endless source of inspirational imagery as well.

Leaving behind the formative years for an era of “second hand religion”25 (as it ap-
pears to a vast majority of ordinary believers), we see again the imagery of the original 
myth taking root and sprouting to a new life in the minds of successive generations of 
adepts. Any reader of the Book of Revelation could rightfully exclaim: “in the begin-
ning was the image!” Indeed, the text of this book is a kind of ekphrasis, a description 
of a magnificent vision (in many parts a re-make of the Old Testament visual proph-
ecies), the principal purpose of which was to evoke the same vision in the minds of its 
readers.

In Medieval culture, which is the primary focus of current hierotopic research, the 
significance of images and imagery was solidified in the triumphant victory over icon-
oclasm and the further formation of highly visual styles of ars sacra, such as Gothic 
art, with its emphasis on “believing and seeing,”26 and “the Gospel in icons” of East-
ern Orthodoxy.27

Being rooted in the tradition in its entirety, religious mental images are quite dif-
ferent from mental images in art associated with specific works of art; hence, they 
comprise a special subject of study worthy of dedicated attention. In the following 
section, we shall endeavor to characterize the distinctive properties of religious mental 
images and to show how intimately they are connected to the current discourse of the 
ontological aspects of image-paradigms.28

Images in art and images in religion

One way to summarize the characteristic features of religious imagery is to contrast 
it with mental images derived from visual art. Take again the Mona Lisa as a typical 
example of an art-image. It has a single source, which fully defines what it really is. Be-
ing forever attached to the portrait, it is kind of “static” and can’t really develop in our 
minds: it just stares at us from where it is. It is invoked by a picture and, hence, can be 
referred to as “illustrative.” It is actualized in a purely individual act of contemplation. 
Once we turn to look at religious imagery, we can’t help but notice how strikingly it 
differs in all the previously mentioned respects.

Religious imagery originates from multiple sources, such as training, social com-
munication, liturgical life, prayer, reading, mysticism, and art. Though rooted in the 
entirety of the religious experience, these images have the power to separate from their 
origins and take on a life of their own in the religious mind. In fact, they come to con-
stitute a peculiar form of spiritual knowledge. From the believer’s point of view, these 
are visions of spiritual reality seen in the mind’s eye with the aid of divine inspiration.

An individual “gallery” of religious images evolves and matures in the course of 
spiritual life. Its initial origins are typically in the past and are often long forgotten. 
For example, though the vision of the Heavenly Jerusalem existed in the minds of 
Medieval Christians as the true vision of an otherworldly reality, few believers prob-
ably ever analyzed why and how such a vision had come to take shape in their minds. 
Another obvious example is the image of Jesus, which lives in the mind of each and 
every Christian, regardless of one’s confession. Most Christians would not be able to 
say why or how they came to imagine Jesus in this specific manner. Was it drawn from 
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a movie? Or from reading the Gospel? Or from praying to Him? Or from looking at 
a Renaissance painting in a museum? All of these variegated influences join together 
to inform what is felt on a personal level as “my” Jesus; it being only slightly different 
from that of a parishioner sitting further down in the pew.

Nonpictorial religious images are often evoked by means of association. A typical 
example would be the relics of saints. A piece of St. Peter’s bone does not look like St. 
Peter, but the saint himself, his likeness and his deeds, came to the mind of a pilgrim 
venerating the bone. Using Elsner’s apt turn of phrase, it “pulsated with the presence 
of the saint.”29 The shroud of the Virgin is simply a piece of cloth with nothing de-
picted on it, but behind it, the Virgin herself can be “seen.” The image of the Virgin 
thus evoked belongs to the whole tradition rather than to the relic itself. The relic is just 
a pointer, an “indexical sign.”30 The use of images that pointed or hinted instead of 
directly depicting was typical for Medieval art: a couple of trees was sufficient to evoke 
an image of the Garden of Eden. Such indirect, nonillustrative ways of actualizing 
imagery stimulated creative imagination.

Made manifest in a collective experience, religious imagery clearly belongs to the 
religious tradition as a whole rather than to the imagination of any one individual. 
It belongs to an entire community of the faithful as a vision of an objectively existing 
otherworldly reality. Just as we all see the same visible world with our physical eyes, 
the believers, similarly, see congruent visions of the same reality of the higher world 
with their mind’s eye. Believers coming to venerate a shroud of the Virgin in Chartres 
imagine St Mary in slightly different ways, but such differences are as unimportant as 
the differences in the recollection of a late grandmother by family members.

Now, let us return to art-images and consider them from another perspective. Typ-
ically, we see art as something emanating from an artistic individuality. In art, the 
person of the creator-artist comes to the fore. All that he has personally created is held 
as being authentic and deemed as art. In artwork, we value – even require – uniqueness 
and originality.31 Copies have little value, and mass-reproduction just loses the status 
of art altogether.

The case of religious imagery is again quite different. Its genesis is essentially tra-
ditional and innovations are mistrusted. A religious image must be the same as it al-
ways has been – otherwise it risks losing its value and being degraded to the level 
of a product of individual phantasy. Copying and even mass production of religious 
images increase their value and elevate their standing. A well-known story of the Holy 
Mandylion is a good example.32 In the world of sacred art, the person of the artist is of 
secondary importance: the images are thought of first and foremost as emanations of 
the divine, whereas the artist merely helps to give them material form.

The example of the Mona Lisa was quite representative. Imagery in the art world 
originates, as a rule, in concrete artwork. Its sources are clearly defined and local-
ized: a book, a screen, a canvas, or a slide projector. The viewer, for his part, is in a 
position of more or less an external observer. Religious imagery, conversely, appears 
from within the sacred medium and directly engages a believer, making him an active 
participant in a “spatial icon.”

Vision-ideas and image-concepts

Religious images are complex mental constructs in which visual and abstract compo-
nents are closely intertwined. In them, visions are inseparable from pure ideas. The 
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imagery grows around central theological ideas much like vegetation in a tree (its 
leaves and branches) grows around the trunk. The trunk gives the tree stability and 
support, whereas the greenery sustains its life – without green leaves the tree would 
wither. Together, they make a living tree.

The proportion of significance defining the relationship between “vegetation” and 
“trunk,” that is, between imagination and rational theology, can vary from case to 
case. If the theology dominates, the imagery plays a subsidiary role, like that of a 
mere illustration. This is sometimes the case for abstract concepts, such as salvation or 
atonement. In other cases, the imagination would be more likely to sit at the steering 
wheel. For example, we learn from a classic work of Jacques Le Goff that the doctrine 
of Purgatory originally took shape in visions.33

It is, of course, possible to think in pure abstractions, but in real life, we experience 
ideas in combination with visions, visual aids, and recollections, day-dreaming, etc. 
We wrap our ideas in the clothes of imagery in order to anchor them in the more sub-
stantial stuff of our imagination. Even in mathematics, the process of understanding 
often boils down to committing a helpful visual example to memory. Moreover, even 
in simple cases, it is difficult to separate ideas from images. For example, a cow, as a 
species, is an abstract category, but everyone would associate it with visual recollec-
tions of actual bovines. A farmer’s son would undoubtedly imagine a big and warm 
milk-giving cow from his childhood, whereas an urban dweller would think of herds 
in the fields, which he had seen from a train.

Both notions of idea and visual form can be traced back to Plato’s eidos.34 Since, 
in antiquity, the thinking was inseparable from perception, abstract concepts were 
inseparable from images and took on a character of vision-ideas. It is remarkable 
that, until the eighteenth century, geometry was a principal mathematical discipline. 
 Geometry-based reasoning, rather than being numerical or speculative, was consid-
ered an ultimate proving technique (whereas today it is the other way around). Geom-
etry offered the purest possible means to realize the synthesis of images with ideas. 
It directly suggested thinking in terms of Plato’s “eternal forms,” which, in this case, 
were really forms in the straightforward sense of the term. Today’s sciences do not 
require the visual interpretation of their abstract statements, but in a more tradition-
alist religious mind, which tends to conserve ancient forms of thought, a synthesis of 
visions with ideas penetrates deeper and is better preserved.

The search for a fitting verbal formula capable of encapsulating this organic unity 
of the abstract and the visual brought me to the term, “image-concept,” which was al-
ready in use in linguistics.35 The image-concept is an epistemological category, which 
combines rational and visual (or, more generally, sensual) aspects. Let me stress that 
the image-concept is a unified compound mental structure. The sensual “filling” stuffs 
it with vibrant living content, whereas a rational, doctrinal kernel ensures its stability 
and timelessness.

We shall see later that the unique, defining properties of religious image-concepts 
secure for them a key role in hierotopy: they function as the image-paradigms of sa-
cred spaces. In this capacity, they constitute a semantic code of a special kind in which 
the kernel meaning of the sacred space is communicated to its target audience.36

The close link between the visual and the abstract in the image-concept provokes a 
question: “Is a new term really needed? Isn’t it simply a symbol?” The answer is “no.” 
In the symbol, direct values of image and idea stand far apart. This is exactly the rea-
son why they must be interconnected with a special noncausal link referred to as a 
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“symbolic link.” Huizinga has cogently compared symbols with short circuits in the 
brain insofar as they connect things, which normally stand apart.37 A national flag, 
for example, is a symbol of a country; whereas, in reality, it is just a dyed piece of cloth, 
i.e., an object with properties that have little to do with the notion of country. We as-
sign it a symbolic significance by convention. The internal working of religious mental 
images is also quite different from symbols: in them, ideas and visions are joined to-
gether as tightly and as naturally as a figure in a scientific paper is linked to its caption. 
In it, the fusion of an idea and vision is complete and organic.

Image-concepts and the related image-paradigms of sacred spaces must also be 
distinguished from Jung’s archetypes. Whereas the latter can be referred to as “the 
collective subconscious,” religious imagery could be called, by the way of contrast, 
“the collective conscious.” Religious images are part of openly existing and explicitly 
defined religious beliefs. Generally, Jung’s archetypes can be used to interpret religion 
through primeval subconscious motives. However, we assume that religious views and 
their related imagery are given to us through their actual historical development and 
are conditioned by a sociocultural context rather than by ancient instincts.

Image-concepts and icons38

Image-concepts are not pictures, though they can be shaped under the influence of 
pictorial sacred art. Eastern icons of Western religious paintings alike may become 
points of departure for the genesis of image-concepts, which are inherently more mul-
tifaceted and structurally complex entities than so-called iconic images.

The pluriform of Jesus’ iconography, thoroughly surveyed recently by Michele 
Bacci, provides a remarkable example.39 We find very different iconic types, such as 
the Pantocrator, the Ancient of Days, and Emmanuel, even within the same icono-
graphic program. This diversity does not cause confusion, but rather helps believers 
form a unified and variegated mental image of the Savior, which far surpasses a mere 
likeness.

The deeply rooted Christian interest in the visual is manifest not only in the di-
versity and richness of sacred art but also in the very nature of Biblical texts, many 
of which, as I noted earlier, are either narrations or direct descriptions of visions. 
Both solicit an intensive use of the reader’s imagination. Moreover, while reading 
the Bible, Christians of all kinds, even the most iconoclastic, deal with the same im-
agery, which is simply based on the text: they would all visualize a good Samaritan 
traveling on his way to Jericho, the enthusiastic Zacchaeus climbing a tree, the four 
beasts from the vision of Daniel, or Elijah ascending to heaven in the fiery chariot. 
Illustrated Bibles have been popular among all Christian denominations and even 
in Jewish culture.

Image-mediators and an “invisible iconostasis”

In the believing mind, religious imagery fulfills a mediating function, connecting the 
mundane world with the divine. These images stand up on the pages of sacred books, 
walk off the surfaces of frescoes and icons, are evoked in moments of prayer, animate 
the sacred spaces of churches, are associated with relics and holy objects, and are 
made manifest in liturgical life. Using Lidov’s terminology, one could say that reli-
gious imagery belongs to the realm of the iconic in a broad sense of the word.40
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Medieval Christian discourse on icons focused on the question of whether or not it 
was possible to access the invisible by means of the visual?41 The intermediate layer 
of mental visual images received little attention in this debate. It seemed to have no 
ground of its own in the divide between matter and spirit, but, if anywhere, it grav-
itated toward the former. Similar to icon-pictures, mental images essentially belong 
to the realm of the sensual, being ontologically quite distinct from the divine. In the 
spirit of the Neoplatonic teaching of Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite, they can be 
counted together with “dissimilar images,” which, however crude and inadequate, are 
nevertheless able to point to the ineffable, divine phenomena.42 If a conventional Byz-
antine icon functioned as a window into an otherworldly reality, then, perhaps, mental 
religious images can be viewed, in the same spirit, as “mental icons,” whereas religious 
mental imagery, taken as a whole, can be thought of as an “invisible iconostasis” open-
ing up the mind’s eye to the world of the divine.

Fr. Pavel Florensky, a mystic philosopher of Neoplatonic inclinations, explained 
the genesis of mental imagery with the help of his theory of “descending images.” Ac-
cording to Florensky, the boundary between the two worlds (mundane and “other”) 
traverses the human soul. Having soared to heaven, the soul contemplates the higher 
reality in a mystical image-less manner, and, on its way back down to the mundane, 
wraps the spiritual treasures it received in symbolic images – which either remain in 
the interior as mental images or are expressed in the form of art. In this way, “descend-
ing images” are formed: authentic mystical experience is crystallized at the boundary 
separating the two worlds. These images encapsulate the true spiritual experience and 
must be distinguished from “ascending images,” born of human phantasy.

The image of ascent, … even if bursting with artistic coherence, is merely a mech-
anism constructed in accordance with the moment of its psychic genesis. When 
we pass from ordinary reality into the imagined space, naturalism generates im-
aginary portrayals whose similarity to everyday life creates an empty image of the 
real. The opposite art — symbolism — born of the descent, incarnates in real im-
ages the experience of the highest realm; hence, this imagery — which is symbolic 
imagery — attains a super-reality.43

Belief in the divine origin of religious imagery is essential to a correct understand-
ing of its nature. What a believer sees in religious imagery is not a play of individual 
imagination, but a stable reality, both truer and more ontologically solid than one’s 
mundane daily environment. For most of us, the words, “spiritual reality,” have a 
connotation of something ephemeral and immaterial, hence unreal. But, for believers, 
the spiritual reality is as solid and as eternal as a stone temple, and mental religious 
images are a reflection of this higher reality in their minds, a reflection as normal and 
as natural as the images engendered by the perception of the physical world with our 
normal senses. Being both stable and firm, they play a key role as design elements in 
sacred spaces.

Image-paradigms in action

All the previously described properties of image-concepts are instrumental in their 
functioning as image-paradigms of sacred spaces. First of all, it is quite important that 
religious images exist in the believer’s mind autonomously and are typically actualized 
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by association. They are not directly generated by the sacred space but are evoked 
quasi-spontaneously, as a recollection. They inspire the creators of sacred spaces and 
are easily transmitted to the believers initiated into the same tradition. Due to their 
collective and even universal nature, they facilitate a spiritual resonance among be-
lievers thinking in terms of similar mental images. Owing to their iconic quality, these 
images point beyond themselves to divine realities and thus endow the sacred space 
with its sacral dimension.

Next, I will discuss in more detail how exactly image-paradigms work. If they are 
not directly visible, what is the nature of the connection that links them to sacred 
spaces? A sacred space is clearly not a sign, nor is it a Newtonian emptiness. On the 
contrary, it much more closely resembles an Aristotelian space of ancient physics, 
where an extension was equivalent to materiality and where there was no room for the 
void. I argue that sacred space is made up of typological and symbolic elements and 
that image-paradigms are generated by an organized ensemble of these elements. For 
our purposes here, let us call such an organized ensemble “a symbolic landscape.”

If we attempt to analyze the composition of sacred spaces, we immediately find that 
everything in it has symbolic significance. Its shape is symbolic and so is the dram-
aturgy of light that takes place within it. It is filled with symbolic objects and hu-
man actors acting out symbolic roles in mystical rituals, as well as sacred sounds and 
odors bearing symbolic significance. The images of sacred spaces are woven together 
from individual symbolic links, just as a piece of cloth is woven from single strands of 
thread. We encounter here a peculiar phenomenon in the domain of symbolism, which 
has as of yet received little attention and has yet to be accorded a clearly defined place 
in scientific classification: a symbolic ensemble as an originator of mental images.

In order to clarify the working of an organized collection of symbols, let us begin 
with a simpler example: an organized collection of signs, which is, a schematic. Take, 
for example, a topographical map. Such a map is composed of a limited set of signs; 
all of them are listed in the map’s legend. Each of these signs signifies a separate ob-
ject, but the map as a whole represents an entity of a higher structural order, namely, a 
landscape. A landscape cannot be reduced to a simple sum of trees, houses, and rivers; 
instead, it bears an image of its own, a meaning irreducible to the elements of which 
it is composed. A landscape’s theme is of a specific kind, be it that of a city, a village, 
a forest, or a seacoast. A landscape is composed of various elements, but it cannot be 
reduced to them, just as a sentence cannot be reduced to a set of words, and just as a 
word is more than a mere sequence of constituent sounds. What makes a landscape a 
landscape is the organization of its elements. This is what informs its entire composi-
tion and imbues it with a meaning and a beauty of a higher structural level than the 
meaning and beauty of a single tree or a single house.

A sacred space can be seen as a kind of “symbolic landscape,” the organization of 
which revolves around the actualization of its image-paradigm(s). An image-paradigm 
is thus an image of higher structural order than an individual symbol. It is “woven” 
from symbols as a map is composed of its elements. It is engendered in much the same 
way as the key theme of a musical symphony is given shape through an orchestrated 
array of melodies created by the unified work of many instruments, such that it, as a 
musical whole, leaves in our minds a lasting impression.

In closing, let us return to the example of Heavenly Jerusalem and try to imagine 
how this paradigmatic image was formed in sacred spaces of Medieval churches. Al-
though nowhere depicted, it was invisibly present in an organized ensemble of symbolic 
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elements. We would find it in the gleam of gold, glass, and gems44; in the figure of the 
Priest, which symbolizes Christ at the center of the Holy City; in the mystical pres-
ence of the saints invoked by the liturgy; and also in the majestic architecture, which 
formed a heavenly setting for the angelic choir. All of this was united in a kind of a 
choir performing a single, unified melody of the Heavenly Jerusalem.45 The presence 
of the Holy City was experienced as the most intimate and interior of dreams and, 
at the same time, the most overt and majestic vision filling and animating the sacred 
space.

Concluding remarks

If the image-paradigm is a new instrument for the study of sacred spaces, this essay is 
an attempt to write a manual for it, or, at the least, a theoretical introduction to it. My 
aim has been to convey my understanding of what image-paradigms are and how they 
function. I have argued that image-paradigms are rooted in the religious tradition as 
a whole and can be characterized ontologically as “image-concepts,” or compound 
mental structures in which sensual components are fused together with pure ideas.  
I have also argued that they are evoked via the collective action of organized ensem-
bles of symbols that constitute a sacred space and give shape to its spatial icon.

Is that all there is to the image-paradigm? Well, not likely. The notion, I have to ad-
mit, still remains somewhat elusive to me. It evades “positivist analysis.” It is neither 
an image nor a paradigm – although it does possess both these aspects. In fact, in this 
paper, we have mostly been concerned with the “image” side of it. Indeed, we have 
drawn attention to its expressive and communicative role as well as how it is evoked.  
I have also attempted to bring to light their peculiar “interior” aesthetics. Being phys-
ically invisible, they appear as ideal and majestic visions before the mind’s eye, more 
majestic and more ideal than any brush could ever paint. Being essentially nonillustra-
tive, they are experienced as an aura of the real presence of divine reality.

What we have not addressed in this paper is the “paradigm” aspect, which has more 
to do with the creation of sacred spaces than with their perception. We did not discuss 
the important figure of the creator of sacred spaces.46 Instead of looking at sacred 
spaces through the eyes of their creators, we have adopted the perspective of their be-
holders. However, while we interpreted the sacred space as a “symbolic landscape,” we 
left aside the art of “symbolic landscaping.” The role of image-paradigms as guiding 
design-ideas, or “paradigms” of the complex process in which a sacred space is born, 
only peeked indirectly through the case studies we touched upon. The paradigmatic 
function of the image-paradigm is particularly evident in the processes of the “serial” 
reproduction of sacred spaces based on canonized patterns (such as re-creations of 
the Holy Land). Perhaps, these are issues to revisit later on in the future. The ongoing 
work on hierotopic case studies provides ample food for thought and evidence for fur-
ther theoretical analysis.
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3 Dazzling radiance
A paradigm and a quiz in Byzantine 
chorography and hierotopy

Nicoletta Isar

Dazzling presence – a metaphysical paradigm

The radiance of God and its shining as a manifestation of the divine presence is a to-
pos from the Near East world to the Byzantine world throughout the Mediterranean. 
God is stunning in its radiance (Ezekiel 1–24). The radiant splendor of the Akkadian 
gods, a pulhu melammû, is a terrible epiphanic radiance.1 The body of the Greek gods 
is also a wonder to behold – thauma idestai. No human eye could bear their vision. The 
sight of the idol and the holy mysteries is a fearful reality. Fear and awe in front of the  
mystery and the holy image are symptoms engrained in the very word designating  
the sacred.2 Likewise, Christian theology gives us as well, in St. Paul’s formulation, the 
measure of the divine body of Christ as pure radiance:

The Son is the radiance of God’s (my emphasis) glory and the exact representation 
of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided 
purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.

(Hebrews 1:3)

Dazzling vision has been for many years part of my research, exploring its consistency 
as a concept as it comes out from the Byzantine ekphrases. Aspects of sense perception 
engaged in these visions have been addressed as part of the theory of the beholder’s 
share or the theory of response. A systematic study on the subject still needs to be 
thoroughly done, although quite a proliferation of studies of sensoriality in premod-
ern cultures became recently a most active field of research. This paper attempts to 
make a mis au point of my own research on the subject with an attempt to strengthen 
its theoretical frame concerning sensoriality and other relative concepts applicative to 
these phenomena, for example, the saturated phenomenon.

Sensoriality in Byzantium, specifically the sense perception that should be applied 
to divine radiance, and the symptom of dazzling, requires a particular approach rel-
ative to the sense apparatus involved in this operation and the specific space of the 
experiencing body. The scope of this paper does not allow me to present the grounds 
on which the position toward sense perception changed throughout Byzantine history. 
I will limit myself to name one important event in its history with direct consequences 
not only for the radical and definitive definition of a sacred image in Byzantium but 
also the redefinition of senses and sense perception engaged in its contemplation. 
This event was the unquestioned victory of the iconodule party against the icono-
clasts, which resulted in the definitive restoration of the holy icons, with significant 
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implications in the rehabilitation of the senses. What has been impossible for the icon-
oclasts, namely, the association of senses and the icon (art) with the divine has found 
now a new ground in the argumentation of the defenders of the holy icons. The icon-
oclast view was based on the belief in the poverty of the senses and the reduction of 
art to mere pragmatic value, implicit to all kinds of iconoclasm. The iconoclasts could 
not see the icon as a bearer of divine energies or grace (cháris), which was confused 
with the divine substance (ousía); in so doing, they restricted the possibility of par-
ticipation in the divine energies by means of the veneration of icons. The iconodule 
approach was more “charismatic,” denying any division of God’s creation into sacred 
and profane parts. For the Byzantines, the icon, relic, holy man, and monk were chan-
nels through which the world was permeated by the holy, so that man could become 
himself “god by grace.”

The decree of the Synod of Constantinople from 843 affirming the recognition of 
the holy icons marked the life of the Christian church and immediate effect on the 
Christian metaphysics and the new aesthetics. The incarnation provided not only the 
argument for the legitimacy of the use of sacred images but helped the iconodules to 
reconsider the interpretation of the created matter. As a result, the aesthetic field ex-
panded his agency without compromising the Byzantine discipline and its apophatic 
character. The sacred image acquired a theology, and the worship could argue for the 
rehabilitation of the visual, and of the senses in general, viewed now as “senses sanc-
tified.”3 Far from denying the physical senses, Christianity encouraged the faithful to 
trust the evidence of the senses, since “through the use of our bodily senses (aisthêtôs) 
we perceive his express image (ton autou charaktêra) everywhere.”4 This attitude was 
reflected in what Damascene called “a twofold worship” (diplê prosynêsis), in accord-
ance with the human nature understood as “a synthesis between the intellectual and 
the sensate (noêtês kai aisthêtês syntheimetha).”5 Therefore, in Byzantium, the sensorial 
(aisthêsis) could not be dissociated from its counterpart, the spiritual (noêseis), viewed 
as constitutive parts of the Byzantine worship. The goal of this paper is to demon-
strate the complexity and the specificity of sensoriality in Byzantium reflected in this 
uncompromising synthesis between aesthêsis and noêseis. In order to exemplify how 
this synthesis operates, I will look into the Byzantine sources, especially ekphraseis of 
Hagia Sophia composed between the sixth and twelfth century, and search to identify 
various modes of perception, somatic and mental responses to stimuli experienced in 
the space of Hagia Sophia. Based on my previous research, I expect to identify specific 
tropes of sensoriality, patterns of moving and of being moved, as well as extreme sen-
sory responses, like a dazzling vision. A theory of response of the Byzantine beholder 
reacting to the aesthetico-liturgical challenges that occurred in the sacred space of 
Hagia Sophia will be eventually sketched out.

In exploring the Byzantine ekphraseis, I take Ruth Webb’s view of the nature of 
these Byzantine sources, especially the quality of enargeia, or “vividness” of these 
texts, and the role of imagination, which according to her makes this specific genre 
a study of ancient psychology as well as of rhetoric.6 Exemplary seems to be in this 
respect Paulus Silentiary’s ekphrasis poem of the imperial church of Hagia Sophia, in 
which the poet himself is not only the writer but also the human subject engaged in 
the experience. Few remarks will justify my premises. The ekphrasis poem written by 
Paulus the Silentiary7 in 563 at the consecration of the imperial church is not a mere 
description of the church; thus it is not objectively detailed, I argue, but rather it is 
liturgically implicated. Paulus’s poem ekphrasis is liturgically implicated, at least for 
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two reasons: firstly, Paulus’ description-poem is a living utterance read aloud at the 
consecration of the church; secondly, his vision has the quality of a personal mys-
tical experience conveying emotional effects. His oration reflects his own sensorial 
experience, which engages his personal empathy and the faculty of imagination. My 
argument is that his text, as well as all the other ekphraseis composed between the 
sixth and twelfth century, must be examined not only as a source of historical and 
archaeological information but also as valuable sources of aesthetic theory, eventually 
of aesthetics of sensoriality.

Facing the spectacular vision at the ceremonial of the consecration of the imperial 
church, Paulus Silentiary is thrilled by the magnificent view generated by the visual 
effect of precious stones, porphyries, and Proconnesian marbles, as well as of gold 
intensified by the ceremonial of light. This creates a mirage of glitter that makes the 
poet exclaim:

Thus is everything adorned with splendour (aglaíe). Thus may you see (noeseis) all 
that fills the eyes with wonder (pánta noéseis ommasi thámbos agonta). But to sing 
with clear voice this vesperal dawn no words are sufficient.

(806–808)

This wondrous vision engages not only the optical apparatus of the poet but chal-
lenges him to acknowledge something beyond visibility manifested in a contempla-
tive manner (noêseis) during the experience. This perception is conveyed, for example, 
through the poetical expression “vesperal dawn” (phaesphoríen hespéríen), which read 
linearly appears as a juxtaposition of impossibilities. But for the poet of the noetic 
vision (noêseis), this is the expression of what is beyond comprehension and language, 
the testimony that one has reached a limit beyond which thought cannot go. Language 
is in stalemate; the eye must prepare for an extramundane and extrasensory vision. 
The poet was compelled to apply to a different linguistic tool: this was an oxymoron, 
which he applies several times. Likewise, the process of transmutation of the stone and 
marble in the space is oxymoronic: “It [the marble] has spots resembling snow next 
to flashes of black: its grace enlivens the stone” (miktè dè cháris sunegeíreto pétrou) 
(646) (Figure 3.1). The effect derived from this paradoxical association of terms sug-
gests an ineffable presence operating in the space. This presence animates the archi-
tectural forms, and, as we will see, stirs up a human response. The spiral disposition 
of veins in the marble seems to give life to the inert matter that appears to be “full of 
grace” (661–663) (Figure 3.2). Thus is “(… glistening the enchanting grace of stone” 
(stílbonta chárin thelxíphrona pétre)8 (663). In Paulus’ poem ekphrasis, the enchanting 
grace of stone gives life to the inert matter, but the author himself is being moved. 
The same presence that animates the surface of things transfiguring everything in the 
space induces a powerful sensory perception upon the human body. The response of 
the Byzantine human subject is made manifest in his somatic – emotional reaction. 
From the moment when stepping into the church, the beholder is confronted with the 
amazing picture. As the poet depicts this awesome moment, the beholder is so deeply 
astonished so that “with enchanted eyes (thelgoménois dè ommasin) he turns his neck 
in all directions” (296–299). This emphatic bodily motion reflects his bewilderment 
in front of the unexpected vision. It is a topos in Byzantine ekphraseis.9 In response 
to this visual challenge, the soul of whoever sees this vision is charmed (thélgetai), his 
spirit leaps out (térpei) (890–894). Here is how aesthetics and noetics as two modes of 
apprehension seem to clash, yet they remain interlinked in a conspicuous way. This is 
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Figure 3.2 M arble in Hagia Sophia. Photo: Description de Sainte-Sophie de Constantino-
ple, Raniero Gnoli, Marmora romana, Edizioni dell’Elefante, Rome, 1988.

where presence is contained and sensed by the Byzantine human subject. Anticipating 
the experience of the sacred space of Hagia Sophia, the poet gives us the real quality 
of the experience in continuous unfolding:

It is a miracle (tháumbos) in perpetual whirling (aeidíneton)  that you are going to 
contemplate.

(399)

10

Vision spinning around as if in a round dance is for the beholder an image to con-
template, as well as a space to inhabit and to be inhabited by its circular dynamics 
(Figure 3.3). The choral pattern of vision becomes quite explicit in other ekphraseis of 
the imperial church. In Procopius’ ekphrasis, a bewildering sight of plans is constantly 
shifting around, with architectural elements retreating and receding (hupochôrousa),11 

Figure 3.1 M arble in Hagia Sophia. Photo: Description de Sainte-Sophie de Constantino-
ple, Raniero Gnoli, Marmora romana, Edizioni dell’Elefante, Rome, 1988.
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most famously, the metaphor of the dancing columns graciously moving their bod-
ies in dancing steps and counter-dancing turns (Figure 3.4). This creates a space in 
process of moving and of being moved by the powerful stimuli created around the 
beholder. The experience might have no doubt generated a powerful emotional and 
psychic response on behalf of the Byzantine beholder. Likewise, Photius’ of Constan-
tinople’s sermon preached around 864 at the inauguration of the Pharos church in the 
palace too reveals the paradigmatic vision of the church circling around, by now fa-
miliar, which illustrates the consistency of this performative pattern of sacred spaces 
in Byzantium. However, the patriarch’s oration is particularly invaluable for testifying 
the beholder’s reaction, his strong emotional response facing the marvelous vision. 
This passage is worth quoting completely:

But when with difficulty one has torn oneself away from there and looked into the 
church itself, with what joy (charâs) and trepidation (tarachês) and astonishment 
(thámbous) is one filled! It is as if one had entered heaven itself with no one barring the 
way from any side, and was illuminated by the beauty in all forms shining all around 
like so many stars, so is one utterly amazed. Thenceforth it seems that everything is 
in ecstatic motion, and the church itself is circling round (peridoneisthai). For the spec-
tator, through his whirling about (peristrophais) in all directions and being constantly 
astir, which he is forced to experience by the variegated spectacle on all sides, imagines 
that his personal condition (páthema) is transferred to the object [all my italics].12

Figure 3.3 T he whirling space of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. Photo: Isar, The Dance 
of Adam.



Dazzling radiance 51

Photius’ ecstatic vision of the church with its multifarious panaché-like spectacle in-
duces a vivid response of the Byzantine beholder. He reacts with joy (charâs), trep-
idation (tarachês), and astonishment (thaúmatos), which proves the intensity of the 
aesthetic experience, drawing on a long and rich tradition of Greek writing. Interest-
ing is the use of the term thaúmasion (wonder, awe), which occurs several times in other 
Byzantine ekphraseis. In association with another term ekstasis, it conveys the effect 
of elevation or sublimity (hypsos), and both terms have a special resonance in ancient 
Greek thought; they are properly called affects.13 What’s more interesting, and symp-
tomatic for the Byzantine ekphraseis, is that Photius does not record just the emotional 
response of the beholder exclusively due to an external stimulus. He describes how the 
shining vision of the church circling around (peridoneisthai) induces a similar whirling 
(peristrophais) perception onto the mental apparatus of the spectator. The term used 
by Photius to describe the empathetic impression on the beholder’s mind is peristrophè. 
This is an important concept, used by Pseudo-Dionysus to describe the disposition of 
the soul14 in its movement, itself a Platonic paradigm present in the Republic to express 
the swift motion of the conversion of the soul. Thus, I assume that Photius applies here 
to a tropism of the soul. This tropism becomes clearer further in Photius’ description. 
We learn that the spectator imagines himself empathetically to be part of the object of 

Figure 3.4  Columns in the exedra at Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. Photo: Isar, The 
Dance of Adam.
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his vision, eventually becoming one with the object of his contemplation, to which his 
personal affection (páthema) is transferred.

In the midst of this circular vision, not only the optical vision but also the body and 
mind (imagination) are affected. The personal condition (páthema) of the beholder is 
transferred to the object of contemplation. The human body becomes, metaphorically 
speaking, the phenomenological ground of an overwhelming experience projected in 
the imagination. The Byzantine beholder finds himself constantly astir, in a state of 
absolute bewilderment, as if inebriated. The sensational motion that overcomes him,  
I argue, is the response of the human subject to the undisclosed presence that pervades 
the space and induces the sensation of dizziness. Facing the ontological gap between 
the Creator and the creation, the person is subject to vertigo (íliggos) says Nyssa. Over-
come with dizziness, the beholder stumbles all over the place because his mind cannot 
lay hold of the transcendent reality. The affinity between the sensible and intelligible 
things15 is here paradigmatically expressed in the whirling pattern of motion unfold-
ing in Photius’ church. Therefore, perhaps Gregory Nyssa once stated: “God makes a 
person dizzy.”

This particular episode from Photius’ oration illustrates the specific mode of opera-
tion of sensoriality, which engages the extrasensorial apparatus. As it comes out, the sa-
cred space in Byzantium is not a mere physical extension of the space in which the body 
is contained, but rather it is a space of experience that enables man to participate in 
the Being. Byzantine sensoriality seems to obey this operation of sacred spaces. There-
fore, in order to properly answer the question “How could one define the sensoriality in 
Byzantium?”, one should first be able to answer the question “What place could one as-
cribe to the Byzantine beholder in this performative experience?” The answer has been 
already given long ago in an almost aphoristic way in my book: the dancer cannot be 
separated from the dance.16 Photius’ empathetic experience is the expression of this liv-
ing space in the act, the realization of the sacred space. Therefore, sensoriality exceeds 
by far the limits of aesthetic expression. It manifests itself fully as a synthesis of sensory 
perception and the contemplative mode of perception (noêtês kai aisthêtês syntheime-
tha), the twofold worship (diplê prosynêsis) ingrained in the Christian anthropology.

Being moved by light: choral vision in Hagia Sophia

In his comprehensible study on senses sanctified and the rehabilitation of the senses in 
Byzantium, Jaroslav Pelikan makes us aware that the most fruitful line of argumenta-
tion to approach the depth and the complexity of Byzantine aesthetics and sensoriality 
would be to look into its metaphysics of light.17 This will be my further concern in 
this paper. Paulus Silentiary’s ekphrasis, especially the 114 verses (lines 806–920) dedi-
cated to lighting, offers the richest Byzantine testimony concerning the ceremonial of 
light in the imperial church of Hagia Sophia in the sixth century and the effect upon 
the Byzantine faithful. A vast dramaturgy of light in motion unravels in the sacred 
space of Hagia Sophia, designed as an overwhelming chorography of circling choirs 
of bright lights (kúklios ek phaéôn choròs), hanging on twisted brazen chains that float 
above the heads of men (Figure 3.5). But in their choral path, the circling lights form 
a choir in unison (kaì ekteléousin homógnion) (818) that gathers together in concord 
all the “ever-changing beauties” and the multitude of lights unfolding in the space. 
One important idea comes out clearly from this poetic stanza, which is symptomatic 
for Paul’s poetry that has been perceived as a synthesis of philosophical Neoplatonic 
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thinking. This idea is poetically expressed in the vision of the imperial space of Hagia 
Sophia viewed as a harmonic unity conferred by the light agency unfolding in the 
choral movement. Chorós is the Platonic and Neoplatonic concept borrowed by Paulus 
from Proclus, Plotinus, or the mystics of Pseudo-Dionysius, and adapted to the Chris-
tian thought. This vision is a fine echo of the Areopagite’s image of the preparation 
of the soul for the rites to be celebrated in harmony with the divine realities through 
“the unison of the divine songs as in one single concordant choral dance of holy beings 
(miai kai homologôi tôn hierôn choreiai)” evoked in his Ecclesiastical Hierarchy III. 3–5. 
Light is not understood by the poet as an additional element in the space, a mere me-
dium in which things were contained, but rather as a dynamic force and a constitutive 
element of the sacred space, a space-organizing principle reflecting a cosmological 
model. Hagia Sophia was the embodiment of this model, a vast theological model of 
the Christian world. As I will argue, this complex apparatus of lighting was an impor-
tant sensory trigger, providing the beholder with an eventful experience. The function 
of Paul’s circling lights and fire carried by the longue bronze chains becomes clearer 
with the help of Pseudo-Dionysius. According to Pseudo-Dionysius, the abundance of 
terms evoking light brings the divine closer to the faithful. It is why the Word of God 
seems to honor above all the depictions of fire.18 The fire is a mode of being uplifted 
to God because “the power of fire causes a lifting up to the godlike.”19 It is my as-
sumption that the abundance of Paul’s light imagery belongs to the theological context 
of the sixth century concerned with spiritual worship. His emblematic vision of the 
choroi of light hanging on the brazen chains is shared by a whole intellectual world of 
Neoplatonism from the fifth and sixth centuries, as well as by Christian theologians, 

Figure 3.5  View of the interior of Hagia Sophia with the brazen chains falling down. 
Photo: Isar, The Dance of Adam.
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from Saint Paul, and Pseudo-Dionysius, to Saint John Chrysostom and Gregory of 
Nyssa. The brazen chain, a metaphor of the golden chain, which goes back to pagan 
philosophers and even to Homer, was perceived as the bond that binds the creatures to 
God. In his The Divine Names (DN 3. 1 680AD), Pseudo-Dionysius calls out the Chris-
tian to stretch upwardly to God in prayer, to let ones being lifted up to the brilliance 
above, to “the dazzling light of those beams” (tôn poluphôtôn áktínôn marmarugás), 
rather than pulling down the shining chain. The specific Greek term marmaruge serves 
Pseudo-Dionysius to describe the mystical encounter with God as an experience that 
outshines all brilliance with its intensity. This image goes back to Plato’s aporetic vi-
sion of the last things evoked by Socrates as the exceeding brilliance of light (lampro-
térou marmarugês empéplestai) (Republic book VII 517b-c, 518a-b) that bedazzles the 
prisoner at his exit from the cave. It is worth noting that there are episodes in which 
specifically this particular term (marmaruge) occurs not only in Paulus the Silentiary’s 
poem, but also in some other Byzantine ekphraseis to evoke phenomena of light, flash-
ing, gleaming, and sparkling. The function of the term and the significance of these 
extreme phenomena of light in our descriptions remain yet to be explored, as well as 
the sensory effect upon the Byzantine beholder.

Thus, Paulus the Silentiary evokes how the abundance of light coming out from the 
gilded tesserae of the walls of Hagia Sophia tests the limits of ocular perception.20  
A glittering (marmaírousa) stream of golden rays pours abundantly and strikes men’s 
eyes with irresistible force. As a result, the beholder is deeply affected by the effu-
sion of gold. The ray of light is enforced energetically and abundantly upon the eye, 
and it “strikes” (epeskírtese)21 the eye with irresistible force “as if one were gazing at 
the midday sun in spring” (672). The eye could scarcely bear to look. The dazzling 
(marmaírousa) effect created by the abundance of light is evoked once again in the 
12th century. ekphrasis of Hagia Sophia written by Michael the Deacon, which depicts 
a comparable sensory impact of the light upon the eyes: “Thus has the stone, […], 
yielded, […], it sparkles (marmaírei) brilliantly and agreeably to the eyes” (162–164).22 
The vision is abolished. Obstructed by the brightness of gilded walls like a mirror 
(kátoptra), it brings tears in the eyes, and the vision is simply liquefied:

the brightness of the gold almost makes the gold appear to drip down; for by its 
refulgence making waves to arise, as it were, in eyes that are moist, it causes their 
moisture to appear in the gold which is seen, and it seems to be flowing in a molten 
stream.23

(70–73)

At this point, the self seems to dissolve into the moist vision of the flashing light, which 
is dazzling (Figure 3.6). The separation between the subject and the object becomes 
indistinct as if unifying the seen and the seer. These episodes from the Byzantine ek-
phraseis put forth a dazzling imaginary that connects with Pseudo-Dionysius’ mystical 
vision, with the Neoplatonic circle, especially with Plotinus Enneads VI. 7. 36 and the 
Platonic vision from Rep. 507cff. In his dialogue Timaeus, Plato specifically treats the 
mechanism of dazzling vision (68a) as an extreme sensation within the fourth kind of 
sensation called color (67c–68b). The affinity of this text with the Byzantine ekphraseis 
is remarkable. According to Timaeus’ theory, this phenomenon of dazzling occurs 
when the fire is “leaping from the eye,” and at the same time, fire emitted from the 
object is forcing its way into the eye. This process heats and dissolves the substance of 
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the passages (ékchéousan, 68a2) turning them into a conglomerate of fire and water, a 
warm wet thing that is called a tear. Then, in a state of confusion (kúkesis), one could 
see all kinds of colors that are said to be “dazzled;” the object causing this process is 
called lamprón or stílbon, “brilliant,” or “bright.” The similarity between this Platonic 
sensation described above and the experiences enforced upon the eye of the Byzantine 
beholder makes us think that the Platonic model of vision was still alive and carried 
out in Byzantium.

It is impossible to reconstitute the original lavishing space of Hagia Sophia described 
by the Byzantine ekphraseis, especially Paulus’s chart of the liturgical apparatus en-
gaged in the ceremonial of the choral light-evoked in his poem. Yet, it is my assump-
tion that one could still recognize Paulus’ old paradigm of lighting in one of the most 
eloquent examples of Byzantine and post-Byzantine ceremonials of light performed 
at Mount Athos, which became the center of Orthodox monasticism in the fourteenth 

Figure 3.6  Angel of light – golden stream in Hagia Sophia. Photo: Isar, The Dance of Adam.
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century. With its fiery corona hanging on long chains in the middle of the church, the 
Athonite lighting device, conspicuously called choros, is a new Hesychast vision of 
the old Paulus’ choral vision, which one could still contemplate today (Figure 3.7).  
The most spectacular part of the monastic drama of the agrypnia, with its complex 
dramaturgy in which darkness and light alternates, is the moment when one of the 
monks, by pulling the corona with a pole, turns it into some sort of propeller (X) 
to skim the ground and raise it up (Figure 3.8). The movement of the fiery choros is 
centrifugal and invasive; it spreads the circular glow of the multitude of flames in the 
space making one simply dizzy. Everything vibrates in the space, saturating the air, in-
flating it, dissolving matter, and signifying sound (Figure 3.9). The effect of the whirl-
ing circle of light is overwhelming. The vision of the fiery choros is part of the ascetic 
exercise of the soul spiraling toward the union with God. The shining choros is the im-
age of the soul. The mystical vision of Light (God as Light) was the end of the journey 
for the Hesychasts. Few clarifications around the meaning and the disposition of this 
mystical vision of the Hesychasts seem instrumental. Gregory Palamas (1296–1359), 
the theologian of Hesychasm, describes the mystical experience in a metaphorical way, 

Figure 3.7 C horos from the monastery at Vatopedi, Mount Athos. Photo: Isar, The Dance 
of Adam.
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comparing it with the vision of the sun reflected as in a mirror that overwhelms the 
sight to the point that the blessed beholder would be able to see God. He would be able 
to see the invisible archetype but not through invisibility, but through vision, albeit a 
mirror image of the invisible archetype, a vision in excess:

If somebody would see the solar disc in the mirror more luminous than the sun it-
self, so that the sight would be overwhelmed by the lightning of this disc, he would 

Figure 3.8 Choros in motion at Vatopedi monastery. Photo: Isar, The Dance of Adam.
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Figure 3.9 Lighting choros in the church of Dečani. Photo: Dragan Tanasijević.

see, in excess, the invisible archetype, but not through invisibility, but through 
vision. Likewise, those who can see the blessed vision not through negation, but 
through vision above vision in Spirit, know this divine work.24

Thus, argues Palamas, there are phenomena that are “not something, but something in 
the sense of excess;” (houk ousa, kath huperochên) such is the glory that is not, but in the 
sense that it exceeds the existence. It is in this paradox of the mystical vision that man 
could meet God, and this mystical vision belongs to the aesthetics of spiritual things 
(noerà aesthesis).25 This vision, metaphorically described by Palamas as the lightning 
of the solar disc,26 recurs not once in his writings, and it is identified as the light the dis-
ciples saw on Mount Tabor. The pure in their heart saw “the body of Christ vibrantly 
radiating as from a disc wrapping their hearts with this dazzling light.”27 A singular 
illustration in the Byzantine iconography of the abstract theological reflection of Pala-
mas might be provided perhaps by the burnished-gold panels of the twelfth century 
from Sinai, particularly one specific detail in the icons. Their “technique of optical 
radiance”28 derived from the burnished gold creates such an impact that needs to be 
addressed beyond its visual effect. The particular iconographic detail that interests me 
here, placed on top of the icons under the guise of what appears to look like a whirling 
disc (Figure 3.10), is inserted in the abstract golden background creating its own space 
within space, apparently aniconic, but catching insistently the eye with its glory, just 
like the haloes of the saints. Its form and presence in the icons is a challenge and a 
quiz for hierotopy. Alexei Lidov associates this specific iconographical pattern of the 
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“whirling disc” with performativity in Byzantium, within the paradigm of the “whirl-
ing church,” which is a pertinent idea and an important contribution to hierotopy.29 
But no specific image seems to emerge out of the whirling discs, which project their 
space outwardly as the pure circular radiance. Yet, in the dazzling vision overwhelmed 
by the motion created by the spread of gold, a mute drama seems to unfold; something 
that Bissera Pentcheva sees as “an opposition of light-reflecting versus light-absorbing 
areas,”30 which generates a polarization between the radiance and the shadow.

But unlike Bissera Pentcheva, I believe that the radiance produced by the light on 
gold, in the burnished-gold haloes, especially the solar discs, which is indeed perform-
ative, could hardly be seen as fully nonmimetic.31 Their space is the ground of a the-
ophany (periaugê);32 indeed, a special theophany emerging out as a disc of light,33 as a 
solar disc.34 Focusing one’s eye on these golden discs, image and space merge together 
in a single vision, a spectacular vision in which everything moves, spinning around 
as a helix. It is my contention that rather than to be seen as a mere effect of some 
aniconic beam of light, the golden spread allows the adumbration of a hidden image; 
it inscribes a visual event whose ground and the source is mystical. Vision emerges as 
a chiasmus,35 the abbreviation of the holy name of Christ. In the Serbian church of 
Lomnica, the disc is specifically accompanied by the epigraph slovo bzhê (logos).36 The  
movement “circling around” or “whirling about” of this iconic vision shaped as  
the Greek χ has obviously some parallel with the chiastic shape of the biblical text.37 
The sacred space thus created appears to be a chiasmus in action. Its movement can-
not be defined but as perichoresis, a double movement (motion and repose/rest).38  
I would argue, the presence of these solar discs carries an important ontological mean-
ing, and as I will show, an important lesson for hierotopy. For Maximus, perichoresis 

Figure 3.10 The Icon of Transfiguration with the whirling discs, Sinai, 12th century.
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signifies a reciprocal indwelling. He argues that through such indwelling, each person 
could become a carrier of Christ according to his/her degree of faith. Thus, for Max-
imus the Confessor, perichoresis is the way to theosis. As Vladimir Lossky argued in 
The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, this was the divine function of the first 
man, according to St Maximus: “to unite in himself the whole of created being; and at 
the same time to reach his perfect union with God and thus grant the state of deifica-
tion to the whole creation.”39 Hieranthropos (the deified man) or we could call him, the 
Hierotopic Man should be an intimate part of the Hierotopy project as it is a chapter in 
Christian anthropology that understood the deification of man as the final goal of the 
Christians, a double movement of reciprocal indwelling, God’s movement toward men 
through the incarnation and man’s movement toward God in the imitative process of 
deification. part of the reciprocity between God and man (Maximus the Confessor).

The technique of burnished gold has this extraordinary quality to create a perform-
ative vision, a kind of “landscape,”40 which I would argue is a hierotopic “landscape,” 
a chôra space. Its choral (perichoretic) performance is rather than a flat depiction of 
radiance, a spatial manifestation of the history of Christianity in its condensed form 
as the revelation of a luminous presence. At this point of the analysis, I must introduce 
the gold analogy of the chôra from Plato’s Timaeus to help address the effect of the 
spread of gold in the icons. What is it so special about these golden spreads in the Si-
nai icons and icons in general? Plato invites us to perform an exercise of imagination, 
which I will further follow in Ashbaugh’s interpretation.41 Just imagine that a skillful 
metallurgist, God, has molded the shape out of gold (ek krusou), and having done 
so, he continued unceasingly to remold (metaplassô) each figure into the others (Tim. 
50a). This Platonic analogy holds a great lesson for us. Gold is something out of which 
containment is wrought, wherein the verb takes the prefix ek in a productive sense but 
not like making a shoe out of leather, and in no way relates chôra to the matter, but the 
preposition simply presents the notion that gold (chôra) sustains in the production.42 
In his gold analogy to approach chôra of the cosmologic process, Plato argues that in 
a similar way as gold assures the stable form of appearances, so does spatiality (chôra) 
makes possible the perception of moving bodies. Reading Plato, Sallis argues that the 
gold of the analogy is about molding or modeling, as with the gold that is remolded 
and remodeled into another image drawn from tèchnè that of impressing or stamping 
an impress or imprint on a matrix (50c). What happens, Sallis explains, is that one 
should imagine the imitation of those forms that always are, that is, the perpetual 
beings, as if they are being stamped, applied like a stamp to a matrix, and leaving in 
the matrix an impression similar to the stamp itself.43 The choice of gold as the analog 
of chôra is to assure stable support for the possibility of visible transformations. The 
choice of gold as a background for sacred icons is by no means arbitrary. The thing 
“out of which” appearances are wrought on their golden spreads is simply the seat of 
unceasing motion.44 This description of gold is to be found in the section Tim. 59b-d 
as a fusible variety of water that is quite dense because it is composed of fine, uniform 
particles that give the appearance of something shining (stilbon). The spatiality of the 
golden ground in the icon, a spatiality of chôra type, is a stable spread for mirroring 
appearances, a potential recipient of impressions (ekmageion, Tim. 50c2), and contain-
ment of the images of intelligible things (Tim. 50c5).

Going back to Palamas’ vision of the solar disc, one could conclude that what is at 
stake in Palamas’ vision is something beyond the visible and the invisible, something 
that is neither visible nor invisible, but what Palamas calls a “vision in excess.” The 
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access to the invisible archetype is achieved not through invisibility but through vi-
sion, which exceeds visibility due to the brilliance of light. The path of the mystical 
“vision in excess” evoked by Palamas resembles Pseudo-Dionysius’ uplifting by the 
superabundance of light, as well as Plato’s dazzling vision of the last things, thought 
as a scarcely accomplished vision. Concerned as we are with the sense perception, we 
might ask ourselves how could we ponder the dazzling vision in terms of sensorial-
ity? What does one see or sense while glancing at such a scarcely vision? The immedi-
ate answer could be found in the term itself, “scarcely,” which translates the adverb 
mógis used by Plato to describe the perception that requires “toil and trouble.”45 
Looking at the last thing might be thus a troublesome affair. A possible answer for 
this troublesome vision shared by Plato, Pseudo-Dionysius, and Palamas could be 
perhaps found in Socrates’ own words in which the metaphor of the sun recurs:

Then finally I suppose he would be able to look upon the sun, not in its appearance 
in water or in some alien abode, but the sun itself by itself in its own place (chôra) 
and to behold how it is.

(516b)

At this moment, the truth is revealed, albeit not as an image, but as the truth itself 
in its own place (Rep. 533a). As Plato points out, the abode of the ultimate vision is 
nothing else than the chôra space, the abode of all generated things, visible and invis-
ible, identified in his dialogue Timaeus as space in between and in betwixt, the space 
in which the paradigm breaks, at once revealing and concealing the epiphanic vision. 
Looking at the last thing is thus possible only for a momentary glance, just as one 
would look at the sun since it deflects vision and temporarily injects blindness to it.46 
At this point, the soul is thrown into aporia (aporeô).47 Sensation, like language, is at 
loss. One moves decisively beyond senses since, as Socrates explains, “the perception 
doesn’t reveal one thing any more than its opposite” (Rep. 523c).

Saturated phenomenon: vision in excess

The answer to our question, concerning the sensoriality of the dazzling, could be 
eventually refined if we reformulate the question in terms of phenomenology and ask 
whether and how the invisible might be perceived as a phenomenon. The answer to 
this question follows in the steps of the phenomenology of the French philosopher 
Jean-Luc Marion who asks himself whether it is possible to describe metaphysics from 
a “metaphysically neutral” ground, i.e., phenomenology. Taking up the same para-
digm of the dazzling vision from Rep. book VII 517b-c, 518a-b, Marion claims that 
phenomenology could open access to the invisible by saturation, manifested as a sat-
urated phenomenon. His argument is that the invisible gives itself not by default or by 
lack but by excess. The dazzling vision leads to a saturation of the horizon, where the 
exceeding brilliance bedazzles the beholder.48 Marion describes the violent impact 
of this experience upon the beholder in his In Excess.49 The invisible gives itself as 
an event, as a projection on a screen upon the recipient, l’adonné. It comes with all 
the power to crash down upon the screen, like an explosion, as a burst out shattering 
its recipient. Concerned with phenomena of revelation, Marion asks himself punctu-
ally “what does the I see” while experiencing such dazzling? If one would ask such a 
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question, the answer would be, according to Marion, a paradox: the I sees nothing, no 
objectifiable given, but is simply dazzled by brilliance. The paradox is that not the I 
constitutes the object, but is constituted by it.50 This answer holds an important lesson 
for the beholder of our Byzantine ekphraseis since we could build up a typology of 
the Byzantine beholder, which has been eloquently illustrated by Photius’ beholder: 
the personal condition of Photius’s beholder is being constituted by the object of his 
contemplation in a gesture of ecstatic identification. Dazzled by the excess of light and 
the spectacular variegated vision, the Byzantine beholder finds himself in the mid-
dle of things, right in their own chôra.51 As it comes out, to be in the chôra is to be 
moved by the choral movement, to be enchanted by a swirling presence. The Athonite 
monks themselves are being moved too, transported by the glowing vision and the 
phôtopháneia – the light emanated from their antiphonal chants.52 They partake too in 
the vision and become part of that vision.

At this point, it is interesting to bring into the fore an important point from Plato’s 
Republic, which might be relevant for my final address. Plato states that in order to 
reach “the brightest region of being” (tou ontos tó phanótaton (518c), the region that 
we have just identified as chôra, it is necessary to acquire, what Plato calls, an “art 
of shifting (tês periagôgês téchne) or conversion of the soul” (518d). This is something 
“like the scene-shifting periact (periaktéon)53 in the theatre”54 (518c). This is to say 
that, following Plato’s line of thinking, in order to attain the ultimate vision one 
must first possess the skill of performing the scene-shifting periact, which is the art 
of conversion of the soul. The climactic moment of the vision of last things exceeds 
perception giving way to the concealed presence to emerge out. As it comes out from 
our Byzantine sources, to attain the sacred vision means to be moved by the chorós, 
to be enchanted/inebriated by its swirling motion. From this perspective, the exqui-
site Byzantine spectacle appears to be a vast stage of the shifting periact (F 33–34), a 
chôra space of transformation and conversion of the soul by the agency of the whirl-
ing motion and the dazzling light, two important tropes of sensoriality induced upon 
the Byzantine beholder.

Conclusion

Sensoriality in Byzantium is a challenging problem, and as I have argued, the sense 
perception challenged by dazzling radiance could be quite a troublesome problem, 
especially when confronted with its power. The subject has been approached in its 
genuine context, the context of Byzantine sacred spaces, in which bodily actions and 
an entire complex sensorial apparatus are constitutive parts of the performative space. 
Symbols of worship in the guise of the gifts (the gifts such as frankincense, oil perfume, 
and gold) are distributed over the faithful’s intellectual power (Pseudo- Dionysius, Ec-
clesiastical Hierarchy on the Rite of Ointment). Tokens of memory, visible and invisible, 
are exchanged and remembered. Their grace sanctifies the senses.55 This is the logic 
of sensoriality in Byzantium: from matter to transfigured matter, through sense per-
ception and worship, and in a mindful turn of recollection toward illumination. This 
tradition descends, according to Margaret Barker, to the second temple, and it was 
carried on by the Christians and preserved in their worship. For the Byzantines, the 
entire liturgical apparatus, objects and incense, vestments, and adornments have been 
engaged in the liturgical space in the process of anamnesis, in which the icon itself, just 
like the holy relic or the holy man, has been perceived as the channel through which  
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the world was permeated by the holy. Therefore, as I have argued, the Byzantine ap-
proach of sensoriality was charismatic.

Byzantine ekphraseis of the imperial church Hagia Sophia was written between the 
sixth and twelfth century, including the oration composed by the patriarch of Con-
stantinople in the ninth century, and dedicated to the church Pharos, offered notable 
examples of sensory perceptions experienced by the Byzantine beholder. The sensa-
tions went from awe and admiration to stupefaction even to strong bodily reactions 
such as vertigo that the beholder experienced when confronted with the whirling vision 
of the church described by the Byzantine authors. The lavishly adorned spaces with 
their walls covered by gold and polished like mirrors have been a real wonder (tháuma) 
to look at (Figure 3.6). The specific Greek term marmaruge in the Byzantine ekphra-
seis evoked the phenomena of light, flashing, gleaming, and sparkling, which moved 
the beholder from astonishment to bedazzlement, testing the limits of his perception. 
When seen through the dense air imbued with smoke and fragrance, these interiors 
dissolve into a fluid vision, a sheer mirage. Finally, approached phenomenologically, 
the Byzantine dazzling vision proved to be not truly invisible\ but visible in excess, 
hence the saturation of the beholder’s horizon. At once a revelation and concealment, 
the dazzling vision was paradigmatic. Instrumental in discarding this quality of vision 
was the consistent use of the same Greek term marmaruge, present in our Byzantine 
ekphraseis as well as in Pseudo-Dionysius and Plato, with the effect of capturing the 
magnitude of the vision at the point when the vision itself reached the high peak of 
its contingency, the moment when the revelation occurs saturating the horizon of the 
beholder, overwhelming him. John Sallis has a very simple and eloquent way to de-
scribe the circumstances of this experience in terms of sensoriality, what happens with 
sensory perception. He says that it is as if one would turn away from the dazzling sun, 
and the blind spots remain before one’s own eyes. These spots are the most immediate 
images that the sun would make of itself.56

The Sinaite icons, with their whirling discs, unveiled to us however another sus-
tained holy vision, something like what Christ has shown his disciples on the moun-
tain: His radiant Face. When Christ took his disciples to the mountain, he said he 
will show them something mysterious and great. What he has shown them was some-
thing very difficult to put in words or imagine. It was Christ’s abbreviated hierotopic 
form, a chiasmus of Light. It was His Revelation – Meta-morphosis. This was a matter 
of both (metaphysical) expression and perception, but with a special eye to apply to 
that mystery. As Fr. Breck57 has argued in his book, the literate of the ancient world 
was trained for this sacramental task, namely, to grasp the hidden vision. They were 
taught not only to read but also to “see”58 the text; they were taught how to look at 
it in a chiastic manner by approaching it “from the centre outwards and from the 
extremities towards the centre.”59 The vision of the whirling solar disc (just as of the 
sacred text) was structured around a center, the shape of chiasmus being properly a 
“helix.” The consistency of the Byzantine culture allows us to compare the disposition 
of the sacred text or the sacred image with typology, both typology and chiasmus 
being structured around a center.60 In the process of reading or seeing the image, a 
specific space apparently emerged rather than being a mere surface on which image 
and words were displayed in linear succession. Like the sacred text, the image could 
spiral around from A to B, and the eyes could move inward and upward to the center of 
the conical helix61 revealing the invisible sacred space. This mode of approaching vi-
sion was paradigmatic for the sacred space in Byzantium, which ultimately reflected a 
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doctrinal, and as I tried to demonstrate in this paper, an ontological principle as well, 
especially through Maximus’s understanding of perichoresis as a reciprocal dwelling,  
a way to theosis. This dwelling (chôra) could only be perichoretic as it assures a dwell-
ing embrace, which permeates human nature, and it is reciprocated. The iconic vision, 
being, and typology appeared thus to be similarly structured, as a chiasmus. They 
were structured around the midpoint of a conical helix (the incarnation), the moment 
when the prophecy becomes the revelation,62 and it was shared. In the drama of light 
and darkness, radiance and shade, one could at once contemplate, as in a mirror of 
the solar disc, “His (Christ) face shone like the sun”63 as his disciples saw it once, as 
well as “A bright cloud overshadowed them.”64 “Was it not the unapproachable light in 
which God dwells, and with which He covers Himself as with a garment? (Ps. 104:3).”65

Addendum

Dazzling face (Mandylion) and its adumbration

There is however in the history of Byzantium another poignant episode in which the 
same pattern of manifestation of the divine radiant Face of Christ occurs, from which 
what it remained was just an adumbration. In some respects, it could be considered the 
model or the paradigm of the radiant divine Face. The effulgence of the divine Face 
of Christ was terrible and blinding when Ananias failed to capture with his mortal 
hand the divine countenance, due to its radiance. It is why perhaps the messenger of 
King Abgar was unable to portray Christ, because of the radiance of His Face. The 
ancient Greek gods needed to conceal their divine forms by veiling, enveloping their 
divine body in a cloud, or by some sort of divine metamorphosis in order to appear 
to mortals. Unlike these gods, in a gesture of kenosis, Christ covered his face, reveal-
ing its trace as an imprint on the linen cloth. That is the story of the Mandylion, the 
story of concealment (through the vision in excess and blindness) and revelation of 
the holy image of God, that is, Christ. In a text describing the event, “the impression 
of the face made in the linen cloth was without coloring or painter’s art” Narratio 
(PG, 113.423ff.; trans., 235ff.). It was a skía, reads the same text (PG, 113.429): a divine 
skiagraphia. If this was understood to be a shadow, this shadow must have captured 
the glow of Christ’s Face in the grain of the fabric, directly into its matter. As Kessler 
well put it, “the shaded image fixed the evanescence of Christ’s visibility.” The revela-
tion of Christ’s Face in the Mandylion breaks down the paradox and the paradigm of 
the dazzling radiance of the sacred, creating a new paradox. It makes God accessible 
fulfilling the Scripture, making His image, as Kessler put it, “an instrument of contin-
uing revelation.”66 This image (the imprint on the acheiropoietic veil) will become the 
foundational model of all holy images in Byzantium, a paradox and a solution facing 
divine radiance.

Dedication

The essay is dedicated to Alexei Lidov, a man of many mysteries, a colleague and a 
good friend, with whom, I thought, I shared not once a glimpse of what one might 
think to be a mystery – something he called hierotopy. In our urge to give a name to 
something we definitively lost but eager to recuperate it from the Byzantines, we em-
braced at once Lidov’s hierotopy. I joined with much enthusiasm, yet in full reverence 
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to the mystery that must remain hidden, and in full awareness that what will however 
remain, it will be perhaps just our scholarly pain, and the ineffable moments inscribed, 
not in the paper, but somewhere else, in the Parisian air of the warm summer of 2001.
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Introduction

This paper attempts to draw connections between two areas that although quite differ-
ent seem to be empowered by similar underlying assumptions. The first is the ancient 
Greek word temenos, which is both of linguistic and philosophical interest, and the 
second is the form of a light shaft in Byzantine churches. The affinity between the two 
is rather capricious and intangible, originating from historical periods often consid-
ered entirely strange to one another. It seems nonetheless that these two emanate from 
a similar train of thought as well as analogous associations. This similarity rests on 
the sense that there seems to be a certain sensation of the divine, which is both sudden 
and penetrating and tends to transform the space, in which it presents itself, imbuing 
it with a transcendental quality. What is particularly interesting here is that such a 
fleeting sensation seems to be supported by means that are equally ethereal, yet sensed 
or visible. They seem to belong to the ancient art of designing the intangible.

The concept of the temenos

In ancient Greek the word “temenos” denotes a sanctuary, a sacred enclosure or 
precinct especially one containing a temple or dedicated to a god.1 Etymologically, 
“temenos” comes from the word “temnein,” a verb (in infinitive), which means “to sec-
tion” or “to intersect.” The choice of such a word appears rather peculiar for a place 
of this type, considering the multitude of words that exist to denote a sacred space 
(sanctuary, shrine, sanctum, chancel, temple, church, and precinct). It is also quite 
odd that this word has been kept intact, both in form and meaning, when transferred 
into English.

Another English word, “temple,” which is akin to “temenos,” is defined as “a part 
of space or time marked out or cut off.”2 Temenos, therefore, does not refer to any 
other type of cut but exclusively to that related to the sacred. It is not connected to 
any kind of subdivision of space for secular use. There is a special gravity embodied in 
this concept which is solely related to the sacred; the process of subdivision of sacred 
spaces differed fundamentally from that of the secular land parceling, so much so that 
there had to be a distinct word denoting it. It refers to a specific type of sectioning for 
the sole purpose of setting a portion of the space apart from the spatial continuum 
denoting transference to a different, sacred world, distanced from that of daily secular 
life. Consequently, by operating on several conceptual levels, the word temenos refers 
exclusively to a place, a superior “topos,” of supernatural significance.

4 The concept of temenos and the 
sectioning of light
Iakovos Potamianos
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This concept, intriguing as it may be, would remain in the realm of linguistic curios-
ities if it did not somehow transcribe into a concrete perceptual counterpart. In order 
to turn its profound meaning into tangible imagery it would be necessary to incorpo-
rate perceptual features, capable of bringing about an unequivocal sensation denoting 
the presence of the sacred.

A visual analogy of this sort must have engaged characteristics suitable for the gen-
eration of an atmosphere revealing what is enshrouded within the experience, which 
gave rise to this very word. Historically, the progress in understanding the optical re-
finements appearing in ancient Greek temples has been particularly slow. The modern 
world began to acquire an awareness of those not before twenty-four centuries after 
they were last applied. Consequently, it is safe to assume that it is rather hard to dis-
cern such design aspects because they are in fact so subtle that they tend to exert an 
impact, which, while imperceptible per se, is somehow sensed subcutaneously.

In a similar vein, attempting to understand the visual influence of a temenos on the 
visitor, the architectural historian Vincent Scully asserts that the reason for the, often 
called “anarchic,”3 method of placement of the buildings in Greek temene was the 
intention for a “plastic action.” He maintains that “the environment was defined by a 
counterplay of forces.”4 By the placement of the buildings within the site, this special 
meaning and sacredness of the space were coming alive connecting each building to 
the rest as well as to the landscape, forming a cosmos.5

Examining thoroughly a number of Greek temene, the architect and urban planner 
Konstantinos Doxiadis developed a remarkable theory regarding the method of place-
ment of buildings within a temenos. He claimed that the entire space was subdivided 
into angles forming a ten-part or twelve-part system in the plan. The buildings were 
made to fit precisely within these angles, and he argued that parts of the landscape 
were also fitted within such angles. The fundamental idea underlying his system was 
that the entire site was laid out both in plan and section in order to be perceived prop-
erly by the visitor from one main point: the point of exit from the Propylaeum building 
and entry into the temenos.6

From another point of view, studying the orientation of Greek temples, the archae-
ologist William Dinsmoor, among several other scholars, revealed yet another dimen-
sion in their planning; their orientation toward the rising sun of the deity’s feast day in 
the year of the temple’s dedication.7

Should one dispute the above-alleged intentions of the ancient Greek architects as 
ex post interpretations, he may be assured of their ubiquitous sensitivity and knowl-
edge on matters regarding the meticulous placement of objects in respect to visual 
angles. Such methods are described in Euclid’s (4th–3rd c. B.C.) “Elements.” As to the 
motion of light, the extant writings of Heron of Alexandria (10 A.D.–70 A.D.), entitled 
“Catoptrics,” testify to their expertise. In this latter work, sophisticated methods are 
described employing an illusionistic apparatus for the purpose of generating deceptive 
images of divine actions within ancient temples, through the use of reflectors.8

These studies provide strong evidence to Scully’s concept of the “play of forces,” pre-
viously mentioned, which appears not to be limited to mere plastic forces among build-
ings but to expand to time and motion-dependent qualities involving light and image 
transformation. Thereby, these forces seem to relate not only to the site but also, on a 
larger scale, to the surrounding environment and on a smaller scale to building interiors.

Even though the word “temenos” may have been used to denote Greek and Hellenis-
tic sacred sites, it seems that as a concept, it was quite pervading and persisted in time. 
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It was summed up in the idea of cutting away a portion of space, which was already 
associated with supernatural qualities and meanings, and was subsequently enhanced 
by man-made planning. This planning was necessary in order to heighten the sense of 
supernatural presence in the actual visual sphere.

In the course of realizing this visual equivalent, a process of transition from the 
secular to the sacred realm must have been employed; otherwise, the desirable impact 
would not have been produced. The visual environment would have to transform to 
its new raison d’ être in the process of entering. This would be achieved by the passage 
through an intermediate space into which the visual noise of the secular world would 
subside and this necessary pause would be followed by silence and a state of receptiv-
ity. In the Greek temenos, such a pause was implemented by means of the Propylaeum, 
a building, which one entered from the side of the secular world, crossed it, and exited 
on the opposite side into the sacred realm.

The Byzantine church

Even though the word “temenos” may not have been used for the Christian church 
or its surrounding site, a similar concept seems to have been present in laying out 
the interior. The entrance into it presupposed a transition during which one crossed 
a space regularly if not amply lit called narthex (Figure 4.1). On its surrounding sur-
faces, there were usually expressive images from descriptions of the Inferno and the 
Apocalypse (Figure 4.2).

The narthex is a transitional space which might be thought of as the equivalent of the 
transitional space of the Propylaeum of the Greek precinct, acting as an intermediate 

Figure 4.1 A n axonometric section of a typical Byzantine church indicating the location of 
the narthex. Sketch: author.
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Figure 4.2  A typical narthex of a Byzantine church with frescoes from the Apocalypse. 
Photo: author.

space of adjustment to the sacred modus operandi. Moving forward and deeper into 
the church, one exited the narthex and entered the nave. The nave, again, might be con-
sidered as the equivalent of the fenced, open-air space of the temenos. Here, within the 
church proper, the perceptual situation became rather complex. The complexity was 
owed to the visual structure of the interior. According to a historian of Byzantine ar-
chitecture, Marinos Kalligas, the layout of the church interior followed visual reason-
ing,9 that is, of how things ought to be seen by the visitor and to what extent from each 
position, which required a skillful organization of visual angles (Figures 4.3 and 4.4). 
It appears thereby that analogous strategies were in effect as those claimed by Doxi-
adis for the temenos layout.

Figure 4.3  A plan of Hagia Sophia of Thessaloniki (7th century A.D.), indicating the de-
sign of the church interior as dependent on what was intended to be visible by 
the incoming visitor. Sketch: author (after M. Kalligas).
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The dependence of the layout method of the church interior upon visual angles was 
not the only similarity to that of the Greek temenos that this paper seeks to draw 
attention to although this constitutes an intriguing analogy of planning methods that 
might form a distinct research undertaking.

Here, the focus is placed on the verb “temnein,” which, as already mentioned, rep-
resents the etymological root of “temenos.” This concept of cutting and setting apart 
a space considered sacred is accompanied by the idea of artificially intervening to 
transform it into something that also looks sacred, thereby, affording a passage from 
the notional to a perceptual level. It is argued that an analogous concept was applied 
into the church interior in order to produce yet another “counterplay of forces;” this 
time involving not only the “plastic forces” induced between voids and forms but, at a 
deeper level, the interaction of “aethereal forces,” such as those of light and shadow as 
well. In particular, this study focuses on the form of light shafts, attempting to provide 
evidence that this interaction of forces plays an essential role in the mounting of the 
sensation of the sacred.

Light and shadow in the Byzantine church

The light conditions in the Byzantine church are not uniform. In fact, the visitor is 
faced with a conglomeration of bright and shadowy spaces that present a peculiar 
disorderliness (Figures 4.5 and 4.6). A similar sense of an accumulation of disparate 
volumes, some of them being orthogonal whereas others round, is observed in the 
configuration of the exterior as well.10 It should be recalled that an analogous feel of 
layout disorderliness led several modern scholars to describe the Greek temene as “an-
archic.”11 In the Byzantine church, though, this sensation did not apply to the ordering 
of entire buildings in the open air but to volumes and spatial segments, and particu-
larly to regions of light and shadow.

A question that arises is, whether this assemblage of light and shadow was in fact 
disorderly or whether it was planned; and whether disorder could actually be planned. 
Perhaps, what appeared disorderly at first sight might have been planned at a sub-
tler, not immediately evident level as was the case with the planning suggested for the 
Greek temenos.12

Figure 4.4  A section of Hagia Sophia of Thessaloniki (7th century A.D.), indicating the 
design of the church interior as dependent on what was intended to be visible 
by the incoming visitor. Sketch: author (after M. Kalligas).



The concept of temenos 73

From our previous investigations, there has been undeniably a great amount of 
planning of immense subtlety for the lighting of the dome13 as well as of the apse.14 
Furthermore, it has been argued that the very form of the Byzantine church could not 
have been justified in aesthetic terms as an evolution of the Roman basilica except 
on grounds of lighting.15 The philosophical bases onto which these lighting designs 
were founded have also been presented and analyzed in a significant depth.16 One of 
the latest associations that have been drawn was that of the distinct character of the 
Byzantine church space in relation to a process of character acquisition of a space 
which otherwise remains inert advanced by Plato.17 Consequently, in the works cited 
above, ample evidence has been provided, unnecessary to repeat here, which estab-
lishes the fact that the lighting of the interior constituted a crucial design problem; 
ingenious solutions which led not only to the experiencing of a unique atmosphere in 
each space but even to pioneering scientific discoveries in regards to the geometry of 
light motion.

Light shafts

In previous investigations regarding the lighting in the apse, the issue of the light shaft 
has been thoroughly discussed. It was mentioned that it has been repeatedly observed 

Figure 4.5  The church of Panagia Kapnikarea, Athens, Greece, 11th century. Multiple 
forms and voids of different geometries and sizes ranging from bright to dark 
with largely varying tonalities generate a sense of disarray. The watercolor 
slightly accentuates the apparent disorder. Watercolor: author 2020.
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that visible light shafts did occur during certain essential parts of the liturgy. The di-
rection, in terms of altitude and azimuth angles, of each light shaft in relation to the 
position of the windows on the polygonal wall of the apse has been carefully studied 
for certain examples. It has been concluded that, in the apse, the shaft aimed at a par-
ticular point on the altar as well as the priest, standing before it, during a crucial litur-
gical moment, the polygonal prism was chosen so that the windows placed on it served 
precisely this purpose on the most important celebration dates for each church.18 The 
cited study might have sufficed to justify the shaft’s existence, in terms of direction 
and aim, but it did not probe into a much more complicated and challenging aspect of 
the design: the visual presence of the shaft itself. And this is what this paper is set out 
to do: to investigate in which way a light shaft might have been constructed and what 
might have been the constituent factors for its visibility to take place. The word “con-
struction” may sound overly corporeal to apply to such an intangible phenomenon but 
if something is designed to occur it presupposes a certain constructive method to be 
applied. Consequently, the various aspects and factors of such a design will be exam-
ined in order to determine their impact on the final outcome.

Figure 4.6  Katholikon of monastery, Mount Athos. Multiple forms and voids of different 
geometries and sizes ranging from bright to dark with largely varying tonalities 
generate a sense of disarray. Photo: author.
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The visibility of light

From the point of view of the physiology of vision, the human eye does not usually see 
light per se. One cannot see the light of the sun; one sees an intensely luminous object. 
The same is true for the moon. One does not see the light that it emits, as it travels 
through space. He only sees a luminous object in the night sky. It appears that our 
eyes are biologically equipped to see the results of light as it touches upon and reflects 
off objects, rather than light itself. One may visualize the degree of confusion caused 
if he were able to see not only the objects but also the rays traveling toward them from 
the light source as well as the rays reflected off the object toward his eyes. Such a state 
would produce an inconceivably complex image to perception. The photograph below 
may provide an idea of what the world would look like if the above description was 
realized (Figure 4.7). Rare incidents such as this may suggest the utterly confusing 
complexity of an image, which is barely comparable to the one just described.

In the process of seeing only the final lit object, a certain abstraction is taking place, 
which helps to focus attention on what is biologically essential rather than dispersing 
the attention to all the intermediate courses taken by the traveling light. The seeing 
of a light shaft constitutes a stark exception to the rule: an exception, though, quite 
stirring to the eyes precisely because they are unaccustomed to it.

In the air, there are particles of various gases onto which the sunrays bounce and 
reflect. But this procedure either is not visible or is usually visible as diffusion. This 
is what occurs when sunrays hit the air particles of the atmosphere generating the 
sensation of a blue sky. Contrariwise, on the moon, there is no blue sky because no 
atmosphere exists there. Getting back on earth, occasionally, light shafts do happen 
to become visible in nature when sunrays penetrate through holes in a cloudy sky or a 
dense forest (Figures 4.8 and 4.9).

Figure 4.7  Visible rays radiating toward all directions coming from the light source and 
its reflection on the water. Photograph. Wikimedia Commons. 2008. File: Cre-
puscular Rays in ggp 14.jpg.
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Figure 4.8  Visible light shafts in nature, through openings in a cloudy sky. Photograph. 
Wikimedia Commons. 2014. File:2014041 465556 21255545 161244.jpg.

Figure 4.9 Visible light shafts in nature, through the tree foliage. Photo: author 1993.
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One might argue that it is rather common for light shafts to be seen in any interior 
space in daily life. What is it that makes it so special when seen in a church? It may 
simply be a chance event, like countless others, which go unnoticed. It might very well 
be. However, if it were, it should happen, on the one hand, with a frequency equal to 
such occasions in secular environments or in nature. On the other hand, it should 
possess similar visual characteristics to those. However, light shafts seem to occur in 
churches more regularly and consistently, and independently of weather conditions.

Types of light shafts

A prominent feature that light shafts share in a church with those found in nature or 
other man-made environments is their outlines. If deprived of outlines, the light shaft 
is either less visible or outright invisible. In some cases, a specific kind of beam is met 
forming a surface entirely filled with light, looking as car headlights in a heavy fog or 
military antiaircraft searchlights (Figure 4.10). The difference is that the common type 
appears transparent with clear outlines (Figure 4.11) whereas the former looks opaque, 
its outlines merging with its uniformly lit surface (Figure 4.10). A third type is a trans-
parent one but with diffuse outlines (Figure 4.12). This produces a feeling of softness 
and gentleness as it penetrates the space whereas the hard outlines produce a feeling of 
harshness and utter resolve (Figure 4.13).

Occasionally, various types may combine into bundles (Figure 4.14), or rarely a sin-
gle shaft may present hard and soft outlines on its opposite sides (Figure 4.15).

In the case of an opaque beam, it becomes sensed that what is seen is the lighting 
of a substance filling the air. Contrariwise, in the case of a hard-transparent shaft, 
it appears as if such a substance may not exist, yielding a more ethereal yet resolute 
feel (Figure 4.13). This impression changes into a rather fleeting, week, and hesitant 
feel when the outlines turn soft. When a shaft of light is of neither kind then it may 
hardly be called a shaft since it only presents a point of entry and a spot on a surface 
(Figures 4.16 and 4.17).

Figure 4.10 A ntiaircraft searchlight demonstration in World War II. The beams present 
an intensely lit opaque surface to the eye. Photograph. Matthew Luckiesh,  
Visual Illusions, Dover Publications Inc., New York, 1922.
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Figure 4.11  A transparent clearly outlined shaft. St. Astvatsatsin (Holy Mother of God) 
Church, 14th century, Areni, Armenia, Photo: author.

But how do these outlines come to be? What variables do they depend on? A num-
ber of issues may be involved in the creation of the particular form and quality of the 
shaft, which will be discussed below. These range from physical, such as the presence 
of particles in the air and the direction of sunrays; to perceptual, such as the perceived 
length or transparency; to construction variables, such as the form of the openings or 
the diameter of the dome, etc.

The issue of contrast

One of the factors involved is contrast. Do light shafts require a contrast against the 
darkness to show up? It constitutes a common experience that light shafts may oc-
cur without a background of complete darkness. Darkness helps, though. Often, in 
theater, a beam of light is formed when only one lantern is lit, aiming toward a certain 
direction (Figure 4.18). As more lanterns light up, especially when dispensing diffuse 
light, the chance of shaft generation decreases. The theater is a special case because it 
is a completely dark space where no daylight is permissible. So, in a stage setting, the 
equivalent of the diffuse light coming from the sky, in a typical building with windows, 
has to be provided by special light fixtures called “diffusers.”

The presence of air particles

In an interesting discourse on antiaircraft searchlight beams, the physicist and illu-
minating engineer, Matthew Luckiesh, discusses the apparent brightness, which is 
more intense at the end of a beam. In these searchlights, the angle of their rays can be 
changed so that they may seem parallel to an observer standing near the source and 
looking at the beam as it moves away from him. Thus, the rays emitted, although the 
bulb is actually a point source, appear to be parallel. Usually, a beam defined by a clear 



The concept of temenos 79

outline is justified in terms of the scattering of light on air or moisture particles. In ac-
cordance with this logic Karrer, who is cited in Luckiesh, said that the apparent abrupt 
end of a searchlight beam was previously attributed to the reduction of the density of 
the atmospheric haze at higher altitudes (Figure 4.10). He notes however that this phe-
nomenon persists when the beam is thrown horizontally. Therefore, such an explana-
tion is untenable, and he asserts that the phenomenon is due to the artificial adjustment 
of the light beam to counteract perspective convergence.19 So, if this same beam is seen 
from the sky, it will appear to open up as if the end rays were diverging upward from 
the source (similar to Figure 4.19). If a clearly visible beam does not depend on whether 
it is thrown horizontally or vertically, as mentioned, this suggests that it may also be 
independent of the density or even the existence of haze. Along the same lines, whereas 
certain physicists claim that the formation of outlines is due to the presence of floating 
particles in the air, this does not justify the enhanced intensity and clarity of the outline 
as compared to the main body of the beam, especially in cases in which there is no sig-
nificant drop of light intensity between the light shaft and the background.

Figure 4.12 A cave opening letting through a soft light shaft. Photo: author.
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Figure 4.14 Various types of light beams bundled together. Photo: author.

Figure 4.13 Hard outlines in a transparent shaft. Photo: author 2010.
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Figure 4.15 Hard and soft outlines on the same shaft inside a cave. Photo: author.

Figure 4.16  An almost nonvisible light shaft. A point of entry at the dome. Katholikon 
18th century, a photo taken in Lete (intermediate space between the narthex 
and the nave), Gregoriou Monastery, Mount Athos. Photo: author 1993.
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During the daytime, when the sun is shining and the sky is clear no light shafts are 
generated in the open air, even though the atmosphere does contain air and moisture 
particles floating and scattering sunlight. Light shafts only occur when sunlight passes 
through some kind of opening. It is therefore the “passing through” process that is 
accountable for the generation of the light shaft. What does this process entail? Firstly, 
it involves limits through which light must pass, and, secondly, a particular form and 
perhaps texture of such limits, which determine the shape of the beam.

Limits by themselves will not necessarily generate shafts. That is if one pierces a 
hole into cardboard most likely will not be able to receive an image of a light shaft on 
the other side. Small openings often generate an image of a radiating spot, which cre-
ates the sensation of glare, when seen from the interior space. So, it is not the presence 

Figure 4.17  A spot on the floor. Katholikon 18th century, a photo taken in Lete (interme-
diate space between the narthex and the nave), Gregoriou Monastery, Mount 
Athos. Photo: author 1993.
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of opening limits alone that will determine the appearance of light shafts but rather 
the form and qualities of these limits.

Perceived length

Another important observation by Luckiesh is that the apparent length of the beam 
varies with the variation of the observer’s position; it is related to his distance from the 
beam and is directly proportional to it.20 If this statement is true, then a person enter-
ing a church nave will perceive the maximum length of a shaft generated in this space, 
especially when it comes from its side. The psychological impact of an elongated beam 
is much stronger because it creates a feeling of a much more real presence and pene-
trating power than a short one. On the other hand, the image perceived at first glance 
when entering a space generates a significant imprint in memory instilled with charac-
ter and infused with feelings. Third, and perhaps the most important to the argument 
of this paper is that the light shaft comes at an oblique angle, thus, generating a highly 
dynamic image (Figure 4.19 and 4.20).

The direction of a light shaft

A most impressive phenomenon within a church is the divergence of the beams cre-
ated. In the dome windows, one may observe that the light shafts generated may ap-
pear to be aiming toward divergent directions (Figure 4.19 and 4.20).

The same phenomenon may occur when the windows are placed on a wall that is pla-
nar (Figure 4.21). It is less (Figure 4.20) or more (Figure 4.19) prevalent depending on 
the observer’s position in relation to the position of the light source. The phenomenon 
is quite striking since all light comes from the sun whose incident rays are considered 
to be parallel, from a physicist’s viewpoint, because of the great distance of the sun 

Figure 4.18 Sp otlight shining in a theater space with hard outlines, Kleio University 
theater, Thessaloniki. Photo: author, 2020.
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to the earth. How then can the light shafts change direction? This change of direction 
seems to contradict this general scientific assumption. It appears as if the roundness of 
the form onto which the windows are pierced is essential, and probably the degree of 
divergence is due to the diameter of the dome and the interval between the windows.

It is reasonable to assume that the direction of light shafts would depend on the di-
rection of the sunrays. At any given moment, the sun sends its rays from a fixed point. 
When these pass through an opening, they should follow this same path since light 
travels in a rectilinear manner. If the apparent reality does not comply with this prin-
ciple, this does not mean that the principle is negated but that some other conditions 
apply to the apparent path. These conditions do not pertain to universal but rather to 
local factors. It is noticeable that light shafts coming from different windows present 
slightly (Figure 4.20) or widely diverging directions (Figure 4.19).

Physically, this may be justified by the position of the sun. If the sun is right in front 
of the observer, then various groups of rays radiate from a center (i.e., the sun) out-
ward, and along their route, they pass through windows. The fact that the source is 
not visible makes for the feeling of mystery that arises. This is augmented by the fact 
that the groups of rays (i.e., the beams) are sequestered and may be located far apart in 

Figure 4.19  Hagia Sophia, 6th century, Istanbul. Strongly diverging light beams. Pierre 
Iskender, Byzantine Institute and Dumbarton Oaks Fieldwork Records and 
Papers, ca. the late 1920s, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, 
Washington, D.C.
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Figure 4.20 H agia Sophia, 6th century, Istanbul. Light shafts traversing diagonally the 
entire space. Pierre Iskender, Byzantine Institute and Dumbarton Oaks Field-
work Records and Papers, ca. the late 1920s, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for 
Harvard University, Washington, D.C.

Figure 4.21  Light shafts through windows that widen toward the interior. Dayro d-Mor 
Gabriel (The Monastery of Saint Gabriel), 4th century, Tur Abdin plateau, 
near Midyat town, Mardin Province, Southeastern Turkey. Photo: author.
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space from one another. When the sun is not right in front of the observer but located 
more toward the one side then the divergence of the beams is reduced (Figure 4.20). 
If one carefully follows the direction of the light shafts, one will effortlessly reach the 
conclusion that they meet at a single center, i.e., the position of the sun. Therefore, even 
though the direction of the beams may have a perfectly rational explanation, their ap-
parent direction seems to be independent of the direction of sunlight as if their sources 
were different and actually attached to the building shell, as seen from the interior. 
This independence of the various beams generates a quite penetrating feel of peering 
eyes actively searching for something within the church. Therefore, this phenomenon 
is due to the disassociation of the physical from the perceptual reality. 

The cutting edge

One factor that must make a considerable difference is the form of the cutting edge, 
i.e., the window jambs. Years ago, when visiting churches on Mount Athos in Greece, 
I noticed a curious detail. The window jambs in the church apse were deep and were 
either kept parallel or opened slightly toward the interior (Figure 4.22). In the nave, 
the slant toward the interior was greater still. This type of construction is much more 
difficult for the bricklayers than keeping the portions of the wall orthogonal between 
the openings. But if they did keep them orthogonal, then a beam might not be possible 
to be generated or it would probably be much shorter in length causing rather a sense 
of glare.

It seems that the increase of the window width toward the interior space plays a sig-
nificant role in the generation of a light shaft. If the windows were widening toward the 
exterior, then the very abrupt transition from the dark wall to the bright light would 
create a glaring effect rather than a beam. Even in cases where the walls do have a 
certain thickness, but the thickness is not visible from the observer’s viewpoint; then, 
glare may occur. See Figure 4.19 where some windows produce glare whereas others 
produce light beams. So, it seems that the perceived length is proportional to the jamb 
depth, related to their slant, and the degree to which the jamb depth is visible from the 
observer’s viewpoint.

Also, the issue of size comes into play. In an interior where there are very small 
openings, like in Ottoman baths, light shafts do occur, but they are usually short and 
probably of largely varying direction (Figure 4.23) giving the impression of a rather 
unruly conglomeration. On the other hand, it appears that the greater the size of the 
openings the less likely it is for shafts to form (Figure 4.24). Therefore, the cautious 
determination of the window size is instrumental for the generation of light shafts.

Figure 4.22 W edge-shaped as opposed to square parts of the wall in the plan. Sketch: 
author.
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Figure 4.23  Sinan, The Kilic Ali Pasa Hamam 16th century, Istanbul, Turkey. Photo: 
author.

Figure 4.24  D. Baker Architects, Studio C, Clementina Str., San Francisco, CA, U.S.A. 
Photo: author.

An essential factor is the obstruction of the visibility of the light source. If the source 
is visible, then it is less likely for light beams to be formed. If there are one or more 
obstructions, then light beams are formed between them (Figures 4.7 and 4.21).
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An additional issue is the quality of the surface through which the light passes. 
The degree of transparency of the glazing seems to also affect the probability of light 
shaft generation. Often, one may see light beams when sunlight passes through a light 
curtain or under water depending on the rippling of the water surface (Figure 4.25). It 
seems that the clearer the glass surface through which sunlight is transmitted the less 
probable it is for a light shaft to be generated. On the other hand, while it is possible 
for a light shaft to be formed on various occasions, this does not mean that it is formed 
on every occasion (Figure 4.26). 

It is possible that in a window with slanted window jambs and sill, no light shaft is 
generated. The light may enter and be reflected revealing clear plastic surfaces. How-
ever, in such a case the exterior light that comes through the window is atmospheric, 
indirect, or diffuse rather than the direct sunlight. Therefore, it appears that in order 
for a light shaft to form, it is necessary for direct sunlight to hit the wall surface onto 
which a window is opened. The angle of the sunrays must be such as to penetrate the 
thickness of the wall and not be entirely blocked by the window jambs.

The sectioning of light and the cutting through space

From the above observations, it may be deduced that the way in which the cutting off 
process is applied to sunlight is crucial in respect to the formation of a light beam. 
That is, the various characteristics of the opening are responsible for the formation of 
the visible shaft.

Figure 4.25 Underwater light shafts. Photo: author 2019.
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Once it is formed it cuts through space overlapping any dark areas of the surround-
ing background thus demonstrating the presence of an immaterial yet ubiquitous ener-
gizing force powerful enough to overcome the materiality of the building components. 
From a perceptual point of view, therefore, the light beam, once it appears, becomes 
prevalent as it cuts through the space rendering the church interior as a world filled 
with an energy overshadowing the material forms. At the same time, the specific man-
ner in which it cuts through space, whether with strong and clear edges or with soft 
ones and depending on its length may denote a greater or lesser degree of purposeful 
will. On the other hand, the piercing of darkness with light shafts produces as an off-
shoot a sensation that the spatial void is full of substance into which they penetrate 
with remarkable effort. The greater the perceived effort of cutting through space the 
more the space acquires a sense of existence as an actual entity rather than a void. God 
becomes present both through the cutting across the interior of the light shafts and the 

Figure 4.26 A church window without a light shaft. Watercolor: author.
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ensuing manifestation of space as something dense. It is worth noting that space and 
light were considered as the two most important qualities of the deity.

The meaning of light shafts

A peculiar expression has found its way in various texts both in theology and litera-
ture. It refers to a visible light shaft that transverses a great part of the sky and is of 
great symbolic significance, so much so that it acquired a special name already since 
classical antiquity.21 The expression in Greek is “Ouranomekes stele” and in English, 
“Heaven-long stele,” and it has the meaning of a sudden revelation and divine inter-
vention into the earthly world.

In nature, such a phenomenon often occurs when heavy clouds obstruct direct sun-
light, which is allowed to enter only through holes between them. Such a light shaft is 
usually quite long, its perception dependent on the hole size. It appears to transverse 
a great portion of the sky. In doing so it generates a sense of directionality and seems 
to aim at a specific region.

These perceptual features generate strong links to underlying meanings delivered 
subcutaneously. Thus, it appears to be a deliberate act, as if a powerful being was 
searching for something or designating an important event. The diaphanous quality 
of the light beam lends it an ethereal, nonmaterial aura. The fact that it appears to be 
so focused generates a sense that its source is different than the sun since sunlight is 
evenly distributed in the sky. Since the source is hidden, it is associated with the idea 
that the point of emanation must remain concealed and secret or is impossible to be 
seen, all of which are considered to be qualities of God and his peculiar relationship 
to the earthly world.
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In linguistics, semiotics, and iconography, iconicity, as the condition for being iconic, 
suggests a conceived similarity between the form and the specific meaning of a select 
object. This thesis opens questions about the mimetic aspects of architectural forms 
and their copies pertaining simultaneously to intent, execution, and reproduction. 
That sacred artwork, including sacred architecture, can be understood as both a kind 
of spatial icon and an icon of space is a theme advanced in hierotopical studies. This 
chapter suggests that iconicity is important for addressing representational and design 
themes but cannot sufficiently explain the conceptual aspects of Byzantine religious 
architecture. Instead, the architecturally suggestive concept of chôra (χώρα) offers an 
expanded understanding of iconicity and is more adequate in its approach to under-
standing the essence of Byzantine architecture. Originally introduced by Plato, the 
philosophical concept of chôra, as will be shown in this chapter, continually occupied 
Neoplatonists and Byzantine intellectuals, such as Dionysius the Areopagite, Greg-
ory of Nazianzus, John of Damascus, and Theodore Metochites. Hagia Sophia and 
the Church of Christ Chôra as two iconic examples of Constantinopolitan Byzantine 
architecture will be related to contemporaneous thoughts on iconicity and chôra. Yet, 
to properly situate this topic on iconicity and chôra in Byzantine architecture, the 
paper first assesses architectural iconography as currently established in art history 
scholarship and highlights how this scholarship intersects with comparative studies in 
architectural history and theory and with hierotopical studies.

Iconography of Byzantine architecture and legacy of Richard 
Krautheimer’s work

The interpretation of Byzantine sacred architecture, or rather the search for the mean-
ing of Byzantine religious architecture, has relied heavily on the methodological ap-
proaches used in art history, and above all on iconography and iconology. Framed 
by the intellectual discourse of the semiotics rather than by the medieval reasoning 
and practices within their devotional contexts, the major focus of iconographical and 
iconological studies is on the art form and its content.1 Icons are usually identified 
with signs that physically (visually) resemble what they stand for.2 In Byzantine art 
almost without exception icons are equated with religious icons, visual images that 
represent holy figures (such as the Mother of God), sacred events (such as the Bap-
tism of Christ), or holy objects (such as the True Cross). Iconography provides so-
phisticated tools for describing Byzantine icons and interpreting them based on their 
specific content, which recurrently develops from biblical references and the religious 

5 Byzantine architectural form between 
iconicity and chôra
Jelena Bogdanović
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life of the Byzantine-rite church communities. Closely intertwined with iconography, 
iconology—as originally introduced by Aby Warburg, developed by Erwin Panofsky, 
and further promoted by their followers—additionally aims to give meaning to such 
works by examining them through the lenses of social, political, or cultural history.3

Following the incorporation of an iconographic approach within art history, archi-
tectural or spatial iconography became an important method in studies of Byzantine 
architecture mainly because of the epoch-making role of Richard Krautheimer, one of 
the most influential twentieth-century art and architectural historians. Krautheimer 
is commonly considered the creator of “architectural iconography,” due to his two 
pivotal texts, both originally published in 1942, only three years after the publication 
of Panofsky’s book on iconology.4 The article dealing with the iconography of medi-
eval architecture was specifically titled “Introduction to an “Iconography of Mediae-
val Architecture.””5 In this article, Krautheimer investigated the mechanisms for the 
transmission of architectural forms, by focusing on the concept of the original and 
the copy. The second article, “The Carolingian Revival of Early Christian Architec-
ture,” may be dubbed as a text on the iconology of medieval architecture, because in it 
Krautheimer aimed to contextualize the type of specific architectural form transmit-
ted by identifying the critical sociopolitical moments for their historical and cultural 
reception.6

Krautheimer conceived architectural iconography as an analysis of religious ar-
chitecture based on the combination of visual and textual references, whereby forms 
of buildings may be related to their content, or symbolic meanings, culturally de-
fined. By using the iconographical methodology and related notions of iconicity, 
Krautheimer linked an architectural structure, studied as a copy, to its original or 
architectural prototype. His analysis is facilitated by employing three major criteria— 
floor plan, execution, and dedication of the building. Even if the dedication of the 
building is not an architectural criterion in contemporary discourse, he justified all 
selected criteria and related them to visual (material) and immaterial qualities of 
architecture. These criteria were extracted from select medieval texts that discuss 
religious architecture and from actual architectural examples.7 To test his thesis 
for the major prototype of medieval religious architecture, he chose the church of 
the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, because as the most iconic building of the medi-
eval Christian world it was also “copied” many times. He examined architectural 
“copies” of the Holy Sepulchre in Western Europe by looking at both churches and 
baptisteries; two different types of buildings when studied by applying modern ar-
chitectural typology regarding the predominant function of a structure. According 
to Krautheimer, at least until the thirteenth century, these “architectural copies are 
nothing but a villis figuratio [basic configuration, note Jelena Bogdanović], limited to 
a selected number of outstanding elements; their selection is determined by and their 
visual aspect subordinated to the hierarchic order of their religious importance.”8 
Initially interested in the mechanisms of the transmission of architectural forms, he 
ultimately recognized that “the “content” of architecture seems to have been among 
the more important problems in medieval architectural theory; perhaps, indeed, it 
was its most important problem.”9

An intellectual and professional giant, Richard Krautheimer was among the first 
and most influential scholars who effectively extended iconographical studies into ar-
chitecture. The full scope and relevance of his approach to studies of the iconography 
of architecture should be seen in the light of his academic circles and collaborations 
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with other scholars, including Heinrich Wölfflin, Paul Frankl, Erwin Panofsky, and 
Rudolf Wittkower.10 Krautheimer studied with Heinrich Wölfflin, a scholar credited 
for the introduction of formal analysis in art history. Wölfflin originally grounded 
his type of formal analysis and examination of style in architecture and its corpo-
reality.11 Because Wölfflin eventually replaced it with its pictorial treatment and se-
miotics, Krautheimer ultimately distanced himself from Wölfflin’s studies.12 In 1923, 
Krautheimer did his dissertation thesis on mendicant churches in Germany under the 
direction of Paul Frankl. An architect and architectural historian, Frankl remains 
known for his spatial analysis and pedantic systematic methodology based on archi-
tectural typology. Frankl’s work informed Krautheimer’s life-long interest in archi-
tectural typology and the empirical organization of architectural knowledge. In his 
work, Krautheimer focused on two major aspects of architecture: an analysis of ar-
chitectural form and the evaluation of its function. As German-born Jewish scholars, 
Krautheimer and his wife Trude Hess, also an art historian, were forced to emigrate, 
first to Italy in 1933 and then to the United States in 1935. Rudolf Wittkower, another 
Jewish scholar, who likewise eventually emigrated to the United States, taught Renais-
sance and Baroque art and architecture at the Columbia University. In communica-
tion with Wittkower, Krautheimer developed ideas about systematic and typological 
presentation of Early Christian churches in Rome. The detailed architectural analysis 
combined with the archeological, historical, epigraphic, and graphic evidence for each 
of the 78 churches analyzed, resulted in monumental, inspirational, and still highly 
praised corpus.13 Scholarly communication with Wittkower, the author of the famous 
book on the principles of Renaissance architecture, where he singled out centralized 
churches and focused on the dome as a micro and macrocosmic element, though 
not explicitly mentioned by Krautheimer, in my opinion, is also critical for his own 
work on architectural iconography and focus on the role of the dome in Byzantine 
churches.14 After World War II, Krautheimer established particularly strong studies 
of architectural history at the Institute of Fine Arts in New York. In New York, he 
worked alongside other notable émigré scholars whose work he appreciated, including 
Erwin Panofsky, a student of Aby Warburg and a major proponent of iconographical 
and iconological studies. Along with his students, such as Cecil Lee Striker, Thomas 
Mathews, James Morganstern, Slobodan Ćurčić, Dale Kinney, or those influenced by 
his work such as Eugene Kleinbauer, who all held prominent academic positions in 
the United States, and then most of their students as well, these three generations of 
architectural historians promoted and advanced studies of medieval and Byzantine 
architecture as formulated by Krautheimer.

Krautheimer built his approach to architectural history during his education in art 
history and his work as an archeologist on numerous sites, above all in Rome. He was 
not trained as an architect like his mentor Paul Frankl. Regardless, in his studies, 
Krautheimer remained highly sensitive to the difference between the archeological 
and architectural approaches and left many questions related to medieval architec-
tural principles open for further investigations.15 This quality is occasionally lost by 
some of Krautheimer’s followers and scholars of medieval architecture, who remained 
bound to the exclusivity of textual and archeological evidence, habitually looked at 
as the end result of architectural processes and often understood in two-dimensional 
terms. Moreover, Krautheimer’s idea of the prototype and copy in architecture was of-
ten understood too narrowly and rarely additionally examined and theorized.16 Krau-
theimer emphasized that 
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the architect of a medieval copy did not intend to imitate the prototype as it looked 
in reality; he intended to reproduce it typice and figuraliter [by type and symboli-
cally, note Jelena Bogdanović], as a memento of a venerated site and simultane-
ously as a symbol of promised salvation.17 

Catherine Carver McCurrach and Kathryn Blair Moore have recently elaborated that 
by insisting on the exacting mechanical reproduction and visual qualities of architec-
ture, rather than including also the spiritual, experiential, and intellectually active 
recreation of religiously significant structures, the concept of an architectural “copy” 
set subsequent studies of medieval architecture in a somewhat negative framework.18 
Because Krautheimer pointed to the inaccuracy of medieval “copies” of the building 
of the Holy Sepulchre, scholars not only reduced its significance to the level of a com-
mon idea but eventually denied deeper intellectual reasoning behind the creation of 
medieval architecture.

Indeed, Krautheimer insisted on empiricism and positivist studies of architecture, 
something that his students called “inspired empiricism”19 and “atheoretical empiri-
cism.”20 He denied the existence of inherent symbolism and questioned architectural 
theories bound to concepts of aesthetics and the creation of sacred space in Byzantine 
architecture.21 Therefore, he set a research agenda, which is almost dogmatically fol-
lowed by many students of Byzantine architecture, who rarely reexamine Krautheim-
er’s assessment of medieval architecture or his method of architectural iconography. 
Several architects and architectural historians, such as Carver McCurrach and Moore, 
did bring forward a critical assessment of Krautheimer’s architectural iconography 
and suggested ways on how to improve upon it.22 Architect, architectural historian, 
and conservator, Svetlana Popović expanded the architectural iconography, often re-
lated to individual buildings, to the iconography of the entire monastic complexes.23 
Among those who constructively assessed Krautheimer’s architectural iconography is 
also Richard Etlin, an architect and architectural historian, who in his several publica-
tions proposed studies of the iconography of stereotomy, thereby significantly expand-
ing research beyond representational conventions of two-dimensional architectural 
aspects of floor plans and cross-sections.24 Then again, Dale Kinney, herself a student 
of Krautheimer, testifies how Krautheimer discouraged his students to involve with 
“mystical symbolic qualities” of Byzantine architecture.25 In particular, he excluded 
investigations of Neoplatonic philosophy that promoted investigations of aesthetic 
qualities of space above architectural form, as done by Greek architect and theoreti-
cian Panayotis A. Michelis.26 Among alternative approaches to iconographic studies 
and how to analyze the visible in art, which also carries with itself the invisible, French 
scholars and philosophers Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Jean-Luc Marion posited their 
research in anthropology and phenomenology.27 In his work, Russian historian and 
theoretician of art Alexei Lidov, himself originally trained in iconographic studies, 
over time developed an innovative and alternative method of hierotopy, which exam-
ines the creation of sacred spaces both from theoretical and empirical perspectives.28 
In hierotopical studies, sacred space is not only an abstract category or a sacred place 
or location. Rather, it is a combination of the two. As such, sacred space points to a 
historical, dynamic, and evocative locale, both as a setting and a set of events associ-
ated with it. Hierotopy relates to and differs from iconography and phenomenology: it 
does not negate religious mysticism, which is often proclaimed as incompatible with 
purely empirical studies; it allows for the investigations of divine-human reciprocal 
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interactions but remains focused on human-created multisensory forms that designate 
the sacred.29

When Krautheimer introduced the concept of architectural iconography, he ini-
tially looked at it as a methodology to reveal medieval architectural theory; a method 
he hoped will be advanced since he proposed it in 1942.30 By applying his concept to 
specific architectural examples, many scholars reduced the architectural symbolism 
of medieval architecture mostly to the symbolism of a church dome, considered as 
“a culturally specific investment in a neutral form.”31 Krautheimer briefly referenced 
and mostly negated the relevance of the works of intellectuals such as (Pseudo-)Dio-
nysios the Areopagite, Maximos the Confessor, or the Constantinopolitan Patriarch 
Germanos for architectural design.32 Krautheimer’s critical assessment of medieval 
building practices, which he contrasted with the perceived fidelity and accuracy of 
Renaissance and modern architectural practices, implied that some scholars took for 
granted that after the seventh century and before the thirteenth century educated ar-
chitects were supplanted by illiterate masons, with consequences that there was lack 
of architectural theory and, in general, true architecture in the Byzantine context.33 
Yet, we are reminded that Krautheimer distinguished between architects and build-
ers; architects being responsible for church design and builders being those who ac-
tually built select structures. The two may have been occasionally the same person, 
in primary sources often titled “the master builder,” but the two roles of architects 
and builders are not the same and are not necessarily done by the same individual.34 
Moreover, while many typically think that architects design only buildings, architects 
themselves would expand this notion and highlight that they design “spaces that the 
physical structure of a building forms.”35 This architect’s role to design spaces is par-
ticularly highlighted in this chapter.

The relevance of the architectural form and its iconic features in 
Byzantine studies

Despite being the author of the now classical and continually inspiring text Early 
Christian and Byzantine Architecture, Krautheimer maintained that his involvement 
with Byzantine architecture was least developed, thus opening the doors to future 
generations of scholars to continue his initial pursuit.36 The overwhelming authority 
of Richard Krautheimer and his formative work on Byzantine architecture in Ameri-
can, British, and German academia and scholarly spheres of their influence, however, 
resulted in somewhat disheartening abandonment of the more nuanced investigations 
of the architectural theory and more specifically the architectural form in the Byzan-
tine context. The majority of scholars trained in the tradition of Krautheimer’s work 
turned toward iconological studies of medieval architecture positioned in specific 
historical moments and examined through the lenses of sociopolitical and economic 
circumstances of the creation of specific works. By reiterating the typical symbolic 
meanings of Byzantine churches as being heaven on earth or new Jerusalem, research-
ers of Byzantine architecture refocus their work on more contextualized studies of 
individual structures. In the process, the architectural form and its role in the creation 
of sacred architecture remain under-theorized. Among independent but not neces-
sarily mutually exclusive attempts to tackle fundamental questions about the theory 
and aesthetics of Byzantine architecture are those done by Alexei Lidov, Nicoletta 
Isar, Nadine Schibille, and Bissera V. Pentcheva. Lidov initially proposed hierotopy 
as a broad methodology for studying the historical creation of sacred space, based on 
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multidisciplinary research of relics and miraculous icons.37 As it develops, hierotopy 
inevitably includes complex themes of architecture and sacred space, inseparable from 
various related philosophical and ontological layers. Isar reopened the discussion 
about the role of the Neoplatonic concept of chôra (χώρα) in Byzantine accomplish-
ments.38 Her pursuit was followed and advanced by Pentcheva, Lidov, and Dennis, to 
name but a few historians of medieval art. Their opinions and findings occasionally 
confirm but also oppose those reached by philosophers and scholars of religion such as 
Sallis, Derida, Manousakis, Shaw, or philosophers and theoreticians of architecture 
in particular, such as Vesely, Pérez-Gómez, Kagis McEwen, Vidler, Landrum, and 
Tanoulas.39 Schibille reaffirms the intellectual and technical preparation of Byzan-
tine architects and provides a convincing interpretation of Neoplatonic aesthetics of 
Byzantine architecture by examining the concepts of light and wisdom in Constanti-
nopolitan Hagia Sophia, as the case in point.40 Similarly, by focusing predominantly 
on the Hagia Sophia, Pentcheva advances the multisensory and dynamic model of the 
creation of sacred space and nonfigurative elements of its aesthetics.41

In my work, I explain the architectural design of Byzantine churches based on iconic 
microarchitectural forms and in particular on a canopy as an architectural part, a guid-
ing design idea that includes both material and immaterial aspects of architecture.42 
My interpretation of the design of Byzantine church is based on a domed canopy as a 
spatial and diagrammatic architectural unit hierarchically set within a modular, nine–
square grid, rather than the reproducible precise two-dimensional imagery of floor plans, 
as initially proposed as one of the three major criteria for architectural iconography by 
Krautheimer.43 I demonstrate a Byzantine phenomenon of the domed church that its ar-
chitecture and some of the central features of its interior have the same form (Figure 5.1). 
The fine merging of the total design of Byzantine churches within canopies was inclusive 
of their form and associated values. The canopy had an overarching significance of the 
sacred place. Because of its generic form and imagery, it was readily adapted for diverse 
contexts, hence allowing for the multiplicity of individually and culturally constructed 
meanings for the same architectural form. In particular, I elucidate canopy and the space 
it frames as a kind of icon of sacred space in the Byzantine cultural context (Figure 5.2).44

Figure 5.1 I ntegration of various canopies as modular and spatial units within a Byzantine 
church. Drawing: Zhengyang Hua.
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It is in this overarching scholarly network that this paper addresses the meaning 
and form in religious architecture by using the related methods of hierotopy devel-
oped by Lidov and the methods of architectural iconography that emerged ever since 
Krautheimer’s work. Architecture is here understood both as a process and an object, 
inseparable from their mutually inclusive material and immaterial aspects, whereas 
religious structures and installations are considered as predominant means for the 
creation of sacred space they frame. Two particular themes are discussed: iconicity, 
which directly stems from studies of architectural iconography, and chôra, an ancient 
Neoplatonic concept, which remained known to the Byzantine intellectual elite and 
continually inspires scholars of sacred space.

Figure 5.2 V isual representation of a canopy from The Entry of the Ever-Virgin Mary and 
Most Holy Mother of God Theotokos into the Temple (also known as the Pres-
entation of the Mother of God in the Temple and Vavedenije), golden mosaic, a 
domical vault of the axial bay of the inner narthex, Church of the Holy Sav-
ior, Chôra Monastery, Constantinople, modern Istanbul, fourteenth century. 
Photo: author.
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Iconicity of Byzantine architecture within the context of a “spatial icon” 
and “icon of space”

Within the wide-ranging context of iconography and semiotics, iconicity emerges as 
a concept that provides the conceived similarity between the form and specific mean-
ing of the icon commonly understood as a sign and studied as predominantly two- 
dimensional, visual artwork. Iconicity is, therefore, bound to iconic, memorable for-
mal features and visible aspects of an icon. With a prospect that we could examine Byz-
antine architecture as “spatial icons” by using “spatial iconography,” methodological 
tools are essentially based on the approaches of visual and architectural iconography. 
Spatial iconography then can be related to forms and meanings of specific architec-
tural accomplishments, architectural metaphors, and situations of the body in space.

The iconicity of Byzantine architecture additionally raises at least two immanently 
critical issues. One, architecture can be likened to icons. Second, it is possible to liken 
the transmission of architectural form and its meaning to the iconographical interpre-
tation of icons, deeply embedded in textual references, and then by using expanded 
tools of iconology that it is further possible to point to their intertextuality, frequently 
presented to be also chronological.45 In such a principal proposition, the critical 
premise is on the imagistic nature of iconicity46—be it diagrammatic, emblematic, or 
 figurative—even when we extend the visual context of Byzantine religious architecture 
to its spatial, three-dimensional physical qualities, and immaterial but perceptible as-
pects. This proposal additionally implies investigations about the nature of icons in 
architecture as well as relationships between the architectural icon and its prototype.

Scholars are constantly returning to the major question about the nature of icons. 
Alexei Lidov, Charles Barber, Hans Belting, Marie-José Mondzain, Bissera V. 
Pentcheva, Jaś Elsner, Katherine Marsengill, and Michele Bacci shifted their focus 
from examining icons firmly positioned within historical, theological, socioeconomic, 
political, and strictly speaking art historical domains to epistemological questions on 
what an icon is.47 Belting and Lidov particularly examine spatial qualities of various 
icons in space and image-paradigms.48 Belting reestablishes the fact that the medieval 
holy images were not treated as art but as sacred objects. He posits monumental church 
programs essentially as an applied icon theory. The application and use of icons in 
church space are seen as a kind of religious control and vehicle of church power and 
dominance, however. Moving beyond icons as exclusively fixed patterns or flat memo-
rable images that would function as icon-signifiers, but also for multilayered and ho-
listic iconic ideas, inclusive of the lived experience of the faithful, hierotopical studies 
simultaneously moved beyond colonial studies that focus on questions of religion and 
politics as expressions of privileged knowledge and power. In hierotopical systems of 
knowledge, the spatial icon is more than a topos or set of references. Lidov’s concept of 
spatial icons investigates iconic imagery in space or spatial experience of the sacred, 
not only the structured space of sacred icons49 but also the totality of sacred space that 
allows for the interactions between divine and human agency, which can be contem-
plated and perceived.50 Dennis nicely summarized the essence of spatial icons, 

whereby heavenly visions can be created or divine presence projected through 
both the material and immaterial elements of spatial design, whether physical 
icons of divine or saintly figures integral to the space or more ephemeral, sensory 
agents such as light, sound, scent, taste, or the effects of haptic interactions with 
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material forms within the space. In this theological construct, the bodily presence 
and movement of human devotees are interwoven with the divine agency embod-
ied within the space, each presence permeating and interpenetrating the other as 
terrestrial and celestial realities collide in a singular locus.51

Fundamental questions on religious icons reopened more nuanced investigations of 
iconicity, thereby advancing the theoretical and philosophical thinking about Byzantine 
art and architecture. Hence, for example, Bacci and Vladimir Ivanovici focus on corpo-
real iconicity as “visually manifest the sacred either by becoming screens on which it was 
displayed or by revealing it through their transfigured corporeality.”52 In her book on the 
Constantinopolitan cathedral, Pentcheva advances the thesis of architectural iconicity 
in Byzantine culture, which she recognizes as being predominantly nonrepresentational, 
but rather performative including its integrative visual and aural aspects.53 In my work, 
I relate architectural iconicity to the essence of architecture and its interiority simulta-
neously to the inner experience of being and of physical presence inside the religious 
space.54 Iconicity remains related to the space of spatial icons itself that architecture 
articulates, as an image of space, not an image in space. The ontological capacity of icons 
in the Byzantine context based on the incarnational argument and the embodiment of 
divine presence can be related to the framing of sacred space integrated with the sacred 
body within it.55 Such a multilayered construct of spatial icons allows for an inclusive 
understanding of the multidimensionality of the sacred space and body. By focusing 
on spatial, microarchitectural forms, in particular, I investigate their corporeality and 
demonstrate that the human body and the architectural body can be understood as ho-
momorphic entities articulating a variety of spatial icons as a kind of “being-place.”56

“Icon of space” and its prototype

The critical aspect of iconicity, as the property of icons, is the relation between an 
icon and its prototype. Carrying the truth and the essence of the sacred, the icon and 
its prototype may not be necessarily of the same form or any form. This reasoning 
was elaborated by (Pseudo-)Dionysius, a Christian philosopher, whose sixth-century 
preserved texts were influential among the Byzantine intellectual elite and likely in-
fluenced the design of Byzantine ecclesiastical architecture.57 (Pseudo-)Dionysius’ ex-
planation that “the sensible sacred things are the representations of the intelligible 
things” and that “they lead there and show the way to them,”58 point to the reality of 
architecture as being spiritual and conceptual. By extension, this position points to 
the limited level of iconicity of architecture as related to its figurative aspects. Then 
again, the material architectural symbols, often culturally conditioned, are the means 
by which these phenomena are communicated. In his text Concerning the place of God: 
and that the Deity alone is uncircumscribed, St. John of Damascus (676–749), another 
notable thinker and major proponent of the Byzantine use of icons, explained spatial 
dimensions of iconicity.59 Moreover, while an image can be a visual concept that re-
sides in the mental space of the beholder, an icon is where this image is present, and an 
icon is always located in place, he clarified. Krautheimer was extremely sensitive to the 
concept of religious architectural form in his studies. He emphasized that architects 
did not intend to imitate the likeness of the prototype but to reproduce it “typice and 
figuraliter”60 while maintaining “the relation between pattern and symbolical mean-
ing … as being determined by a network of reciprocal half-distinct connotations.”61 I 
further analyzed the mechanisms for the transmission of the architectural form and 
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meaning of the Holy Sepulchre in Byzantium.  I propose the critical role of a par-
ticular architectural form—a canopy and its iconic image of a domed structure with 
columns—in the transmission of the meaning of the Holy Sepulchre and also as a 
guiding architectural design principle for Byzantine-rite churches. In my analysis, the 
emphasis was not on the reproduction of likeness of a given structure of the Holy Se-
pluchre, but rather on the expanded meanings of a variety of sacred structures that 
generic form of a canopy denoted. The prototype for Byzantine church architecture 
is not the Holy Sepulchre, but rather the architecture of the Ark of the Covenant, the 
Tabernacle, and the Temple, as well as the Heavenly Jerusalem, whereas the ultimate 
archetype is divine beauty and perfection toward which humans reach out by using 
various material and immaterial aspects of their creations.63 As these meanings were 
recharged within the dynamics of various rites performed within religious structures, 
performative and rhetorical capacities of specific settings become dominant for the 
meaning of Byzantine and Byzantine-inspired religious architecture.

Neoplatonic reasoning and Byzantine architecture understood as a 
“spatial icon” and “icon of space”

When examined through the lenses of Byzantine religious architecture, Neoplatonic 
concepts become prominent. Moreover, while architectural iconography usually re-
jects Neoplatonic reasoning as being mysterious and mystical, and therefore not lend-
ing itself to empirical positivist studies, it remains applicable within hierotopy. Deriving 
particularly from the theme of the hierarchy of (Pseudo-)Dionysius, several crucial 
topics can be related to icons and more specifically architectural “spatial icons”—the 
method for interpretation of visual symbols and their roles; their hierarchical organi-
zation; and the threefold process of the making of spatial icons.64

The major “iconic” theme is related to symbols and their applicability to Byzantine 
architecture. Credited for the introduction of symbols into philosophical discussions, 
(Pseudo-)Dionysius’ explanation of symbols is highly relevant to the iconicity of ar-
chitecture. According to (Pseudo-)Dionysius, symbols are epistemological means that 
facilitate reaching out toward the inexpressible knowledge of God beyond being. He 
places them within symbolic theology at the intersection of what he terms kataphatic 
and apophatic reasoning about what God is and what God is not. By definition, sym-
bols link various concepts and experiences, take various forms (icons), and imply mul-
tiple levels of meanings. Therefore, in such contexts, architectural iconography implies 
multiple meanings rather than a single, definite reading of a given form. Additionally, 
iconic features of architecture may stand for not only what they represent but also 
something else, including the unrepresentable.65 Symbols provide a high evocative po-
tential of iconic elements of Byzantine architecture including its material elements, 
such as domes or columns, as usually studied within architectural iconography, and 
also the immaterial aspects of space that the material envelope frames and denotes, 
such as light or sound. Furthermore, (Pseudo-)Dionysius arranges the nine kinds of an-
gels into three threefold groups circling around God and organized from up to down-
ward. As mediators, angels, symbols themselves, are never incarnate and are truly 
immaterial, even if represented in humanoid and material forms. (Pseudo-)Dionysius 
explains their role as being replete with an architectural process for their “geometric 
and architectural equipment has to do with their activity in founding, building, and 
bringing to completion, in fact, they have to do with everything connected with the 
providence which uplifts and returns their subordinates.”66 The rotational motility 

62
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of angels that are simultaneously icons and symbols themselves is akin to Christo-
logical concept of perichoresis (περιχώρησις), rhythmic, circumambient, permeating, 
and reciprocal movement unique to the Christian Godhead.67 Dennis recognizes the 
image of the whirling cross-in-circle as an icon of the Holy Trinity in perichoretic 
movement critical for the baptismal liturgy and “metaphor for the construction of 
baptismal space, where human bodies in rotational, processional movement around 
the font and within an imagined temporal and spatial divide imitated the swirling, 
interpenetrative movement of the Godhead.”68 Similarly, by revisiting the Neoplatonic 
concepts, Pentcheva suggests that the pattern of the cross-in-circle inspired visual de-
signs of church domes and vaults and the radiant spherical void of the Hagia Sophia 
reenacted within the liturgical performances within.69 This critical role of symbols to 
dynamically denote the divine presence with the humanmade creations through both 
material and immaterial aspects of architecture overlaps with the inclusive and multi-
directional hierotopical investigations of spatial icons.

The theme of hierarchy and geometric approach is observable in the hierarchical 
structural design of the church buildings and the geometric design system of Byzantine 
churches. The Neoplatonic concept of triplets, which derives from a threefold system of 
nine angelic orders offered by (Pseudo-)Dionysius, I argue, is related to the nine–square 
modular grid articulated by a centrally placed canopied unit, including typical cross-
in-square Byzantine church and its variants.70 Moreover, Byzantine churches with cen-
tralized, compact shapes and domical forms of their constituent elements also respond 
to (Pseudo-)Dionysian concept of “all-inclusive” hierarchy as “a radiant display that 
reaches out from God throughout the whole of the created order and draws it back into 
union with him.”71 Two critical and most consistent elements of Byzantine churches, the 
church core and the altar space are usually harmonized by being architecturally framed 
by canopy-like structures of different scales and nested inside each other. The Byzantines 
even used the same architectural prototypes to define the church building and the altar 
canopy.72 By using the latest digital technology that currently allows the highest precision 
for the analysis of architecture as it was built and designed, a team of architects and ex-
perts in computation demonstrated that medieval architects used Platonic forms of circle 
and triangle for proportionally derived design of Byzantine-rite churches Studenica, Žiča 
and Gradac, whereby the decisive and fixed spots were related to the placement of the 
altar table in the sanctuary and the center of the dome.73 The sophisticated geometric 
proportional schemas were observed both in the floor plan and elevation and point to the 
architectural, three-dimensional understanding of space. The three-partite division of 
the Byzantine church interior as already observed in terms of the hierarchical placement 
of images on the church walls, or icons in space, responds to the three-partite structural 
and volumetric architectural design.74 The sacred space of a church was arranged fol-
lowing hierarchical-cosmic ordering of the Christian universe; a topographical system 
in which the church became an image of the earthly life of Christ (God-incarnate); and 
a liturgical-chronological scheme in which some religious images were arranged on the 
wall surfaces in the sequence of church festivals.75 Such integration of the structural form 
and its surface points to highly sophisticated tectonics of Byzantine church design.

Focusing on medieval architecture, I further propose that a Neoplatonic threefold 
process was used in the creation of sacred space in the Byzantine cultural context.76 
First, an idea forms in the mind of an architect. Second, the idea acquires its form and 
materialization in the material world through total design. Third, the idea is ultimately 
dematerialized as the beholder moves toward the spiritual realm through the experience 
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of space. It is in this second phase of the architectural process that architectural form 
and iconicity play a critical role. Thus, the architectural form and its iconicity emerge 
as important, potent, and multivalent, but intermediary aspects of architectural design. 
In other words, contrary to empiricist approaches, the visible itself does not represent 
the epistemological basis for understanding architecture, its spatiality, and meaning, 
yet it is a strong departure point for understanding the world beyond the visible realm.77 
Vital dimensions of the sacred place and memory of sacred events articulated by the ar-
chitectural frame condition iconic perceptions of the sacred through divine and human 
agency, comprehended by intellect and experienced by senses. As already investigated 
elsewhere, visuality was among the most critical aspects of iconic perception that indeed 
“depended on a chain of interrelated and coordinated stimuli expressed through form, 
medium, and complex spatial arrangements, inclusive of light, color, sound, tactile, and 
haptic qualities, or bodily movements.”78 Analyzed in that framework, iconicity remains 
a critical aspect that enables us to imagine beyond the visible but cannot provide an 
inclusive nor conclusive understanding of the architectural form and spatiality in archi-
tecture. Likewise, architectural practitioners and theoreticians confirm the untranslat-
ability of iconicity,79 as (Pseudo-)Dionysius initially suggested within the discussion of 
symbols. Moreover, we are reminded that in iconographic studies, architecture inevi-
tably remains suspended between the image and context. Furthermore, while neither 
can fully articulate and explain architectural accomplishments, they remain critical in 
the making and reception of architecture. The fine balance between the image and text, 
visual and verbal, allows for the articulation of these processes but does not explain the 
core meaning of architecture as a “spatial icon” and “icon of space.”

Antimimetic aspects of the Byzantine architectural form

Carver McCurrach highlights how architectural iconography allowed Krautheimer 
“to articulate a methodology that added a dimension to architectural analysis, freeing 
it from constraints of textual evidence and mimesis, and allowing for a multivalent 
reading of plan, forms, and space.”80 Scholars who cannot support themes of design 
with contemporaneous medieval texts, as Renaissance architects and theoreticians ar-
ticulated them, often dismiss the existence of architectural design in a medieval con-
text, yet perhaps too early.81 As Carver McCurrach additionally elaborates, 

the ability of a structure to evoke another space or site conceptually through a mode 
of open signification freed the study of medieval architecture from … Renaissance 
notions of specific architectural mimesis. Moreover, the focus on structure itself 
as the bearer of meaning, and the demonstration of how iconographic work can be 
conducted in the virtual absence of texts, enabled architectural historians to move 
beyond the conservative confines of formal description classification as an end 
goal. … the evocation of another structure can only be accomplished through the 
specificity of concrete forms and their particular contextualizing arrangement.82

In my research, I too highlight the shortcomings of the iconographic approach that in-
sists on a singular reading or rather the singular meaning of architecture and the role of 
iconography in ordering the architectural knowledge.83 The methodological potentials 
of hierotopy that allow for the multiplicity of meanings and investigations of architec-
ture as an image dependent on visual physical properties are vital. The assumption that 
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buildings are means of conveying meaning is not new. By focusing on the architectural 
form, we may successfully use iconographical approaches to give meaning to specific ac-
complishments. The iconic Byzantine church and the cathedral of Constantinople, the 
domed basilica of Hagia Sophia, may be the case in point. The church of Hagia Sophia 
conveys the meaning of “Heaven on Earth” as the dome represents the heavenly realm 
and the box-like basilica, the earthly realm. Yet, Maximus the Confessor (ca. 580–622) 
and Germanos Patriarch of Constantinople (d. 733) likened the church to the image 
of the universe composed of both invisible and visible entities, of both an incorporeal 
intelligent realm and a corporeal world of senses.84 Moreover, due to the complexity of 
architecture as both an immaterial process and material object, architectural meanings 
cannot be simply likened to the process of decoding by “reading” specific forms—a 
dome or an oblong-planned box-like basilica, as in the case of Hagia Sophia. Architec-
tural meanings change from the conception of the structure through its construction, 
and then various interpretations, as both the intention of the creator(s)—architects and 
donors—and the meaning comprehended by the interpreters—churchgoers, pilgrims, 
visitors, and other beholders—may change in the process. Addressing questions of ar-
chitectural formalism, William Whyte proposed that instead of “reading” architecture 
it is more appropriate to speak of various “translations” or series of transpositions of 
meanings related to each of the media (images, sound, light, and construction), which 
are used to organize an architectural structure.85 By engaging with Neoplatonic as-
pects of architecture, Alberto Pérez-Gómez argues that the work of architecture is not 
a passive bearer of meaning but that architecture allows meaning to present itself, and 
therefore, the representative power of architecture cannot be reduced to a copy, as sug-
gested in iconographical studies and semiotics.86

Hierotopy most closely merges the tools of iconography and other methods for search-
ing for the meaning of sacred space through a series of meaningful relations between 
created sacred spaces, whether specific buildings or their larger settings, on one hand, 
and creators and users of such sacred spaces, understood as their potential interpreters, 
on the other hand. In hierotopy, meanings are derived from the relations between the 
physical objects, which gain their significance also through nonphysical aspects of built 
structures as well as from the relations between the physical objects and human partic-
ipants that involve the changing dynamics of the rituals, or rather the performative and 
rhetorical dimensions of specific settings when they are in use. Hence, Hagia Sophia 
becomes a “spatial icon” of the holy land when pilgrims venerated the miraculous icon 
of the Mother of God or the relics of the True Cross displayed in the church.87 It also 
becomes the icon of Jerusalem and Rome, when, for example, the chains of St. Peter 
were displayed for veneration. Then again, it emerges as the space of primordial creation 
and the parting of heavens, earth, and waters as described in Genesis when the priest 
delivered the words of God from the ambo.88 The ambo of Hagia Sophia was originally 
set within the church nave as a mountain-tower. Its raised platform, from which the 
priest would perform the segments of the Cathedral service, enhanced the acoustics and 
visibility. As it was set in the midair—below the glittering golden dome, representing the 
heavens, and the floor covered in Prokonessian marble with veins, which the Byzantines 
likened to the sea—the service from the ambo evoked various sacred meanings. Numer-
ous meanings arise from the specific place-making based on the establishment of other 
evocative relations between the sacred space of the church and its users in specific his-
torical or ritual contexts, hence, challenging the static, conventional assumptions about 
the uniform symbolic meaning of Byzantine domed churches. Moreover, as the some-
what relaxed use of select elements of any given architectural form does not necessarily 



Byzantine architectural form 105

demand a single interpretation, hierotopical studies escape the positivist attempts to 
structure and order knowledge into neatly defined categories.

Iconicity allows for nonverbal expressiveness and description of the otherwise in-
accessible absolute qualities of the sacred but remains strongly bound to its imagis-
tic iconic nature. Simultaneously, the plurality of evocative meanings and relations 
in various contexts of the same building, as here highlighted in the space of Hagia 
Sophia, emphasizes the critical feature of iconicity in that while it presupposes mate-
riality and is critical in place-making, it does not necessarily imply emulation of the 
physical world.89 Within the religious context and spatial thinking, iconicity, strongly 
related to both form and meaning,90 cannot be separated from its ontological nature 
and the notion of creation, in contrast to life-less, mechanical reproduction or disen-
gaged perception.91 Therefore, the basic but essentially low level of realistic likeness 
characterizes the iconicity of Byzantine architecture.

The Byzantines and those who followed their concepts of sacred space employed vari-
ous microarchitectural forms to frame singular experiences of the sacred and to commu-
nicate a multiplicity of sacred meanings to the beholders within extensive performative 
networks of various devotional practices and liturgical and paraliturgical services in 
Byzantine- rite churches.92 Broadly based on a canopy as an architectural parti, domed 
church buildings took the developed forms and meanings of the major features and fur-
nishings of the church interiors. In this ingenious solution of the nesting of canopies within 
the church sacred space, canopy as an architectural structure became a powerful signifier 
for the communication and interconnection between the interior and outer worlds, on 
both metaphysical and more literal, physical levels. A canopy frame for both the church 
and its furnishings facilitated a link between the two worlds, in one case seen from the in-
side, in the other from the outside (Figures 5.2 and 5.3). The Byzantine church centered on 
the microarchitecture of canopies, as structures assembled by a minimal number of basic 
architectural elements to convey the sense of framed and specified space, allowed for the 
expansion of their scale beyond a microscale based on human size to include a macroscale 
relative to the space in which they are found and which they denote.93

Figure 5.3 C anopies as modular and spatial units within a Byzantine church interior, 
showing a relationship between the altar canopy and canopied church furnish-
ings and the domed canopy of the church structure. Drawing: Zhengyang Hua.
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An iconicity is a critical tool in the transposition of various meanings of individual 
architectural accomplishments in denoting accomplishments of the same or different 
types and scales in a particular spatial network. An individual church or its memorable 
architectural elements, such as an ambo, visually and spatially could denote the same or 
different type of a setting—another ambo but also a tomb or a tower depending on the 
given expanded context of the service and the setting. Furthermore, a church with its 
memorable architectural elements within a given service could denote entire architec-
tural frameworks on different scales, for example, cities or essentially unbuilt or unbuild-
able environments such as Jerusalem, the Holy Land or Heavenly Jerusalem. The spatial 
relations between the beholders and “spatial icons” of monumental scale are particularly 
complex, having in mind the changing beholders’ perceptions once in front of them, such 
as when in front of a church or an ambo, or within them, such as when inside the church. 
Memorable, even if generic the generative form of a canopy as a kind of diagrammatic 
spatial icon that simultaneously allows freedom to convey the multiplicity of meanings, 
again, transpires as a critical architectural feature in Byzantine cultural context.94

Interconnectivity of representational and conceptual themes of 
Byzantine architecture: iconicity, hypodochē, and chôra

Particularly important are pictorial, imagistic phases that precede figuration and the 
mechanisms that the architects and artists cultivate as formless ideas descend into the 
world of form and matter. Alexei Lidov, Georges Didi-Huberman, Paul Vanderbroeck, 
Barbara Baert, Bissera V. Pentcheva, Iakovos Potamianos, Andrzej Piotrowski, and my-
self, each in our own way reflect upon these aspects of iconicity.95 Trained as practicing 
architects and architectural historians and therefore interested predominantly in archi-
tectural themes, in our work, Potamianos, Piotrowski, and I especially examine aspects 
of figurative and nonfigurative modes of representation.96 Piotrowski nicely summarizes 
figurative representation as a form related to an entity known from the physical world or 
associated with culturally recognized interpretation, whereas nonfigurative representa-
tion establishes relationships between material forms and visual phenomena without 
resorting to specific figures.97 Potamianos highlights the technical and aesthetic design 
principles that allowed the Byzantines to articulate space, originally invisible, formless, 
and devoid of character so as to become intelligible and perceptible in their churches.98 
Working independently, all three of us highlight the relevance of Neoplatonic concepts 
replete with the concepts of framing the formless matter such as water or formless energy 
such as light or sound. In our research, we are going well beyond generic statements that 
Byzantines tried to create the sense of supranatural and divine by manipulating light by 
using domes in their religious architecture. For example, in my work on phiale, archi-
tectural installations for holy water fonts, I demonstrate how the formless matter of the 
living holy water receives its shape and meaning of creation and life through the orches-
trated use of the architectural installation and sacred rites.99 The phiale, usually located 
outside of the church building and taking its reduced form, becomes a spatial icon of the 
church itself, understood both as a structure and community (Figure 5.4). 

As I further show in my work, iconicity remains predominantly related to the iconic 
visual aspects of architecture, yet the expressiveness of three-dimensional structure 
of architecture should be related additionally to plasticity, both literally understood 
as well as understood among architects as the quality of the architecture of being 
adaptable to changes in the environment or different contexts and locations.100 This 
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holistic phenomenon again can be related to the Neoplatonic concept of plasticity as 
one of the aspects of hypodochē (υποδοχή, literally receptacle, site, but also reception), 
a kind of space-time continuum, as well as to hieroplastic space, in which spiritual 
phenomena are visually and sensory presented as fragmented traces of theophany.101 
Especially important is the philosophically and architecturally suggestive concept of 
the presignified elusive state of hypodochē that lacks any form, which is known as chôra 
(χώρα), introduced by Plato in his Timaeus for the first time and occasionally used in-
terchangeably with hypodochē.102

In Timaeus, Plato presents a philosophical, teleological construct about the formation 
of the universe as being created by the Demiurge.103 Timaeus opens the discourse on the 
primordial event of making by distinguishing between what always is and never becomes 

Figure 5.4  Phiale (a canopied installation for the blessed water) and the katholikon (princi-
pal church) of the Great Lavra Monastery, Mt. Athos. The Great Lavra Monas-
tery was founded in 963. The current installation of the phiale post- Byzantine, 
assembled of spolia, some of which can be dated to the eleventh century. Photo: 
Nebojša Stanković.
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and what becomes and never is, essentially by identifying and juxtaposing two distinct 
concepts of “being” and “becoming” (27d). The Platonic “being” is noetic. Belonging to 
the realm of ideas, from which the creator draws ideal patterns, the “being” is the abso-
lute “model,” eternal, unchangeable, nonmaterial, nonspatial, invisible, beyond space 
and time. In contrast, “becoming” is open to opinion; it is perceptible. Belonging to the 
realm of the physical world, “becoming” is ephemeral, changeable, and open to interpre-
tations. As the creator’s challenge lies in the making of an image of the model as an ab-
solute that Timaeus names the “living thing (itself),” the image of the model, as a kind of 
a “copy” and the process of “becoming” is perceptible, visible, and material, and there-
fore, presuppose a spatial field.104 Hence, Timaeus introduces the “third kind” (48e); he 
initially names the “receptacle (hypodochē, υποδοχή) of all becoming” (49a). The term 
hypodochē (υποδοχή) is often translated both as a “receptacle, container” but includes the 
notion of “reception” or situation of “receptivity,” suggesting a kind of spatiotemporal 
construal.105 As Landrum highlights, “hypodochē is critical for every creative act, for it 
is ‘that in which all the elements are always coming to be, making their appearance, and 
again vanishing’” (49e).106 Timaeus likens hypodochē to various artifacts, agencies, and 
mediums: to a lump of gold (50a4–b5); to a mirror (that receives the likeness of objects 
and gives back images to them 71b, 46a); a mixing bowl (krater that receives the elements 
that the Demiurge mixes 41d); a mother (who receives and nurtures the father’s seed 
of their child 50d); a winnowing fan (that receives, shakes, separates, and disperses the 
grain 52e–53a); an odorless liquid (that receives any scent for the making of perfume 50e); 
and a neutral plastic substance (such as wax that receives impressions 50d).

After summarizing the three kinds: “being,” “becoming,” and “the receptacle (hy-
podochē) of becoming,” Timaeus supplants the term receptacle (hypodochē, υποδοχή) 
with that of chôra (χώρα), which “provides room for all things that have birth,” itself 
being apprehensible only in traces by a kind of derivative, dream-like reasoning that 
what exists must be somewhere and take up some space [χώραν τινά] (52a–d).107 Yet, 
chôra, as Timaeus reasons, remains highly ambiguous, difficult, obscure, partaking in 
both intelligible and sensory, material and immaterial, spatial and temporal. Chôra is 
the spatiotemporal receptacle of all becoming the recipient of all impressions and that 
which is “eternal and indestructible, providing a seat for all created things (σώματα, 
sômata, bodies)” (49a–52b, citation 50b). Paradoxically, the lack of formal qualities of 
chora is a condition for revealing them; therefore, the meaning of chôra is derived from 
the forms of which it is entirely lacking.108 Understood as an ultimate totality, both 
space and activity, it is ultimately untranslatable and assumes the attributes of hypo-
dochē, some of which are critical for contemplating creative processes and architec-
tural space as further theorized by Neoplatonists, including (Pseudo-)Dionysius. For 
example, space is not void; light and wisdom precondition its geometric structuring.109 
Like Plato’s Timaeus, (Pseudo-)Dionysius speaks of mirrors “reflecting the glow of 
primordial light and indeed of God himself,” and angels, symbols themselves, who 
“as mediators between God and humans, are mirrored in which the image of God is 
reflected.”110 The plastic substance and the feature of plasticity, as arguably the neces-
sary formal characteristic of chôra for its role for enabling and situating becoming,111 is 
also developed in the (Pseudo-)Dionysius’ concept of hieroplastia.112

The concept of chôra has captured the attention of architectural practitioners and 
theoreticians interested in the concepts of space and making, the communicative role 
of architecture, and how it can reconcile various levels of reality.113 Architect and the-
oretician Dalibor Vesely initiated investigations about various modes of representa-
tion in architecture and how these expose the divided ontological and epistemological 
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conditions for contextualizing space in architecture.114 The relationship of what he 
termed the “latent world” of architecture to its visible articulation is based on their 
ontological difference, recurrently described through concepts of being and becoming. 
According to Vesely, the visible conveys a kind of knowledge of the prereflective levels 
of articulation that simultaneously obscures the epistemological value of the visible. 
Combining the ontological aspects of architectural space with phenomenological ap-
proaches, Vesely’s student Alberto Pérez-Gómez turns to Neoplatonic investigations of 
the absolute that cannot be contemplated directly but rather has to be experienced as a 
kind of reflection in the mirror. Realizing that dualism and dichotomy cannot explain 
architectural phenomena and that they were never there in Plato’s creation story,115 
Pérez-Gómez posits that through his concept of chôra Plato is describing the space of 
human creation and participation, where chôra is a distinct reality, both cosmic and 
abstract space, to be apprehended in the crossing of being and becoming.116 In archi-
tecture, the concept of chôra undermines the distinction between the contained space 
and material container and points to the realm that exists beyond the linguistic identity 
of being and becoming, beyond language and culture, while at the same time making 
them possible.117 Moreover, Pérez-Gómez suggests that chôra can be related to para-
digmatic architecture whereby the architecture as an “embodying wisdom” represents 
a space-matter entity that allows such an experience and is simultaneously a means 
of the presentification of the chôra, not the datum of the original experience or epiph-
any, but rather full realization of the creation and development through the bodily and 
mindful immersion.118 Pérez-Gómez’s student Indra Kagis McEwen reaches back to 
space-making and Daedalus’ Labyrinth and its chóros, a dancing floor and cognate of 
chôra, whose realm, image, and the measure was defined by Ariadne’s dance and an act 
of weaving.119 In their work, Vesely, Pérez-Gómez, and Kagis McEwen do not theorize 
chôra in the Byzantine context, however, even if we know that the concept of chôra 
continually occupied Neoplatonists and Byzantine intellectuals, such as (Pseudo-)Dio-
nysius, Gregory of Nazianzus, John of Damascus, and Theodore Metochites.120

Tanoulas and Potamianos accurately read Timeaus, its terminology, and concepts as 
relevant to architecture and, in particular, to Byzantine architecture. Through its con-
cept of the Demiurge, the Creator, Timaeus inspired early Christian thought and was 
the main source for understanding space at least until the mid-twelfth century.121 Don-
ald Zeyl summarizes the metaphysical scheme of the Timaeus (50c7–d4 and 52a1–b5)  
as follows: (i) the eternal and unchanging forms, the “model,” or “father”; (ii) the cop-
ies of the model or “offspring” of the father and the mother; and (iii) the receptacle, 
or “mother.”122 The three-partite metaphysical construct was appealing to Christian 
Neoplatonists by combining references from the Psalms that likened Jesus Christ to ἡ 
χώρα τῶν ζώντων (the chôra of the living) and the Mother of God to ἡ χώρα τοῦ ἀχωρήτου 
(the chôra of a-chôra).123 As one of the epithets of the Mother of God in the Akathistos 
hymn, the chôra of the a-chôra was formulated by the sixth century, and at least by the 
fourth century also referenced the Incarnation and Logos Incarnate.124 Isar also ana-
lyzes the concept of chôra within the incarnational discourse and its relevance to the 
church practices.125 I agree with her argument that the modern distinction between the 
container and contained as used since the nineteenth century in the discourse about 
chôra should be removed because of untranslatability and impossibility to include 
all the spatial depths that the chôra and its related terminology carries.126 Isar posits 
that chôra is the womb and receptacle in which the creation takes place, yet as chôra 
precedes creation is formless and invisible; chôra is also the space in the making, and 
in between, it partakes both the intelligible and phenomenal bodies but retains neither 
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of them. Hence, chôra in a Christian context is not a mere physical extension of space, 
but a living body of liturgical performative experience. Tanoulas convincingly shows 
that phrase ἡ χώρα τοῦ ἀχωρήτου, as a reference to Sion and indirectly to the Mother of 
God, emerges in the commentaries on the Psalms by Eusebius of Caesarea (263–339) 
who uses two terms χώρα and δοχείον (docheíon, container); the latter is a synonym 
for υποδοχή (hypodochē) as used in Timaeus, as a supplementary to chôra.127 In other 
words, chôra is a spatiotemporal realm from which docheíon, the material body (of 
Christ) is born; it is chora in function, filled with bodies (σώματα, sômata), which can-
not exist outside space as elucidated in Timaeus. I agree with Tanoulas that even if 
used interchangeably, chôra and hypodochē are not the same.128 Chôra is the totality 
that cannot be grasped by visual terms, whereas the receptacle (υποδοχή, hypodochē) 
is chôra filled with matter of sensible beings, the matter that changes perpetually, and 
therefore can be grasped in terms of imagery and narrative.129

Tanoulas demonstrates that the members of the Byzantine intellectual elite, includ-
ing Theodore Metochites, a fourteenth-century highly eloquent statesman, philoso-
pher, poet, and patron of the arts, applied the term chôra as it originated in Plato’s 
Timaeus.130 Theodore Metochites extensively used the term chôra in his writings, 
but also in the mosaics that decorated the interior space of his major foundation, the 
Church of Christ Savior in Chôra in Constantinople (ca. 1316–1320/21).131 By mak-
ing close parallels between Neoplatonic and Judeo-Christian texts that discuss chora, 
Tanoulas additionally demonstrates that in the Church of Chôra in Constantinople, 
Metochites effectively communicated the imagery of chôra or rather its cognate hypo-
dochē as it was enriched in its Christological and incarnational argument. Namely, four 
mosaics in the church bear inscriptions that reference chora: two in relation to Jesus 
Christ, Ἰ(ησοῦ)ς Χ(ριστό)ς | ἡ χώρα τῶν ζώντων / “Jesus Christ, the chôra of the living” 
and two in relation to Mother of God, Μ(ήτ)ηρ Θ(εο)ῦ ἡ χώρα τοῦ ἀχωρήτου/“Mother of 
God, the dwelling-place (chôra) of the a- chôra” (Figures 5.5–5.7).132

Figure 5.5  Christ Pantokrator with the inscription: Ἰ(ησοῦ)ς Χ(ριστό)ς | ἡ χώρα τῶν ζώντων /  
“Jesus Christ, chora of the living,” golden mosaic, lunette above the central 
doors of the outer narthex, Church of the Holy Savior, Chôra Monastery, Con-
stantinople, modern Istanbul, fourteenth century. Photo: author.
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Figure 5.6  Christ Pantokrator and then within the donor composition, golden mosaic, the 
central doors of the inner narthex, Church of the Holy Savior, Chôra Monas-
tery, Constantinople, modern Istanbul, fourteenth century. Photo: author.

Images of “Jesus Christ, the chôra of the living,” first within the massive representa-
tion of Christ Pantokrator and then within the donor composition, are located in the 
outer and inner narthexes, above the central doors (Figures 5.5 and 5.6). Each time fac-
ing beholders as they approach the central core, the nave of the church, these images 
of “Jesus Christ, the chôra of the living” mark the major thresholds within the sacred 
space of the church. Tanoulas suggests that this is Christianized chôra of the living, 
essentially rooted in the Platonic concept of utopia in the afterlife.133

Images and concept of the Mother of God as the chôra are seemingly more complex 
conceptually, as elaborated by Isar, who recognizes chôra not only as of the Christianized 
version of the Mother, one of the three kinds in Plato’s Timaeus but also a space of par-
ticipation and a living body of liturgical experience.134 Two mosaic icons of the Mother of 
God inscribed as the chôra are preserved in the Constantinopolitan monastery of Christ 
the Chôra. One is of the Blachernitissa type, showing the Mother of God in orans, in pray-
ing position with Christ Emmanuel upon her bosoms (Figure 5.7). The Mother of God 
and Christ Child are facing east and the image of Christ Chôra in the outer narthex. They 
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are also seen on the way out of the church proper, hence marking its threshold to the outer 
world. The other icon is of the Hodegetria type is part of the templon screen and is mark-
ing the threshold to the sanctuary, the holiest place within the church proper (Figure 5.8).

Ousterhout relates the image of the Virgin (Mother of God) to the Chôra as repre-
sented in Metochites’ foundation by following Krautheimer’s methodology of archi-
tectural iconography.135 He first examines the dedication of the monastery and the 
church to Christ and the Virgin of Chôra. Then, he focuses on the Blachernitissa type 
and relates the images of the Virgin as Chôra to the symbolism of containment and 
enriched by the narrative from religious literature. In particular, he relates the iconic 
image of the Mother of God Blachernitissa to the narrative scenes of the narthexes, 
the themes extracted from Byzantine hymnography by John of Damascus, Cosmas of 
Jerusalem, Joseph the Hymnographer, and Theophanes Graptos. The four hymnogra-
phers are depicted in the Constantinopolitan Church of Chôra. Like other Byzantine 
hymnographers such as Cyril of Alexandria or Andrew of Crete, they use chôra and its 
derivative terms as an epithet of the Mother of God, most often in its meaning as the 
container, vessel, dwelling, and space of the divine Logos. Finally, following Demus’ 
approach as to how icons structure space, Ousterhout highlights the third relationship 
between the image of the Virgin to its setting in the building: the image above the 
actual doors in the church and its mosaic facing west as if to suggest the view from 
within the church outward. The placement of icons in the church reinforces the spatial 
concept of the Virgin of the Chôra as the sacred space of the living church. Tanoulas 
additionally suggests its Christianized meaning of the utopia on earth and paradise 
regained thought of the incarnational argument.136

I agree with Tanoulas, who recognizes that chôra of the Mother of God, the chôra 
of a-chôra here in the context of the Chôra Church is essentially the receptacle, the 
hypodochē.137 The Mother of God, the chôra of a-chôra of the Blachernitissa type is 

Figure 5.7 V irgin Blachernitissa and Angels with the inscription: Μ(ήτ)ηρ Θ(εο)ῦ ἡ χώρα 
τοῦ ἀχωρήτου / “Mother of God, the chora of the a-chôra,” golden mosaic, lu-
nette of the northern canopied bay of the outer narthex, Church of the Holy 
Savior, Chôra Monastery, Constantinople, modern Istanbul, fourteenth cen-
tury. Photo: author. 
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Figure 5.8  Proskynetarion icon of the Mother of God with Christ Child framed by a marble 
canopy frame. Church of the Holy Savior, Chôra Monastery, Constantinople,  
modern Istanbul, fourteenth century. Photo: Nebojša Stanković.

especially telling in terms of its relations to chôra and hypodochē. The Blachernitissa 
image carries toponymic reference to the now lost miraculous icon of the Mother of 
God, which was originally kept in the Church of the Mother of God in the Blachernae 
district in Constantinople. The miraculous icon was the sacred palladium of Con-
stantinople and protected the city in times of siege and need.138 Ceremonially carried 
along the city walls, the icon defined the sacred, “indestructible” space of the city and 
the Christian empire. Of relevance is that the original miraculous icon of the Mother 
of God Blachernitissa was presumably made of wax (see wax as an aspect of chôra, 
hypodochē)139 mixed with ashes of Christian martyrs.

This particular icon of the Mother of God is also known as Platytéra (from Πλατυτέρα 
των Ουρανών, “Wider than Universe”) because it shows the Creator of the Universe in 
her womb. Evoking its name and image, the icon alludes to the original creation and the 
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paradoxical spatial depth of the chôra, which is beyond space. The Mother of God is 
shown in prayer position with Christ Emmanuel (“God is with us,” cf. Isaiah 7:14)140 in a 
roundel upon her bosoms. The image points to the very moment of Christ’s conception. 
Christ Child is shown in an aureole, a golden circle of light and brightness (see also 
gold as an aspect of chôra, hypodochē).141 Investigating the icon as chôra, Lidov clarified 
the golden backgrounds of Byzantine icons because they negate the image-viewer op-
position, therefore suggesting that the image produced in space precedes the pictorial 
plane.142 Moreover, the Mother of God and Christ Child are here shown between two 
flying angels. Surrounded by angels, symbols themselves that facilitate two-directional 
communication between the divinely and earthly realms,143 the Mother of God assumes 
the role of Plato’s “third kind,” while with the Christ Child together the meaning of the 
Being becoming. The image of Mother of God with Christ Child ἡ χώρα τοῦ ἀχωρήτου 
provides a Platonic parallel to understanding Incarnation as the Being (ultimate model, 
archetype, which is eternal, unchanging, formless, beyond time and space, the “living 
thing itself,” the “Father”) becoming the sensible (visible) and material, physical “copy” 
of the model, of “Mother” and “Father” by means of becoming.

The second mosaic icon of the Mother of God, the chôra of the a-chôra is in the nave, 
the central part of the church. The icon is of the Hodegetria type (from Ὁδηγήτρια, 
“She who points the Way”), one of the most popular images of the Mother of God 
and Christ Child in the Byzantine cultural context. At least from the twelfth to the fif-
teenth centuries, the miraculous Hodegetria icon was ceremonially carried through 
the streets and markets of Constantinople to perform miracles every Tuesday.144 The 
focal point of the Hodegetria’s miraculous performance was when the icon and its 
bearer were moved in a circle up in the air. Lidov studied the Hodegetria as the bearer 
of sacred space and highlighted the miraculous “flying” performance as the spatial 
icon par excellence.145 Additionally, I have interpreted this particular Hodegetria im-
age in the Church of Chôra with the partially preserved inscription of the “Mother of 
God, the dwelling-place (chôra) of the a-chôra” in spatial terms.146 The image is part 
of the proskynetarion icon framed by a marble canopy frame, originally part of the 
now lost sanctuary screen (Figure 5.9). The Byzantines called this screen the templon 
as a reference to the Mosaic tradition of the veils of the temple that framed the most 
sacred space, the sanctuary. Here, the image of the Mother of God, as the chôra in its 
cognate as hypodochē the dwelling-place reinforced the concept of sanctuary screen 
as the templon screen, a kind of pliable, liminal space, which is also the event-place. 
The salvific message is unveiled by the passing of the officiating High Priest through 
the doors of the templon screen, the biblical “veil” into the most sacred space. In the 
sanctuary, the Priest was spiritually reunited with Christ through the performance 
of the Eucharistic mystery of Christ’s sacrifice for the salvation of the humankind.147 
My assessment on the templon screen in the Chôra Church made of stone but sig-
nifying its previous form made of textile overlaps with Kagis McEwen’s research 
on the creation of architectural space and the proposition that chôra (see also hypo-
dochē)—understood as the receptacle made of textile rather than having a fixed form 
as typical vessels (see krater as a form of chôra, hypodochē)—has its own form, which 
is plastic and changeable (see plasticity as a feature of chôra, hypodochē).148 Seen 
through the incarnational Christian discourse (“the Being Becoming”), the womb 
of the Mother of God herself as the chôra and hypodochē, expanded through the 
signification and presentification of chôra to the church sanctuary itself, reinforces 
this concept of plasticity and experiential qualities of the sacred architecture. The 
vaults and domes of the Chôra Church, designed and made with elegantly curved 
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ribs covered in golden mosaics and evoking a textile, fiber covering of their skin, are 
the receptacles, hypodochés themselves (Figure 5.10). The architectural restoration of 
the Chôra Church undertaken by Metochites, whereby Metochites built around the 
central domed core of an older imperial church by adding domed and vaulted spaces, 
here is articulated through the use of canopied parti (Figure 5.11). In design and 
concept, I argue, Metochites design principle demonstrates a subtle understanding 
of chôra in motility and its limited reproducibility that negates the idea of a copy in 
architecture based on exact likeness but rather on diagrammatic principles.

Figure 5.9 P roskynetria icons, originally part of the developed templon screen, Church of 
Christ the Savior, Chôra Monastery, Constantinople, now Istanbul, fourteenth 
century. Photo: author.
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Representational and design themes as “theoretical principle”

The interconnectivity of chôra and hypodochē highlights their potentials and lim-
its when related to conceptual and representational themes of Byzantine architec-
ture. This relationship posits the iconicity of chôra only within its cognate as the 

Figure 5.10  Mother of God with Christ Child in the medallion of the golden mosaic of the 
scalloped dome of the northern canopied bay, inner narthex, Church of the 
Holy Savior, Chôra Monastery, Constantinople, modern Istanbul, fourteenth 
century. Photo: author.
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hypodochē. The concept of chôra situated at the intersection of being and becoming 
provides this possibility for addressing the traces of the merging of prereflective ex-
periences with the material world. The receptacle, hypodochē, as one aspect of chôra 
allows for ontological continuity with the visible and sensible world. The explicit 
level of visibility, iconicity is critical for architectural representation and what is 
preserved from the prereflective world.149 Iconicity, therefore, remains critical in the 
construal of the form-meaning relationships and the ability to conceive of, interpret, 
or understand architecture as an object from a variety of perspectives.150 Yet, in the 
Byzantine architectural context, iconicity is not static and deterministic, therefore 
allowing for transferability and multiplicity of forms and meanings as advanced in 
hierotopical studies.

The conceptual theme of chôra as a theoretical principle in architecture can be then 
related to its communicative role and relevance for architectural representation. Zeyl 
clarified when focusing on Plato’s Timeaus that 

[t]he necessity of a three-dimensional field in which the visible universe, as copy 
of its eternal model, takes shape and subsists determines the sense in which we 
should understand the universe to be an ‘imitation’ of its model. The imitative 
activity of the Craftsman is unlike that of a builder who replicates a larger- or 
smaller-scale three-dimensional structure as model, but like that of a builder who 
follows a set of instructions or schematics. That set is the intelligible, non-material 
and non-spatial model that prescribes the features of the structure to be built; it is 
not a structure itself.151

Figure 5.11  Diagrammatic representation of the Chôra Church, built over time around its 
central domed canopy, demonstrating the motility and limited reproducibility 
as key features of chôra, understood as the design principle. Drawing: Tian-
ling (Rusty) Xu.
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Indeed, the ultimate model, the archetype remains absolute in architectural pursuits 
as well, but as (Pseudo-)Dionysius elaborated by 

using matter, one may be lifted up to the immaterial archetypes. Of course one 
must be careful to use the similarities as dissimilarities … to avoid one-to-one cor-
respondences, to make the appropriate adjustments as one remembers the great 
divide between the intelligible and the perceptible.152 

Therefore, in the material world, immaterial archetype and its various prototypes as 
paradigmatic models acquire material forms. Hence, even if Byzantine architecture was 
initiated by philosophical concepts and designed from the inside out, by focusing on 
the articulation of an interior space rather than exterior form, the qualities of space 
expressed through the architectural form remain of great importance.153 In the con-
text of chôra, the essence of architecture remains beyond all forms and creation. Then 
again, in highly sophisticated Byzantine architecture, the concept of chôra and its aspect 
hypodochē allowed for the contemplation of space and its representation through dia-
grammatic modes rather than copies based on likeness and as such were instrumental 
for balancing the iconicity and its larger symbolic field. In such frameworks, various 
forms can be given to the same entities and the same forms to dissimilar entities.154 This 
fact empirically confirms that the form was the result of the search for the appropriate 
framing device for the content. In that regard, indeed, as we opened this essay with the 
discourse on architectural iconography, which Krautheimer initiated and Lidov further 
elaborated in his investigations of the limits and potentials of iconography and hierotopy, 
the content of architecture was of primary importance to Byzantine architects.

A particular phenomenon in the Byzantine context was also the search for a form that 
can be adapted for diverse contexts. The generic, microarchitectural form of a canopy 
proved to be sufficient and flexible enough.155 It simultaneously included the major inte-
rior and exterior aspects for the framing of architectural space. The lack of architectural 
drawings such as explicit floor plans in Byzantine architecture has been already noticed 
while a few surviving contemporaneous three-dimensional models simultaneously pose 
additional questions about the modes of architectural representation in the Byzantine 
context.156 Selected textual references confirm the use of models in Byzantine architec-
ture.157 Especially telling is the account by Gregory of Nissa, who writes: Look at the 
engineers of all these grand and sublime buildings, and how they pre-create the likeness of 
form and type on a little bit of wax… Even a small figure has the same power as many and 
big constructions.158 The twelfth-century stone model from the Church in Cherven (Fig-
ure 5.12) is highly perplexing at first sight, potentially perceived as being crude and un-
informative.159 Yet, when examined as a liminal model, showing the space in transition, 
it suggests a peculiar combination of both the solids and voids. The form of Byzantine 
churches included the complex materiality of their solids, the immateriality of the light- 
and sound-filled voids of domed canopies that constituted the basic spatial unit in church 
design (Figure 5.13).160 Essentially, the model from Cherven shows the modeling of the 
interior as solid, while imprinting (as on wax, see also reference to imprint and plasticity 
of chôra)161 memorable and critical select features for articulating thresholds and accom-
modating light apertures in particular, such as doors, windows, or columns. Based on the 
parametric modeling available today, it is possible to reconstruct the interiors of Byzan-
tine churches as solids, confirming a high possibility that the Byzantines used such pecu-
liar composite types of modeling architectural space (Figure 5.14).162
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Figure 5.12  Stone model of a church, highlighting its western and eastern sides, Cherven, 
Bulgaria, twelfth century. Photo: Ljubomir Milanović.

Figure 5.13 H agia Sophia, Constantinople, modern Istanbul, Turkey. Analysis showing 
light penetration in the central canopied core of the church. Drawing: Alex-
ander (Alex) Blum.
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The reasons for the limited iconicity of the representational models again should 
be searched in the Byzantine understanding of space. It has been already suggested 
that by the eighteenth century “preconceptual spatiality” of chôra was obscured by a 
rationalized and homogenized “geometric space.”163 Purely geometric and perspecti-
val drawings often misplace the essence of architecture and the spatial depths of its 
chôra.164 Pérez-Gómez argues that the distance between spectators and actors in the 
ancient Greek theater articulated the formative space of chôra between the being and 
becoming and enabled holistic, microcosmic participation.165 Similarly, the negation 
of the distancing gaze in the Byzantine church is suggested in few surviving architec-
tural models, represented in decorative church programs,166 and recurrently spatially 
articulated through the use of a canopy as an architectural parti that allows for min-
imal distance between the interior and exterior.167 This strategy was enriched within 
the concept of hieroplastia as a fragmented trace of theophany and representation of 
the sacred.168 The recollection of embodiment in the space of chôra, which is at once 
earthly, heavenly, and beyond, containing the divine presence and the believers within 
the liturgical performance proved to be a powerful strategy not to reduce the essence 
of architecture to its bare geometry and form.169

Conclusion

By examining the Byzantine architectural form between its iconicity and chôra, this 
chapter posits that Byzantine architecture was highly conceptual. The iconicity of 
Byzantine religious architecture even if limited to select generic and culturally recog-
nizable architectural forms, such as domed canopy, carried broad-ranging sacred 

Figure 5.14 H agia Sophia, Constantinople, modern Istanbul, Turkey. A three- dimensional 
model of H. Sophia where the interior is represented as a solid with imprinted 
major architectural features for openings. Modeling: Tianling (Rusty) Xu.
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meanings. These antimimetic aspects of Byzantine architectural form are largely fail-
ing comparative approaches in the investigations of the mechanisms for the trans-
mission of architectural forms as proposed in architectural iconography. Examined 
within the Neoplatonic context of chôra, the concept of copies based on the exact 
likeness is not attainable and is further supported by the attempt of Byzantine archi-
tects to design religious structures aimed to offer a unique and genuine experience of 
the sacred. Iconicity, in its nature, is deeply imagistic, figurative, and diagrammatic, 
and remains an essential tool for addressing the representational and design themes. 
Yet, without its consideration within the philosophically and architecturally sugges-
tive Platonic concept of chôra, iconicity cannot sufficiently explain the form and con-
ceptual aspects of Byzantine religious architecture. The Byzantines articulated the 
meaning of their religious architecture before the form, not the other way around. 
The explicit visibility of the architectural form and its iconicity remain important 
but the transitional aspects of Byzantine architecture. Based on Byzantine reason-
ing, it seems that iconic features of Byzantine architecture should be understood as 
being more spatial and even supraspatial, whereas diagrammatic features facilitated 
their culturally conditioned perception. Images of architecture and in architecture, 
when juxtaposed with critical philosophical thoughts of Plato, (Pseudo-)Dionysius, 
Gregory of Nazianzus, John of Damascus, and Theodore Metochites, provide an 
understanding that the primary goal of Byzantine architecture is not in the decreas-
ing the level of distancing gaze between the observer and the observed as suggested 
by representations in drawings or models. Rather, being deeply iconic, characterized 
by the low level of the realistic likeness and limited reproducibility, the essence of 
architecture shifts from the images (on walls) to architectural space and its supraspa-
tial realms facilitated by hieroplastia, the fragmented traces of the sacred. The Pla-
tonic concept of chôra and its cognate hypodochē as the spatiotemporal receptacle and 
activity, enriched by the ontological capacity based on the incarnational argument 
and the embodiment of divine presence, additionally reveals the critical role of ex-
periential qualities and plasticity of Byzantine architecture. These performative and 
nonimitative qualities of Byzantine architectural accomplishments as spatial icons, 
as proposed in hierotopical investigations, elucidate the vitality of Byzantine architec-
tural form not only as an image of space but rather a “participatory icon of space.” 

Notes

The material for this chapter was originally presented at the conference panel organized 
by Alexei Lidov at the International Congress of Byzantine Studies: Byzantium—A World 
of Changes in Belgrade in 2016. It is a special privilege to present revised material in honor 
of Alexei. I am thankful to Marina Mihaljević and Todor Mitrović for scholarly communi-
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In the present chapter, I hope to pay tribute to Alexei Lidov’s generative concept of 
hierotopy by bringing into greater relief the dimension of sacred time in the creation 
of sacred space. I argue that since the human experience at large and Christian reli-
gious experience, in particular, are spatiotemporal, with dimensions of place and time 
thoroughly interwoven, it is useful to expand the notion of hierotopy (sacred space) 
into that of hierochronotopy (sacred-time-space).1 To drive the point home, I focus on 
the case study of Bonanno Pisano’s twelfth-century bronze door for the cathedral of 
Pisa (Figure 6.1): I explore how specific visual components of this door’s imagery make 
significant references to the spatiotemporal understanding of human salvation, within 
the Christian context of the medieval city of Pisa. I focus in particular on plant motifs 
that are subtly employed on Bonanno’s door in order to articulate a layered spatio-
temporal message. Namely, I argue that trees prominently depicted in select scenes  
of the door draw links between the specific times and places of past, present, and 
future turning points in sacred history and connect them with the liturgical time and 
space of the Pisa cathedral, in order to envelope the Christian citizens of the city in 
the divine plan for human salvation.2 My ultimate goal is to argue that the abundantly 
fruitful and layered concept of hierotopy that Alexei Lidov introduced in the field of 
cultural studies can become even more fertile and far-reaching for the understanding 
of complex cultural phenomena, if the layer of time is systematically integrated with 
that of space, and therefore, chronotopic explorations and spatiotemporal considera-
tions are consistently interwoven through our scholarly approach.3

In the following pages, I briefly discuss spatiotemporal integration in human and spe-
cifically Christian medieval religious experience. Then, I consider chronotopic dimen-
sions embodied by gates and trees in the symbolic universe of medieval Christianity. 
Finally, I discuss the hierochronotopy of Bonanno’s door by analyzing the possible 
meanings of trees depicted on it and behind it (inside the cathedral). In the limited 
space of the present chapter, I do not aspire to be comprehensive in the analysis of any 
of these topics, but simply to offer food for further thought. Through this case study, 
I hope to contribute to the exploration of hierochronotopy as a fundamental dimen-
sion of medieval Christian cultural production: a dimension that allows us to identify 
multiple layers of meaning, potentially relevant to a number of sociocultural agents 
(such as makers, commissioners, users, and viewers implicated in cultural production). 
In this way, I align myself with one of Alexei Lidov’s most significant observations 
about hierotopy, namely, the understanding that it is dynamic, flexible, and conducive 
to multiple experiences by diverse participants.4 Ultimately, my intention is not to 
develop a theory of hierochronotopy but rather to contribute to its understanding as 
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a fundamental component of the medieval Christian worldview and experience and 
therefore as a significant cognitive and analytical tool in the study of relevant cultural 
creations. In this regard, I follow Alexei Lidov’s suggestion that hierotopy is not a 
philosophical concept that requires sophisticated theorizing but “a form of vision that 
helps to recognize the presence of a special stratum of cultural phenomena,” which 
should be carefully studied in their sociocultural context.5

Figure 6.1  Bonanno’s bronze door, the south transept of the Pisa cathedral. When stand-
ing on the top step, the eye level of visitors similar to the height of the tourist 
on the left (about 5’4”) would fall approximately between the first and second 
narrative register of the central section of the door. Photo: author.
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The time-space continuum in human experience and medieval 
Christian thought

For the purpose of this chapter, I define the concept of hierochronotopy as the essen-
tial integration of temporal and spatial dimensions in human approaches to the sacred 
(which includes but is not limited to the divine). By “approaches,” I mean both the 
creation of sacred time and space (for example, in the construction of churches and the 
performance of rituals) and the experience of sacredness or divinity within time and 
space (for example, through participation in church rituals). All of these creations and 
experiences reflect and promote a wider cultural understanding of hierochronotopy 
as a specific worldview that explores the relationship of humans with the transcenden-
tal. In other words, I intend to emphasize that the creation and experience of sacred 
space are inextricably bound to the creation and experience of sacred time, because 
of the essentially chronotopic nature of humans and their cultures. This spatiotempo-
ral integration is a well-known concept in the humanities. For example, the Russian 
philosopher and literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin has coined the term chronotope (time-
space) to identify “the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that 
are artistically expressed in literature.”6 As Bakhtin himself mentioned, the concept 
of the time-space continuum became the subject of scientific inquiry in the twentieth 
century, and according to Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, time is the fourth dimension 
of space (this being a spatiotemporal concept similar but not identical to Bakhtin’s 
perception of chronotope).7 Yet, we do not have to depend on scientific knowledge to 
become aware of spatiotemporal integration. We simply have to consider the frame-
work of our human existence. To quote Boethius, a Latin philosopher of the sixth 
century, whose work was particularly influential in the Latin West, “Everything which 
is born or made exists in space and time,” everything, that is, which falls within hu-
man perception.8 In other words, we as humans understand ourselves and the world 
around us in temporal and spatial terms (the when and where of human stories and 
histories). Therefore, we need spatiotemporal cultural processes (such as rituals, de-
fined by specific spaces and times) and spatiotemporal cultural concepts (such as sal-
vation narratives, unraveling in past, present, and future places and times) in order 
to build community between ourselves and the divine or the sacred, and in order to 
invest ourselves in hopes that might transcend this world but are still experienced in 
it. Certainly, perceptions of time and space are culturally mediated and individually 
experienced and therefore, can vary from culture to culture and be enriched with more 
subtle interpretations from person to person.9 Perhaps, the only certainty we may have 
within this chronotopic diversity is the very concept that time and space are indeed in-
tegrated in human experiences, because of the spatiotemporal dimensions of our body. 
Indeed, our corpus is an embodied chronotopy of locus and tempus interwoven: a so-
matic place with a temporal span, from birth to death; a somatic time of a life located 
in specific geographic and sociocultural contexts.

In the Christian worldview, God is the creator of time and space as perceived by 
humans (Genesis 1), and therefore, he exists outside those spatiotemporal boundaries. 
In this regard, God is pre-eternal and supra-spatial, yet humans define him as eternal 
and omnipresent, in other words, timeful and spaceful, in order to understand his om-
nipotence in their own spatiotemporal terms.10 Another way to understand this om-
nipresence of God in terms of both time and space is to consider that as the creator of 
the world he imbued his creation with sacredness, and therefore all of time and space 
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should reflect his divinity and bear his imprint.11 Yet, humans are bound by their own 
limitations and thus need chronotopically delimited manifestations of the divine and 
the sacred in order to be able to relate to God: they need specific revelations of divinity 
circumscribed in time and place (such as theophanies), as well as spatiotemporal iden-
tifications and regulations of the sacred (such as feast days celebrated in holy places).12 
Therefore, after he concluded the creation of the world, God himself introduced a 
holy day of repose and commanded his first chosen people to celebrate it as the day of 
Sabbath (Genesis 2:2–3, Exodus 20:8). In Christian tradition, Sabbath was replaced by 
the holy day of the Sun (Sunday), in celebration of the recreation of the world through 
Christ’s Resurrection and in prefiguration of the future banquet of the just in heaven, 
both evoked through the Sunday Eucharist.13 

God also instituted the special place of the Garden of Eden where he communicated 
with the first humans until the Fall of Adam and Eve (Genesis 2–3). After that rupture 
in the communion of divinity and humanity, God conceded spatiotemporal theoph-
anies to his chosen people, some of which resulted in hierochronotopic creations and 
experiences meant to reestablish communication between divinity and humanity. Mo-
ses’ Tabernacle was such a hierochronotopy encompassing the holy place and time of 
rituals through which communication with the divine was experienced by the Jewish 
people.14 The Tabernacle was created during the journey of God’s chosen people to the 
promised land. The latter was a place but also a historical time of earthly salvation, 
expected to be fully realized with the coming of the Messiah. In Christian under-
standing, the promised land was identified with the kingdom of God, and the whole 
trajectory of human history after the Fall was reimagined as a journey back to that 
divine fatherland, perceived through human spatiotemporal terms: Christians have to 
transition from the exile of sin to the homecoming of forgiveness and salvation that are 
offered by Christ and his Church, first on this earth (and especially through spatiotem-
poral rituals such as baptism and the Eucharist) and finally in the city of God that will 
receive the just after the Second Coming.15

This trajectory of Christian salvation is punctuated by significant spatiotemporal 
turning points that typologically foreshadow or fulfill each other while marking hu-
manity’s progress toward the ultimate destination of God’s kingdom.16 So, the earthly 
Jerusalem at the time of King Solomon prefigures the earthly Jerusalem at the time of 
Christ. While Solomon was the creator of the hierochronotopy of the first Temple that 
replaced the Tabernacle, Christ was Solomon’s descendant and the heavenly king and 
through his passion and resurrection destroyed the old temple and built a new one: that 
is, the temple of his risen body, which is also identified with his Church made up of his 
believers.17 Following this path of hierochronotopic steps toward ultimate human sal-
vation, Christians institute new Jerusalems wherever and whenever they establish their 
local churches: sacred places for the celebration of sacred time, and especially for the 
communal meal of the Eucharist, which prefigures the eternal banquet that will be cel-
ebrated in the heavenly Jerusalem after the Second Coming of Christ and the resurrec-
tion of the just.18 

In this spatiotemporal trajectory, God’s greatest concession to the chronotopic lim-
itations of humankind was his own Incarnation, when he became circumscribed in a 
body, and therefore in time and space, in order to encounter and save his children in 
their own dimension.19 It is not surprising then that this intersection between the spati-
otemporal plane of human existence and the supra-temporal and supra-spatial essence 
of divinity caused a ripple in the space-time continuum, according to the apocryphal 
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Protevangelium of James (Chapter 18): shortly before Christ came into the world by 
miraculously passing through the unopened threshold of Mary’s virginal body, time 
momentarily halted, so that humans and their animals froze as they ate, drank, or 
walked, and even birds paused their flight in midair.20 In a sense, the Incarnation was 
God’s own act of hierochronotopy for the salvation of his children. While in the Old 
Testament he ordered his chosen people to create the sacred space of the Tabernacle 
and later on of the Temple in order to house the sacred time of communion rituals 
with the divine, in the New Testament God himself created a sacred temple of ultimate 
communion: the body of Christ, which enclosed divinity in time and space and made 
it accessible to human understanding. This supreme divine hierochronotopy is reen-
acted in the holy time and space of the Eucharist when the divinity of Christ is present 
in his Eucharistic body, the transubstantiated bread and wine that his followers con-
sume in order to be united with him in their spatiotemporal bodies.

In conclusion, the integration of time and space (chronotopy) in the creation and 
experience of the sacred (hieron) is prominent and fundamental in the Christian 
tradition, which is defined by hierochronotopic approaches to the divine. If we take 
as an example the quintessential ritual of the Eucharist (at least in Catholic, Eastern 
Orthodox, and Oriental Orthodox practice), we can appreciate a number of ways 
in which time and space are inextricably interwoven: celebrating the holy time/act 
of the Eucharist is a fundamental reason for which the holy space of the church 
building is established. In this way, both holy time and holy space complement and 
define each other. As a ritual, the Eucharist has a specific temporal span (beginning, 
middle, and end) and recurrence (on particular days and times of the year). As a 
reenactment of the hierochronotopy of the Incarnation for the purpose of human 
salvation, the Eucharist connects its present time and space to other significant ones 
in the past and the future. From the past consumption of the forbidden fruit in Eden 
and the passion and resurrection of Christ in Jerusalem to the future banquet of the 
just in heavenly Jerusalem, all these chronotopic units are encompassed in the ritual 
consumption of the salvific fruit of the Eucharist.21 As God is united with his people 
through his Eucharistic body, sacred places and times across human history are 
condensed in the hierochronotopy of the church, foreshadowing and fulfilling each 
other, offering temporal salvation, and promising eternal salvation. This timeful-
ness and spacefulness of the Eucharistic ritual is both an expansion and a condensa-
tion of chronotopy that in this dynamic form allows humans to connect with God’s 
infinity. As Gregory of Nyssa declared, “for God there is neither past nor future but 
all things are in the present.”22 Therefore, when God is present in the Eucharist, all 
things past and future become present through him; among all those things, his hu-
man children select to commemorate those turning points that define their journey 
to salvation. This fullness of the Eucharistic hierochronotopy is also reflected on 
Bonanno’s bronze door for the Pisa cathedral, especially through the employment 
of the chronotopic image of the tree in combination with the chronotopic plane of 
the gateway.

The spatiotemporal dimensions of gates and trees

Gates, in other words, doors and framed passageways, are dynamic thresholds: liminal 
spatiotemporal planes that offer the possibility of transformation through the transi-
tion between different realms. By defining space as inside and outside, gates produce 
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distinctions that activate diverse spatial potentials (for example, safe versus unsafe, 
and intimate, inclusive, or exclusive versus undifferentiated, generic, or common).23 
Gates also define time as “before or after” by granting or denying access. In other 
words, they can construct and regulate time itself through their opening and closing, 
as people aiming to cross their threshold might have more or less time, no time left, 
or a deficit of time (when they are stranded at the other side of where and when they 
need to be). In a sense, gates apply a temporal stamp on the spatial dimension of their 
surroundings, by regulating passage between sides. Therefore, gates define both space 
and time on either of their sides.

In Christian tradition, thresholds such as gates, doors, and veiled passageways bear 
great significance as symbols of transition, revelation, and transformation.24 Impor-
tant examples include the closed gates of Eden after the Fall25; the spread veil that bars 
access to the Jewish holy of holies (in the Tabernacle and the Temple) as a symbol of 
heaven26; the rending of that same veil at the time of Christ’s death, when heaven is 
opened to all his followers27; the broken gates of Hades, demolished through Christ’s 
Resurrection28; the sacred gates of the church as a path to heaven on earth29; and the 
precious pearl gates of heavenly Jerusalem awaiting the just after the Last Judgment.30 
All these thresholds typologically foreshadow, fulfill, or supersede each other and de-
fine the relationship of God with his people. Christ himself is the gate for the salvation 
of the faithful,31 and the Virgin Mary is the gate through which God descended on 
earth so that humanity could ascend to heaven.32 The parable of the wise and fool-
ish virgins highlights the chronotopic dimensions of gates: only the wise virgins who 
are adequately prepared and present at the moment of the bridegroom’s arrival are 
allowed access to the wedding banquet behind the gate, which symbolizes human sal-
vation as the celebration of the union between God and his people.33

Like gates, trees are prominent spatiotemporal entities that in Christian tradition 
provide or deny access to God. By nature, trees are firmly located in space through 
their roots, and they dynamically act in time through their branches, which grow, bear 
flowers and fruits, and lose or retain their leafs throughout the seasons. Therefore, 
trees can become landmarks that define the stable identity of place as well as the fluid 
passage of time (both of which are referenced in the symbolic use of trees as systems of 
family genealogies). In Christianity, special trees created by God and engaged by his 
people define the relationship between divinity and humanity. God planted the Garden 
of Eden for the first humans and placed the Trees of Knowledge and Life in its center 
(Genesis 2:8–9). When Eve and Adam ate the forbidden fruit of the Tree of Knowledge 
of Good and Evil, they were expelled from Eden and a cherubim with a flaming sword 
was appointed as the guardian at the gate to deny access to the garden and the Tree of 
Life at its center (Genesis 3:22–24). In Christian tradition, the wood of Christ’s cross 
became the new Tree of Life that grants access back to paradise.34 The Tree of Life as 
a symbol of salvation and homecoming for the exiled humankind is also envisioned in 
the center of heavenly Jerusalem, which will open its gates for the just to enjoy eternal 
bliss in union with God after the Last Judgment (Revelation 2:7, 22:2/14/19). In all these 
narratives, the Tree of Life is prominently hierochronotopic: sacred in itself, it also 
defines sacred places and times in God’s divine plan for human salvation.

When the spatiotemporal symbolic potential of trees is combined with that of gates, 
as on Bonanno’s bronze door for the cathedral of Pisa, then we have a unique oppor-
tunity to explore the creation and experience of sacredness as a sophisticated hiero-
chronotopic cultural project.
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Bonanno’s bronze door as an example of hierochronotopy at the 
cathedral of Pisa

The above brief discussion has already touched upon the concept of church doors as 
significant thresholds through which the faithful have access to the hierochronotopy 
of “heaven on earth,” in other words the sacred space and time of the church as a re-
flection of heavenly Jerusalem. When immersed in that spatiotemporal sacredness that 
is articulated by the multisensorial framework of the church building and its rituals, 
Christians have the opportunity to experience salvation or at least the promise of sal-
vation, both as individuals and as communities. Within the church, they practice and 
celebrate their faith and sociocultural identity, seek and receive guidance and forgive-
ness, and above all come into communion and union with God, especially through the 
ritual of the Eucharist. Therefore, doors that provide access to the hierochronotopy of 
ecclesia are potent thresholds of transformation that reverberate with the significance 
of passages into past and future iterations of heaven (from Eden and earthly Jerusalem 
to paradise and heavenly Jerusalem). In a sense, church doors symbolically encom-
pass the promise of salvation that the entire hierochronotopy of the church is meant 
to activate. The decoration of church doors and portals can be designed not simply to 
visualize but also to participate in the hierochronotopy of salvation that lies behind 
them. Their visual statements proclaim and contribute to the sacredness of the church 
and call the faithful to experience the rituals with a deeper understanding of their place 
in the divine plan for human salvation, to which they have the privilege of participation 
by passing through those doors. In the same way that the introduction to a narrative 
sets the stage and guides the audience to appreciate the entire story, so do church doors 
introduce the faithful into the experience of the church and its rituals. And in the same 
way that narratives are made up of interconnected chronotopic units,35 so is the hiero-
chronotopy of the church constituted of smaller such units, such as its paintings or its 
decorated doors that are in themselves hierochronotopic projects. It is time to explore 
these issues through the concrete example of the door that is the subject of this essay.

Bonanno Pisano, a twelfth-century sculptor from Pisa, is famous among medieval-
ists for the production of three bronze doors36: The door that once graced the main 
entrance to the cathedral of Pisa was destroyed in a great fire in 1595; according to the 
inscription that once existed on it, it was created in 1180.37 The door that guards the 
main entrance to the cathedral of Monreale in Sicily bears the date of 1186 together 
with Bonanno’s name.38 The door that is the subject of the present study, the so-called 
door of San Ranieri at the south transept of the Pisa cathedral, was not signed or 
dated by its creator, but it is considered Bonanno’s work based on its similarities with 
the signed Monreale door. The south-transept door of the Pisan cathedral has been 
variously dated by scholars either as the first or the last of the three doors Bonanno 
created: it has been assigned to diverse dates ranging from around 1170–1175 to after 
1186.39 The exact dating of the door does not really affect the interpretation that I pro-
pose in this study, which focuses on the door’s relation with its broader cultural and ar-
chitectural context. In fact, even the exact identity of the creator (whom I will continue 
to call Bonanno) does not affect my analysis, as I do not discuss the door in connection 
to Bonanno’s other work, but in connection to this door’s hierochronotopic role in 
the religious space dominated by the Pisa cathedral. We may assume Bonanno had 
assistants, yet we do not know if he was advised by members of the clergy or the Opera 
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del Duomo regarding the subject matter (most probably) and iconography (possibly) 
of the door. Regardless, I use “Bonanno” as a code name for all the people who might 
have been involved in planning and executing this cultural creation since my goal is to 
examine the underlying cultural perception of hierochronotopy that manifested itself 
in this door, regardless of the number and exact identity of the people who contributed 
to its creation.

Bonanno’s surviving Pisan door is at the backside of the cathedral of the city, giving 
access into the south transept (Figure 6.2). This is actually a rather prominent and 
significant location, in front of the famous campanile (the so-called Leaning Tower of 
Pisa) and next to the enormous apse of the church. Indeed, the main thoroughfare of 
the medieval city leading to the cathedral brought people to this very door (rather than 
to the façade on the other side of the building), and therefore, thousands of Christians 
would have passed through it every year. Each of the two leafs of this door (Figure 6.1) 
bears in its central and largest section ten rectangular panels of roughly equal size, 
arranged in five registers of two scenes each. They depict narrative scenes, starting 
with the Annunciation on the bottom left and ending with the Dormition of the Virgin 
at the top right. Each of the five narrative registers bears in total four scenes in unbro-
ken sequence from the left to the right door leaf, so that the entire narrative is easier 
to follow when the door is closed. These 20 scenes are framed at the bottom rail with 
figures of 12 standing prophets among palm trees (six prophets per door leaf, Figures 
6.1 and 6.3); and at the top rail with Christ in majesty among angels (on the left leaf) 
and Mary enthroned in heaven and flanked by two angels and two trees on either side 
(on the right leaf, Figures 6.1 and 6.4). A palm tree similar to the ones that accompany 
the prophets at the bottom register appears in the Flight into Egypt, and rather unusu-
ally also in the Baptism and the Anastasis/Resurrection (Figures 6.1, 6.3 and 6.5–6.7), 
while a tree similar to the ones flanking Mary in heaven above appears in the scenes 
of the Annunciation, the Entry into Jerusalem and (again unusually) the Washing of 
Feet (Figures 6.1, 6.4 and 6.8–6.10). In the following pages, I will suggest that the trees 
punctuating the surface of Bonanno’s door create a web of hierochronotopic relations 
that connect the history of salvation with the cathedral of Pisa and, by extension, 
its citizens as saved members of the Church of Christ. Through my analysis, I will 
consider previous observations about the theological significance of this door’s trees, 
especially in the work of William Melczer,40 and I will carry them forward through the 
lens of hierochronotopy.      

While considering the following arguments, it is important to keep in mind one ma-
jor point about the cultural context of Pisa at the time in which Bonanno’s door was 
created: the Christian citizens of the city had cultivated a very special connection with 
the Holy Land, especially Jerusalem, already from the eleventh century. The Pisans 
had participated in the First Crusade with a fleet of 120 ships and considered them-
selves responsible for the conquest of Jerusalem during that campaign (1099). Daibert, 
the bishop of Pisa who led the city’s navy in that expedition, was appointed the first 
Latin patriarch of the Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem. In short, the Pisans fashioned 
themselves as liberators and protectors of the Holy Land and ventured to create a New 
Jerusalem in the cathedral complex of their city: in the twelfth century, the baptistery 
opposite the cathedral was constructed as an unusually accurate copy of the Church 
of the Anastasis, the holiest site in Jerusalem centered around Christ’s Tomb; in the 
thirteenth century, the Campo Santo cemetery next to the cathedral was filled with a 
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Figure 6.2  View of the southeastern side of the Pisa cathedral and Bonanno’s door 
 (opposite the bell tower on the right), seen from the medieval thoroughfare 
of the city, through which most visitors would have approached the building. 
Photo: Ikonya/Shutterstock.com.

Figure 6.3  Bonanno’s bronze door, the south transept of the Pisa cathedral. Bottom right 
rail with six prophets and palm trees. Photo: author.

shipload of soil from Jerusalem. In this way, the Pisans were reborn (baptized) and 
buried with the hope of resurrection in the name of Christ inside spaces that through 
architectural forms or material substance recreated the Jerusalemite chronotopy of 
Christ’s Passion and Resurrection. In other words, the Pisans were fashioning a re-
ligious center with a prominent hierochronotopic focus, connecting their city to the 
past, present, and future, earthly and heavenly Jerusalem and thus creating a local 
version of that holy city in its various iterations.41 It is also worthy of notice that the 
twelfth-century Pisan saint who was to become the patron of the city, San Ranieri, 
embodied for his fellow citizens a hierochronotopic model of piety, that is, a sacred 
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Figure 6.4  Bonanno’s bronze door, the south transept of the Pisa cathedral. Top right 
rail with Mary in Majesty, surrounded by angels and trees with pointed leafs. 
Photo: author.

Figure 6.5 B onanno’s bronze door, the south transept of the Pisa cathedral. Flight into 
Egypt, including the palm tree. Photo: author.
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Figure 6.6 B onanno’s bronze door, the south transept of the Pisa cathedral. Christ’s 
 Baptism, including the palm tree. Photo: author.

Figure 6.7 B onanno’s bronze door, the south transept of the Pisa cathedral. Anastasis (Res-
urrection), including the palm tree. Photo: Zvonimir Atletic/Shutterstock.com.
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life of significant spatiotemporal integration: he started his spiritual journey in Pisa, 
continued it through a pilgrimage to Jerusalem and then returned to Pisa to live a life 
of imitatio Christi that, according to his biographer, all believers baptized in Christ 
could and should lead. Through his asceticism, pilgrimage, and charity, San Ranieri 
brought the holiness of Jerusalem and Christ’s mission into the city of Pisa and in the 
experiences of his fellow citizens.42 As discussed below, the plant forms on Bonanno’s 
bronze door were meant to reinforce the same hierochronotopic web of connections, 
especially through the prominence of palm trees, which are emblematic of the land-
scape of the Holy Land. It is time to look more closely at these plant forms.

Melczer notes that the palm so closely connected with the Old Testament prophets 
at the bottom rail of Bonanno’s door reappears in three important scenes from Christ’s 
life, in order to visually suggest that he is the fulfillment of prophecies that foretold 
the coming of the Messiah (Flight into Egypt, Baptism, Anastasis, Figures 6.1, 6.3 and 
6.5–6.7).43 I suggest an analogous interpretation, in terms of temporal progression and 
fulfillment, for the second type of tree that appears in three New Testament panels  
and the top right rail with Mary in heaven: in the latter composition, the Virgin is paired 
with Christ the Judge on the left top rail and therefore appears in her role as an inter-
cessor on the day of Last Judgment.44 Consequently, the same tree motif that appears 
in the Annunciation, the Entry into Jerusalem and the Washing of Feet, as well as in the 
paradisiacal setting surrounding Mary as an intercessor, might be meant to indicate that 
the purpose of the Incarnation will be fulfilled in the salvation of humankind at the end 
of time when the enthroned Virgin will welcome the souls of the saved into her son’s king-
dom (Figures 6.1, 6.4 and 6.8–6.10). In this application of interpictoriality, plants become 
instrumental in highlighting the wisdom of divine providence from the Old Testament to 
the New and from there to final judgment and salvation.45 This use of recurring botani-
cal elements that emphasize cross-references between different biblical scenes and allude 
to the fulfillment of human salvation according to God’s plan is also employed in other 
medieval narrative cycles, such as the Salerno ivories (possibly of the twelfth century), 
bishop Bernward’s bronze door at Hildesheim (early eleventh century), and of course Bo-
nanno’s Monreale door of the late twelfth century.46 In addition, in all these examples the 
polyvalent meaning of plants in individual scenes further amplifies the distinct theologi-
cal and moral significance of the relevant biblical episodes and their dynamic integration 
into the entire cycle. In other words, plants play an instrumental role in constructing the 
hierochronotopic web that joins all these episodes in a network of interconnected turn-
ing points, progressively meant to guide humankind back to the kingdom of God. This 
web includes both depicted scenes and episodes alluded to (but not represented) as part 
of an expanded network of significant chronotopies in salvation history. The following 
observations will suffice to argue this point, without exhausting the subject.

The tree with large arrow-like leafs that grows behind the upper part of the building 
in the Annunciation (Figure 6.8) has been interpreted by Melczer as an allusion to the 
Tree of Jesse, in other words, the genealogy of Christ from David’s bloodline, as fore-
told in reference to the Messiah in Isaiah 11:1 and repeated in Luke 3:23–38 and Mat-
thew 1:1.47 Melczer applies the same meaning to the similar leafy trees that grow out 
of the walls of David’s city in the Entry to Jerusalem (Figure 6.9): here, Christ arrives 
triumphantly in the city of his royal forefather.48 In the Washing of Feet (Figure 6.10), 
Melczer does not regard the appearance of the same tree as an allusion to Christ’s Da-
vidic lineage. However, such a reference could be relevant here as well, if we consider 
that in the Washing of Feet the Tree of Jesse could be a statement about the true nature 
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of the Messiah born out of David’s bloodline: Christ is the true anointed one, the com-
passionate savior, who will guide the new chosen people, the followers of his loving 
mandates, back to heaven; he is not the worldly ruler whom the Jews await to lead 
them in the organization of a mighty earthly kingdom. Indeed, as Melczer himself 
observes, the Washing of Feet is emblematic of Christ’s Incarnation for the spiritual 
salvation of the world through the power of compassion and was recognized as such in 
Christian exegesis: Jesus humbled himself in the role of a servant, taught his disciples 

Figure 6.8 B onanno’s bronze door, the south transept of the Pisa cathedral. Annunciation, 
including the tree with pointed leafs. Photo: author.
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Figure 6.9 B onanno’s bronze door, the south transept of the Pisa cathedral. Entry into 
Jerusalem, including trees with pointed leafs. Photo: author.

Figure 6.10  Bonanno’s bronze door, the south transept of the Pisa cathedral. Wash-
ing of Feet, including the tree with pointed leafs. Photo: Zvonimir Atletic/ 
Shutterstock.com.
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the importance of love, charity, and humility as basic virtues for the redemption of 
humankind, and symbolically washed away the sins of the world by cleaning that part 
of the human body (the heel) that Satan and his serpent wounded in their effort to keep 
humanity captive when confronted by Christ.49 This is in fact the subject of the scene 
represented above the Washing of Feet, the Anastasis (Figure 6.7), where Christ steps 
with his bare feet on the head and body of the chain-bound Hades.

Melczer makes a different comment on the leafy tree in the Washing of Feet 
(Figure 6.10), one that opens up the path for an alternative and complementary inter-
pretation of plant forms in this cycle, with emphasis on moral fruitfulness. According 
to Melczer, the tree that leans toward Christ and stands behind the attentive apostles 
seems to be receiving the teaching of Jesus in the same eager way his disciples do.50 It 
is possible that a similar moral meaning was intended by Bonanno or was perceived by 
at least some medieval viewers, in connection to the similar tree in the Annunciation 
and the Entry into Jerusalem (Figures 6.8 and 6.9). In addition to referencing the Tree 
of Jesse and Christ’s Davidic lineage, the verdant trees in those scenes could also refer 
to the character of the participating figures. In other words, Mary is the flourishing 
tree of virtue, worthy of becoming the Mother of God. Fruitful virtuousness is also 
the attribute of the Jews and the entire city of Jerusalem when they recognize and greet 
Christ as the savior. Finally, the fruits of love, charity and humility grow in the Washing 
of Feet, when Christ teaches these virtues by way of his example. Given that the same 
trees grow around Mary and the angels in heaven, the implication might be that the In-
carnation (illustrated by the Annunciation), the recognition of God (exemplified by the 
Entry into Jerusalem), and the application of Christ’s teachings together with his power 
to cleanse humanity from sin (both visualized in the Washing of Feet) prepare the path 
for the salvation of the just at the end of time when their virtues and the intercession of 
Mary will open up the gates of paradise for them (compare Figures 6.4 and 6.8–6.10).51

Articulating this discourse through the polyvalent symbol of the tree ties the road 
to salvation with the event that initiated humanity’s exile from Eden and prompted 
its long journey of return back to the kingdom of God: it evokes the consumption of 
the forbidden fruit from the Tree of Knowledge, the disastrous effects of which had 
to be reversed by the true Tree of Life, Christ. His identity as the loving Messiah who 
teaches humility and compassion is symbolically visualized through the flourishing 
trees that punctuate the entire narrative of this door and refer both to the Tree of Jesse 
and fruitful virtue. In fact, the Fall in front of the Tree of Knowledge is represented 
in the bottom right narrative panel of the door, as a significant footnote to the history 
of humankind retold in this cycle (Figures 6.1, 6.11, and 6.12): the diminutive figures 
of Adam and Eve appear below the mountain range that holds the three Magi as they 
ride toward Christ’s Nativity, depicted on the panel to the left. The first parents look 
pensively at the Tree of Knowledge with the serpent winding around its trunk, eat its 
fruit, and get expelled from paradise by an angel.52 This scene is placed next to Chris-
ti’s Nativity, which was destined to reverse the effects of the Fall. Both scenes appear 
within cavernous frames as if to indicate that one threw humankind in the dark cave of 
sin and death whereas the other introduced God on earth in the luminous cave of his 
birth, which would lead to the rebirth of his people. In addition, the Fall also appears 
on the lower right of the diagonal axis that culminates with the Anastasis on the top 
left of the door, where Adam and Eve are redeemed and a fruitful palm, the symbol 
of righteousness and virtue (possibly also alluding to the Tree of Life as the antithe-
sis of the Tree of Knowledge), has a prominent place opposite them, next to the just 
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(Figures 6.1, 6.7 and 6.12).53 This allows for the history of redemption to be meaning-
fully outlined in a dense narrative that is animated by the powerful hierochronotopic 
symbol of the tree. It connects the Garden of Eden, the gates of which closed for the 
expelled forbearers, to the realm of Hades, whose gates are smashed by Christ through 
his Resurrection, and to the gates of heaven, which are opened through Christ and 
Mary for the just to return home. Of course, the visualization of these moments on the 
gate of the Pisa cathedral (Bonanno’s door) evokes the idea that the hierochronotopy 
of this church is integrated into the history of human salvation, bringing the Christian 

Figure 6.11 B onanno’s bronze door, the south transept of the Pisa cathedral. Christ’s 
 Nativity and the Journey of the Magi (including the Fall and Expulsion from 
Paradise). Photo: author.

Figure 6.12  Bonanno’s bronze door, the south transept of the Pisa cathedral. Journey of 
the Magi, detail: Fall and Expulsion from Paradise. Photo: author.
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citizens of Pisa one step closer to the ultimate destination, heavenly Jerusalem. When 
Bonanno’s door was closed, Christian viewers standing in front of it could appreciate 
the entire web of spatiotemporal cross-references that punctuate its narrative cycle. 
When the door was opened, Christian viewers could step into the space of the cathe-
dral with an embodied experience of traversing through sacred history (depicted on 
the open leafs of the door), to seek salvation inside the church as an earthly reflection 
of the heavenly Jerusalem (the paradisiacal hierochronotopy that appears at the top 
rail of the door, welcoming the faithful).54 

In the redemptive context of Bonanno’s biblical narrative, specific details in the rep-
resentation of the leafy tree under discussion might be particularly significant: although 
the smooth trunk, curvy branches, and pointy leafs of the tree in question are identical in 
all the four scenes in which it appears, only some of them bear pine-like fruits, whereas 
others do not (compare Figures 6.4 and 6.8–6.10). This detail can be of great impor-
tance: there are no fruits on the Annunciation tree (Figure 6.8), which could perhaps 
indicate that Mary has just conceived but has not yet born the Fruit of Life, Christ, who 
through his Incarnation will reverse the effects of the forbidden fruit that led to the moral 
fruitlessness of humankind through Eve. On the contrary, there are prominent pine-like 
fruits on the leafy tree that grows out of the walls of the city in the Entry into Jerusalem 
and behind the apostles in the Washing of Feet (Figures 6.9 and 6.10), perhaps to indicate 
not only that Christ is now incarnated and fully active in the world, but also that humans 
are ripe with virtue in recognizing him and following his teaching. Especially in the 
Washing of Feet, which in Christian exegesis was related to the cleansing of sins and the 
healing of the heel wounded by Satan, the fruitful tree could also be a powerful allusion 
to the reversal of the Fall that was caused by the forbidden fruit: the flourishing plant in 
the Washing of Feet is the Tree of Life that undoes the harm of the Tree of Knowledge, 
depicted as a scrawny bare plant totally overtaken by the serpent in the scene of the Fall 
(diagonally across the Washing of Feet and the Anastasis, Figures 6.1, 6.7 and 6.10–6.12). 
Finally, the two trees on Mary’s proper right (the viewer’s left) in the scene of her en-
thronement in heaven, at the top right rail of the door, are also laden with fruits, whereas 
the two trees on her proper left have no fruits at all (Figure 6.4). Given the reference of 
this scene to ultimate salvation and the day of Last Judgment illustrated by Christ in 
Majesty on the top left door rail, the distinction between fruitful trees on Mary’s right 
and fruitless on her left (i.e. the positive and negative side according to Christian ico-
nography) could respectively allude to virtue and sin as the presence and absence of 
“fruitful,” that is, virtuous works.55 Alternatively, given that all four trees appear next to 
Mary and angels in heaven, the distinction between fruitful and fruitless could perhaps 
allude to the difference between the Tree of Life that offers sustenance and salvation and 
the Tree of Knowledge that after having provided its deadly fruit became barren and in 
need of rehabilitation.56 In trying to decipher the possible meanings that such botani-
cal details might have held for their original viewers, we should allow for interpretative 
flexibility, rather than seek exact formal correspondences between the visual signs and 
the concepts or stories to which they might refer. We should expect symbols to function 
in ways that amplify rather than restrict the significance of their context, providing vital 
latitude and various possibilities of interpretation.57 In this respect, we should not be sur-
prised if references to both virtue and sin appear in a paradisiacal context (which after 
all relates to Judgment), or if more than one plant in the same garden might allude to the 
distinct character of the unique Trees of Life and Knowledge respectively.

All the above hierochronotopic references are of course particularly amplified 
because they appear on a door leading into the Pisan cathedral: another heavenly 
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Jerusalem on earth, promising salvation through participation in its hierochronotopic 
rituals, and especially the ritual of the Eucharist that reverses the effects of the Fall 
through the consumption of the true fruit of the Tree of Life, Christ himself. But to 
what degree were the Christians entering the cathedral aware of all these possible lay-
ers of meaning on Bonanno’s door? It should be pointed out here that the seemingly 
important detail of fruitful versus fruitless trees might not have been easily noticed by 
members of the congregation: while walking through Bonanno’s door, they could per-
haps appreciate one or more possible symbolic meanings of the tree motifs, but proba-
bly not observe the lack or presence of fruits, especially in the top right rail with Mary 
enthroned in heaven, which is rather distant from the eye level of visitors. This hin-
dered visibility is still the case even if we imagine Christian viewers attentively study-
ing Bonanno’s creation, especially when the door is closed and particularly prominent 
as a visual statement of the promised salvation available behind it, inside the cathedral 
perceived as heavenly Jerusalem on earth. Therefore we should consider that, in a hi-
erochronotopic cultural experience, human participants are not the only audience ad-
dressed by the people who design and create the hierochronotpic apparatus (including 
ritual settings and objects) on behalf of the entire community. God himself is a major 
addressee, to whom everything is visible and all is due. When the message is a reiter-
ation of human hopes for ultimate salvation, as on Bonanno’s door, then even details 
invisible or hardly visible to human eyes can acquire special significance, as they con-
tribute in constructing a hierochronotopic realm of experience in which God himself 
presides as savior. It should also be noted in this case that an important stage in the 
hieorchronotopic communication with the divine is not only the viewing experience 
of the community members but also the planning and making experience of the door’s 
patrons and creators. Most likely, the people involved in designing and producing this 
door were aware that certain meaningful details in individual panels would not be 
visible once they were set in situ, yet they still included them in their designs and final 
creation. Thus, they immersed themselves in a deeper contemplation of the history of 
salvation and worked to transform this door into a more dynamic threshold leading to 
the experience of salvation inside the cathedral.

It should also be noted here that Mary herself was probably considered another im-
portant addressee and participant of the special hierochronotopy of salvation evoked 
through Bonanno’s door. Her central role in salvation history and her special status 
above all other saints meant that many medieval Christian visitors would recognize her 
significance in the hierochronotopic narrative of the door and would believe she would 
listen to their invocations for salvation, which should therefore be as refined as possible, 
even including meaningful visual components that their own human eyes could miss 
(such as the strategic placement of fruits on the trees to Mary’s right in the top register 
of the door). It is important to remember here that the Virgin was Pisa’s primary holy 
patron (more important than the local San Ranieri), and the cathedral of the city was 
dedicated to her Assumption, which emphasized her role as mediatrix of human salva-
tion.58 Mary was the human who, thanks to her incomparable virtues, had become the 
mother and living temple of Christ, hierochronotopically housing him in her pregnant 
body and thus foreshadowing his physical union with his followers –who would house 
him in their own body through the mystery of the Eucharist. Throughout her close 
spiritual and human connection with her son, she lived his life and experienced his pain, 
thus becoming the first follower and imitator of Christ. Therefore, Mary was not only 
the most powerful intercessor but also the most exalted model of Christian behavior, 
remaining constantly relevant and present at all Christian times and places in medieval 
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mainstream Christian practice. The narrative of her life on Bonanno’s door would en-
rich the web of this threshold’s spatiotemporal references to human salvation with a 
strong Pisan undertone. On this door, Mary was not only the antidote to Eve’s Fall 
and the Queen of Heaven—the woman who through her son made salvation possible 
for all Christians. Rather, as patroness of Pisa and its cathedral, she was also spati-
otemporally active among her people, opening the gates of the church in the present 
as she would open the gates of paradise in the future. 

The leafy tree that on Bonanno’s door connects her Annunciation with her enthrone-
ment in heaven and alludes to paradise lost and regained through the Tree of Life, elo-
quently emphasizes the hierochronotopic continuum of human salvation with an added 
Pisan significance. This significance would be further highlighted in later years, when 
a chapel dedicated to Mary’s Assumption and Coronation was located in the apse of 
the south transept, and would immediately greet the faithful coming into the cathedral 
through Bonanno’s door (Figure 6.13).59 After seeing the virtuous life of Mary and her 
enthronement in heaven on the door, visitors would enter the space of the church as a 
new earthly and heavenly Jerusalem, where they would be enveloped by images depicting 
Mary’s Assumption and Coronation. Thus, in the spatiotemporal nucleus of the south 
transept, they would experience the promise of future salvation through the presence of 
the woman who was not only their mediatrix but also their spiritual model. This hiero-
chronotopic experience of salvation would acquire an even more specific Pisan inflec-
tion in the second half of the seventeenth century, when the tomb of San Ranieri, the 
local patron saint and holy pilgrim to Jerusalem, was moved into the chapel of the south 

Figure 6.13  South transept of the Pisa cathedral, with the Tomb of San Ranieri (former 
Chappell of the Coronation of the Virgin). Photo: Wjarek/Shutterstock.com.
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transept, under the images of the assumed and crowned Mary (Figure 6.13).60 There, 
Ranieri was a Pisan imitator of Christ and Mary, in his role as both intercessor and su-
preme model of Christian behavior. Enveloped in the images of Mary’s heavenly status, 
his saintly Pisan body connected the hierochronotopy of the Pisan cathedral with that of 
the kingdom of God, reminding his fellow citizens that they could also aspire to salvation 
that he had earned as one of them. The point of this short digression is to remember that 
the hierochronotopic references of Bonanno’s door could be variously energized through 
interaction with other parts of the cathedral, which was in itself a complex spatiotemporal 
realm continuously evolving through new additions to its material fabric and via dynamic 
interactions of its diverse parts in the eyes of its varied visitors.

It is time to pay special attention to the hierochronotopic references of the palm tree, 
which is as prominent on Bonanno’s door as it is emblematic of the landscape of the 
Holy Land.61 The choice of a palm tree as a main feature of three critical episodes in 
Christ’s life does more than visually suggest that Jesus is the fulfillment of the proph-
ecies of the Old Testament figures surrounded by palms at the bottom rail of the door 
(Figures 6.1, 6.3 and 6.5–6.7). The strategic placement of the palm tree highlights the 
theological references of those three episodes, through a hierochronotopic lens. Indeed, 
the first narrative scene with a palm might offer us a clue for the tree’s meaning in 
the other two scenes. As Melczer notes, in the Flight into Egypt (Figure 6.5), the palm 
that bends gently to touch with its leafs the head of Mary holding her son illustrates 
the relevant episode described in the apocryphal gospel of Pseudo-Matthew (Chapters 
20–21): following Christ’s instructions, the tree first leaned forward to provide shade 
and fruit to the holy family, and then stretched its trunk backward to reveal a source of 
water at its roots.62 This can be considered one of the first miracles of God incarnate63 
and clearly manifests his power to offer salvation in this case expressed in the physical 
dimension through the provision of protective shade and the sustenance of food and 
water. Melczer claims that besides creating a connection with the prophets surrounded 
by palms at the bottom rail of the door, there is no clear iconographic reason for the 
inclusion of the palm in the scenes of Christ’s Baptism and Anastasis (Figures 6.6 and 
6.7).64 However, it is possible that, in analogy to the Flight into Egypt, the fruitful palm 
was used in the other two scenes in order to emphasize Christ’s power to offer salva-
tion, now manifested in spiritual rather than physical terms: Christ washes away the 
sins of the world through water (Baptism) and defeats the death of sinfulness that holds 
humanity captive in both body and soul by offering himself as food and bait for Hades 
(Anastasis).65 It is, in fact, possible that the infancy miracle of the palm was conceived 
by the author of the apocryphal gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, or at least was perceived by 
some of his readers, as a prefiguration of the two most important rituals of the Chris-
tian Church: baptism (water) and the Eucharist (food consumption). This interpretation 
could be evoked on Bonanno’s door through the visual link that the palm tree creates 
between the Flight into Egypt (an early moment of the Incarnation in which the palm 
miracle occurred), the Baptism (the initiation of Christ’s public ministry and the insti-
tution of the initiation ritual of Christian baptism), and the Anastasis (the purpose of 
the Incarnation and the culmination of Christ’s salvific mission, also reenacted in the 
Eucharist). In addition, the edible fruits of the palm that appear prominently in all 
three scenes (and were actually eaten in the course of the Flight into Egypt according 
to Pseudo-Matthew) also recall the fatal consumption of the forbidden fruit of the Tree 
of Knowledge, the effects of which are now reversed through Christ, the fruit of the 
Tree of Life. This hierochronotopic reference is amplified by the fact that Bonanno’s 
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door leads the Pisans from the city into the cathedral (and right next to the apse where 
the Eucharist is celebrated) and guides them on to the other side of the building, which 
stands opposite their grandiose baptistery. Modeled after the Rotunda of the Anastasis 
in Jerusalem, which was centered around Christ’s Tomb, the Pisan baptistery articu-
lates a particularly evocative hieorochronotopic reference in which death and rebirth 
are linked in the experience of the baptized who die and are reborn in Christ.

It is essential to recall that, in the Bible and by extension in Christian textual and 
visual production, the palm is a prominent symbol of victory, peace, and prosperity.66 
It is therefore highly significant that on Bonanno’s Pisan door this plant appears in the 
three scenes that relate to the theme of birth and rebirth through Christ, who came to 
earth to be victorious over sin and to bring peace and spiritual wellbeing to troubled 
humankind: the Flight into Egypt, related to Christ’s Nativity and Infancy cycle, intro-
duces the savior triumphant into the pagan world; his Baptism refers to the sacrament 
that offers spiritual rebirth to all his followers and marks an initial victory over the 
devil; and the Anastasis represents the promise of rebirth in both body and soul for 
all the just and signals the definitive defeat of darkness through Christ’s triumph over 
death. It is also worthy of notice that the Massacre of the Innocents, the deadly/sacri-
ficial event that marks the beginning of Christ’s life, is framed by the two triumphant 
moments of the Flight into Egypt and the Baptism, whose miraculous and salvific na-
ture is particularly emphasized through the prominent presence of the fruitful palm 
tree (Figure 6.1, second narrative register). Considering that the evergreen, tall, and 
fruitful palm is also a symbol of righteousness in the Bible,67 it is even possible that 
its inclusion in the above three scenes is also a reference to the rewards God offers to 
his virtuous people: Christ performs miracles for his pure mother and chaste Joseph 
(Flight into Egypt), for the faithful who become part of his flock through the initiation 
ritual of the Church (Baptism), and for the just who are worthy of his mercy (Anastasis). 

In fact, the palm tree as a symbol of triumph and salvation had a special signifi-
cance for crusaders and pilgrims to the Holy Land, especially upon their return to 
their homelands in Europe. Sources attest that Christians baptized in the River Jordan 
would then acquire palm leafs (fronds), which they would devoutly safeguard until 
their arrival back home. There, the palm leafs would be considered prized material 
evidence of their pilgrimage and by extension of their Christian virtue and the bless-
ings they had received. At times, such palm leafs would be dedicated to church altars 
to commemorate the transmediterranean accomplishments of their owners, publicize 
their piety, and invoke continuous divine protection.68 It is most likely that this use 
of palm leafs was also known at Pisa, within the context of its developed pilgrimage 
culture. Therefore, the prominent depiction of palm trees on Bonanno’s door, includ-
ing the Baptism at the River Jordan, could have evoked the experience and spiritual 
significance of pilgrimage for the Pisans, interweaving the biblical stories of the past 
with the Christian lives of the present and their salvific hopes for the future, when the 
just would undertake the ultimate pilgrimage to heavenly Jerusalem. In this sense, the 
palm tree significantly enriches the hierochronotopic references of Bonanno’s door.

Another important consideration along these lines is the prominence of palms in the 
decoration of Solomon’s Temple, including its doorways, according to explicit biblical 
references.69 The representation of the same plant on the door of Pisa’s cathedral could 
imply that Christian churches (and especially this cathedral, in a city that modeled itself 
after Jerusalem) have superseded Jewish worship, as a result of the advent of Christ who 
replaced the age of law with that of grace. According to this mentality, the Christian 
religion was born to replace Judaism and to lead humankind back to paradise through 
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Christ’s miraculous Incarnation and salvific mission (highlighted through the three 
scenes that include a prominent palm—Flight into Egypt, Baptism, and Anastasis) ex-
actly as it was foretold by the Old Testament prophets (Figures 6.1, 6.3 and 6.5–6.7). 
Such a concept evokes the idea of the Church Triumphant, which was often symbolized 
in Western medieval culture by the palm tree,70 but it also creates a very meaningful 
hierochronotopic link between Solomon’s temple in Old Testament Jerusalem and the 
Pisan cathedral as a local version of a new-(Christian) and future (heavenly) Jerusalem.

In the context of the highly meaningful botanical choices employed on Bonan-
no’s door at Pisa, we should also consider the interrelation between scenes with plant 
forms within the overall design of the door. Although the placement of individual 
scenes on the door panels was determined by the chronological sequence of the events 
they depict, the presence of prominent trees in only some of them could function as 
visual pointers of significant interconnections that highlight the theological and moral 
meaning of those episodes in relation to each other. The diagonal alignment between 
the Fall (bottom right) and the promise of salvation visualized through the Washing 
of Feet and the Anastasis (top left) has been mentioned and would be apparent when 
the door was closed (Figure 6.1). Another diagonal axis connects the Annunciation at 
the bottom left with Mary enthroned in heaven at the top right rail, thus linking the 
beginning of the Incarnation with its ultimate goal of human salvation. The presence 
of the same leafy trees in both scenes further highlights this connection. Most trees are 
represented in scenes along the outer vertical edges of the two door leafs, aligned in 
meaningful ways (the only exception being the Flight into Egypt in the second narrative 
register, the second scene from the left). So the Annunciation at the bottom left corner 
is on the same horizontal plane with the Fall at the bottom right corner of the first nar-
rative register, as two pivotal points in the history of human salvation: the Incarnation 
through Mary is the beginning of the path to redemption that was rendered necessary 
through the original sin caused by Eve. The theme of Mary as New Eve, reversing with 
her virtue and obedience the sinful disobedience of the first mother, was a significant 
concept in medieval Christianity and was often highlighted through plant forms.71 On 
Bonanno’s door, it is vividly visualized through the striking difference between Eve’s 
withered Tree of Knowledge and Mary’s verdant Annunciation plant, which evokes 
both her flourishing virtue and the conception of the true Tree of Life, her own son. 

Through their meaningful pairing, the two base-line scenes of the Annunciation and 
the Fall bind together through significant plant forms the other episodes that are aligned 
vertically above them. Thus, they create a powerful network that embraces the whole 
narrative of human salvation with significant botanical references to hierochronotopy, 
including the palms of the Old Testament prophets below and the leafy trees surround-
ing Mary in heaven above, which mark respectively the prefiguration and fulfillment of 
redemption through Christ. So, the Fall on the right bottom corner is aligned with the 
cleansing of sins through Baptism, represented immediately above it, where a prominent 
palm tree announces the triumph over the effects of the scrawny Tree of Knowledge 
below. Immediately above Baptism appears the Entry to Jerusalem in which the whole 
city seems flourishing, with leafy fruitful trees growing out of its walls; even the heads 
of spectators peeking through the crenellations appear like human fruits sprouting out 
of the city’s body (Figures 6.1, 6.6, 6.9 and 6.12).72 The advent of the savior is a triumph 
expressed in botanical terms, and the earthly Jerusalem almost becomes a prefigura-
tion of the heavenly Jerusalem that is actually represented at the top rail above, with 
Mary and angels in a garden full of the same leafy trees (Figures 6.4 and 6.9). Along this 
vertical axis, the bottom scene of the Fall and the top-most scene of Mary in Majesty  
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repeat the meaningful juxtaposition between Eve and the Virgin as New Eve that is 
also highlighted horizontally through the alignment of the Annunciation and the Fall 
( Figures 6.1, 6.4, 6.8 and 6.12). On the left leaf of the door, the verdant but fruitless tree of 
the Annunciation in the bottom corner is aligned with the fruitful tree of the Washing of 
Feet and the equally fertile palm of the Anastasis suggesting that the initial moment 
of the Incarnation has flourished into the powerful works of salvation through Christ 
and into the virtues of his followers (Figures 6.7, 6.8 and 6.10). It is significant that right 
above these two scenes, which are emblematic of the cleansing of sins and redemption, 
Jesus sits in majesty, venerated by his angelic host as he passes judgment on the world 
and offers salvation to the just as heralded in the Anastasis below.73 Interestingly, the 
angels flanking the Judge create with their wings a forest of curvy and pointed forms 
very much like magnified versions of the tree leafs in the two episodes right below and in 
Mary’s enthronement in paradise on the right top rail of the door (Figure 6.4). This verti-
cal alignment of scenes hierochronotopically linked through trees along the outer edges 
of the two door leafs also allows an appreciation of cross-references between scenes even 
when the door is open and individual leafs are viewed one at a time. 

Finally, the spatiotemporal botanical exegesis that is so prominently visualized 
through the entire program of this door is further enriched by the decorative framing 
elements around the scenes, which create a vegetal-like web that unites all the biblical 
episodes together in a tree-like whole: the twisted vertical and horizontal bands that ar-
ticulate the registers of the door panels have an organic, trunk-like appearance, whereas 
the decorated nail heads that surround the individual scenes are clearly intended to look 
like blooming flowers (Figure 6.1). Together, these elements create the impression that 
the whole door is a flourishing, flowering surface, suggesting that both the narratives 
displayed on it and the mysteries experienced behind it, inside the cathedral, pave the 
path of humanity’s return to the garden of paradise.74 Therefore, this botanical threshold 
becomes a spatiotemporal matrix in which plant forms highlight the web of interconnec-
tions between the different moments of salvation history, visualizing hierochronotopy as 
a religious experience articulated on, through, and behind the cathedral door.

Indeed, the prominent palm trees on the Pisan door might have been very consciously 
chosen by Bonanno to visually consolidate the link between the door and the interior 
of the building, in order to emphasize the hierochronotopic experience of salvation in 
the Pisan cathedral. Namely, I argue that the building’s interior is also dominated by 
palm trees, which echo not only the door and its narratives but also the Holy Land in 
general and the Temple of Solomon in particular, and possibly also paradise as a garden 
of eternal trees. Indeed, the cathedral’s colonnades in the aisles and transepts appear 
like a forest of palm trees, thanks to arches spanning above Corinthian columns (Figure 
6.14). This impression is reinforced by the alternation of black and white voussoirs at the 
soffit of several of the arches (especially in the transepts and the easternmost bays of the 
nave). This bicoloration in some way evokes the serrated leafs of palms (as alternation 
of dark green edges and light streaming between them).75 In addition, some columns ap-
pear particularly palm-like at the crossing of transepts and aisles (which visitors to the 
cathedral would have seen shortly after entering the south transept through Bonanno’s 
door): here, three or four bicolored arches span out from a single column, resembling the 
fanning of palm leafs out of the tree’s trunk (Figure 6.15). Scholars have pointed out that 
the black and white voussoirs and other similarly bicolored stone elements of the Pisan 
cathedral make a purposeful reference to the ablaq decoration of Islamic monuments 
of the Mediterranean, with which the seafaring and crusading Pisans were familiar.  
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I suggest that the most important of all such monuments would have been the Dome 
of the Rock in Jerusalem, a famous building which Christians of that time conflated 
with the Temple of Solomon once standing in that area.76 The inner circular colonnade 
of the Dome of the Rock also looks like a circle of palm trees, with arches of black 
and white ablaq voussoirs spanning Corinthian columns, above which, mosaics with 
 vegetal themes further enhance the impression of eternal, unwithering, paradisiacal 
trees  (Figure 6.16. Compare the similar visual effect and paradisiacal symbolism of the 
columns and bi-colored arches of the Great Mosque of Cordoba, Figure 6.17).77    

Figure 6.14  View of the north aisles of the Pisa cathedral. The arcades with black and 
white voussoirs create the visual impression of successive rows of palm trees. 
Photo: author.

Figure 6.15  View of the intersection between south aisles and transept, Pisa cathedral. The 
multiple arches with black and white voussoirs spanning out of single columns 
and pillars create the visual impression of fanning palm trees. Photo: author.
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Figure 6.16 T he central colonnade with ablaq arches in the Dome of the Rock, Jerusalem, 
creates the visual impression of a ring of palm trees. Photo: Wong Yu Liang/
Shutterstock.com.

Figure 6.17 T he numerous columns and arches with white and red voussoirs in the Great 
Mosque of Cordoba create the visual impression of a forest of palm trees. 
Photo: Paolo Gallo/Shutterstock.com.
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It is possible that the aisle and transept colonnades of the Pisa cathedral were meant 
to reference that “forest of palms” in the heart of Jerusalem, at that time under Chris-
tian control, and translate it from a circular into a cruciform plan. Within the hier-
ochronotopy of the Pisan building, this new forest of palms would evoke the whole 
trajectory of human salvation as discussed above: from the Garden of Eden with the 
Tree of Life at its center to the Temple of Solomon and its palm trees in Jewish Jerusalem, 

Figure 6.18  Bonanno’s bronze door, the south transept of the Pisa cathedral. Annuncia-
tion and Christ’s Presentation to the Temple, with domed canopy resting on 
five columns. The Temptation of Christ above his Presentation to the Temple 
employs an identical structure to represent the Temple of Solomon (see Figure 
6.2). Photo: author.
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Figure 6.19 B onanno’s bronze door, the south transept of the Pisa cathedral. Last Supper, 
with domed canopy resting on five columns. Photo: Zvonimir Atletic/Shutter-
stock.com.

to the Cross of Christ as Tree of Life in the same Jerusalem, to the Christian Church 
as the New Jerusalem, to the cathedral of Pisa as renewed Christian Holy Land and 
Temple of God, and finally to the future heavenly Jerusalem as paradise and city of 
God dominated by the Tree of Life. Of course, the hypothesis that the Pisa cathedral  
colonnades were meant or perceived to evoke this spatiotemporal symbolism through 
the palm motif cannot be proven, but it remains plausible and particularly fitting in 
connection to the hierochronotopic references of Bonanno’s door, which largely de-
pend on the same palm motif. It is a pity that we do not know what trees, if any, sur-
rounded the cathedral in the twelfth century, as they could have further contributed to 
the weaving of a rich web of hierochronotopic connections that brought the city and 
its people into the fold of the divine plan for human salvation.  

It is also worthy of notice that Bonanno might have intended some of the architec-
tural elements on his door to reinforce the hierochronotopic link between the cathedral 
of Pisa and the sacred history of human salvation through Christ and his mother: he 
surmounted a number of scenes with a semidomed structure supported by five columns 
linked by arches (Figures 6.18 and 6.19). Therefore, he did not use the more standard 
and simpler structure of a ciborium on four columns (typically represented as a dome 
on two, three, or four columns and employed in Byzantine iconography to indicate a 
sacred space).78 Instead, Bonanno went the extra mile to depict an architectural form 
that would have added complexity to the execution of the scenes. Perhaps, one reason he 
chose that form was in order to relate the sacred places of the narrative to the architec-
tural fabric of the Pisan cathedral complex. Indeed, the first register of the exterior walls 
of the cathedral (surrounding Bonanno’s door and the entire building), of the baptistery, 
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Figure 6.20  Pisa baptistery, cathedral, and bell tower, with blind arches surrounding the 
buildings at the bottom register, and arches with freestanding columns on the 
upper registers. Photo: author.

and the bell tower are articulated by a blind arcade with semicircular arches, whereas 
higher up there are rows of semicircular arches on freestanding columns (all around 
the baptistery and the bell tower, and on the façade and eastern apse of the cathedral, 
Figure 6.20). In addition, the interior of the cathedral and the baptistery are dominated 
by arcades with semicircular arches. Both the blind and freestanding arcades are pro-
portionally very similar to the columns and arches of Bonanno’s architectural visuali-
zations (with narrow intercolumniations, tall columns, and high semicircular arches). 
Although the baptistery and especially the bell tower were not yet finished by the time 
Bonanno created the door, it is certain that at least the blind arches surrounding all the 
three buildings (or at least the cathedral and the baptistery) were in place at that time 
and their striking visual effect could have inspired Bonanno in his creation.79 He rep-
resented a semidome resting on an arcade with five columns in the Annunciation (above 
Mary), in the Presentation to the Temple, in the Temptation (in both cases, using the 
structure to visualize the Jewish temple in Jerusalem, Figures 6.1 and 6.18), and in the 
Last Supper (crowning the entire scene in the center, Figure 6.19). 

If we accept that this architectural statement was intended to create a visual and 
conceptual link with the cathedral complex of Pisa, then the Annunciation and Pres-
entation to the Temple that center on Mary as the instrument of the Incarnation and 
co-redemptrix (Mother of God and the most powerful intercessor of humanity) un-
derline her connection with the cathedral of Pisa dedicated to her. In addition, the 
Presentation to the Temple, Temptation, and Last Supper have not only the same arched 
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canopy but also an identical lamp under it, highlighting the Christian understanding 
that the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem (Presentation to the Temple, Temptation) was re-
placed by the temple of Christian congregations celebrating the Eucharist instituted in 
the Last Supper (compare Figures 6.18 and 6.19). Therefore, the cathedral of Pisa is the 
local and current version of God’s temple.80 It is also possible to see Mary as the living 
temple of Christ since she contained his body in hers (Annunciation). By extension, she 
is the embodiment of Ecclesia containing the Eucharistic body of Christ, and she is 
especially the ecclesia of the Pisan cathedral in which the Christians of the city can be 
united with Christ after passing through Bonanno’s door.81 

In this discussion of hierochronotopy, the ritual experience of the Eucharist would 
have been a vital component, and other religious rituals could have reinforced the web 
of spatiotemporal connections between the Christians of Pisa and the promised path to 
human salvation. For example, it would be worth considering if the bishop as represent-
ative of Christ was involved in performative rituals that reenacted the Entry to Jerusalem 
(on Palm Sunday), the Washing of the Feet (on Maundy Thursday), and the breaking of 
the gates of Hades (on Easter Sunday)—all of which include a tree of hierochronotopic 
significance on Bonanno’s door. In all these cases, as also in the ritual of Baptism (also 
marked by a tree), the entire clergy and laity would be involved in a reenactment that 
celebrated God’s plan for human salvation on the spatiotemporal fabric of human expe-
rience, weaving together past, present, and future through memories, actions, and hopes. 
The example of architectural analysis proposed above in regards to five-column ciboria 
may be another case in which the spatiotemporal references of hierochronotopy create 
a web of reassuring links that envelop Christian believers into the promise of salvation. 
In this regard, the symbol of the tree is perhaps even more fruitful because it has a wider 
spatiotemporal span in comparison to architectural structures: it encompasses the whole 
history of salvation, from the Garden of Eden to the paradise of the afterlife.

Conclusion

Seen through the case study of Bonanno’s bronze door at Pisa, the concept of hi-
erochronotopy has a kaleidoscopic multivalence. In a medieval Christian context, it 
defines an entire worldview that situates humanity within a spatiotemporal divine plan 
for salvation. Within that overarching hierochronotopic span, from past Eden to fu-
ture heavenly Jerusalem, specific turning points that manifest the workings of divine 
providence are smaller hierochronotopic units in a web of typological interrelations. 
In other words, units such as the Jewish temple, the Christian Ecclesia, and the ca-
thedral of Pisa are understood as spatiotemporal rather than simply spatial and are 
interrelated within the overarching hierochronotopic trajectory of human salvation. 
In this trajectory, the Incarnation of God is the most important hierochronotopic 
manifestation of all: through it, divinity is enveloped in the spatiotemporal nucleus 
of Christ’s historical and Eucharistic body, allowing humans to commune with the 
divine in multisensorial, recurring encounters, through the hierochronotopic rituals 
and practices of their faith. In this sense, the concept of hierochronotopy also encom-
passes the human creation of spatiotemporal realms and the human experiences taking 
place in and through such realms, such as church buildings and rituals that articulate 
encounters with the divine and the sacred. Hierochronotopy is the dimension that 
Christians share with each other and with God, within the realm of religious cultural 
production and experience. Consequently, hierochronotopy is also a conceptual and 
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analytical tool for a more comprehensive understanding of cultural manifestations 
that are created and experienced on the matrix of spatiotemporal integration.82 

This kaleidoscopic operation of hierochronotopy is analogous to the multivalence of 
chronotope explored in the field of literary studies by Bakhtin and later scholars—so 
much so that in contemporary literary scholarship, chronotope is discussed in terms 
of several different types of scope and function, from smaller units within a narrative 
to overarching structures and concepts within literary genres.83 Without attempting 
to draw an exact parallel with such literary units, I would say that in the case study 
presented here, each individual scene on Bonanno’s door is a minor hierochronotopic 
unit, integrated into the fabric of the door itself as a broader hierochronotopic crea-
tion, which in turn is integrated into the fabric of the Pisan cathedral as a hierochrono-
topic realm within the even broader hierochronotopy of the medieval city of Pisa. The 
city itself is just another unit in the cosmic fabric of divine hierochronotopy, God’s 
plan for human salvation, which is propelled by those historical turning points that 
are represented in the smaller hierochronotopic units of the door, its individual scenes. 
Through this network of hierochronotopic relations, the smaller units and the over-
arching matrix were inextricably linked in the experience of the medieval Christians 
of Pisa. When studying cultural manifestations such as Bonanno’s door in its broader 
sociocultural context, attention to spatiotemporal integration through the concept of 
hierochronotopy may allow us to unlock layers of cultural experience (both in terms 
of creation and reception) that otherwise might remain hidden to our eyes. I would like 
to close with three observations about the significance of hierochronotopy for cultural 
studies—especially in the context of medieval Christianity—which are inspired by 
recent reflections in the realm of literary chronotopic studies.

Firstly, as a worldview, a creative and experiential practice, and an analytical ap-
proach, hierochronotopy is fundamentally intertwined with the mechanisms of human 
knowledge, memory, and by extension, behavior.84 The hierochronotopic matrix of Bo-
nanno’s door was meant to: activate knowledge and memory in the minds of Christian 
visitors regarding the tenets of their faith about human salvation; enhance their reli-
gious experience of individual and communal salvation in the realm of the cathedral; 
and finally, inspire their current and future behavior as followers of Christ who would 
act in ways that would make them worthy of the promised salvation. In this regard, 
hierochronotopy had a prominent didactic function through the dynamic interweaving 
of past, present, and future—or memory, action, and hope. In other words, Bonanno’s 
hierochronotopic threshold would invite medieval Christians to become participants of 
the experiential learning of church rituals by engaging them through a dynamic inter-
action of “past experience, ongoing involvement, and yet-to-be-accomplished goals.”85 
Considering that the ultimate goal of medieval Christians was nothing short of eter-
nal salvation, then the didactic function of hierochronotopy would have been particu-
larly significant in their cultural experience. This observation also points to personal 
variations in the experience of hierochronotopy, since all participants in experiential 
learning engage with any given framework based on their own interests, memories, and 
overall identities. This is to say that the above hierochronotopic analysis of Bonanno’s 
door points to some possible interpretations of the material but neither exhausts those 
possibilities nor does it suggest that all viewers would develop such interpretations at 
all times. In this sense, it is productive to consider the hierochronotopic motif of the 
tree on Bonanno’s door as a multivocal symbol and therefore a generative mnemonic 
device, within the richly layered and creative function of symbolism and memory in 
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medieval Christian culture.86 Viewers of the door could use the tree as a stepping stone 
toward more or less individualized but still culturally rooted readings of the visual nar-
rative, weaving their way through an understanding of the history of human salvation 
by tracing various possible and complementary threads. In this creative process of cul-
tural production and experience, the symbolic device of the tree was particularly fertile 
exactly because it could evoke the hierochronotopic dimension of human salvation as 
past, present, and future, based on memory, action, and hope.

Secondly, it is worth considering that contemporary literary theoretical models of 
chronotope might prove to be too rigid for the study of complex hierochronotopic cul-
tures such as medieval Christianity. For example, Bart Keunen has recently proposed that 
there are two basic models of chronotope in what he calls “Western Narrative Culture”:

teleological—or monological—chronotopes characterize traditional narratives in 
which the entire plot moves towards the final moment (the “Eschaton”)… In dia-
logical chronotopes, on the other hand, the narrative is not directed towards a final 
moment, to a “telos”, but rather consists of a network of conflicting situations and 
junctions that communicate with each other—hence the term “dialogical.”87

I would like to argue that in the narrative and experience of human salvation as ar-
ticulated in medieval Christianity, hierochronotopy is both teleological (or eschato-
logical, moving toward the Last Judgment and eternal salvation) and dialogical (or 
typological, moving through continuous cross-references between different spatio-
temporal units that prefigure, fulfill, or supplant one another throughout salvation 
history).88 While the teleological focus of narratives and experiences (for example in 
ritual) addresses the ultimate goal of eternal salvation, the dialogical focus is equally 
important in making salvation more easily perceptible and believable in the spatiotem-
poral matrix of human existence. The dialogical element introduces smaller “units” 
of salvation narratives and experiences, hierochronotopically limited to specific times 
and places, but constantly recurring so as to reassure humankind of the wisdom and 
infallibility of God’s salvation plan and to mark the gradual progress of his children 
on their long journey back to his kingdom. For example, in the Christian tradition, 
Noah’s Flood that cleansed the world, the Crossing of the Red Sea by the Israelites 
escaping slavery, and the parting of the River Jordan for the crossing of the Ark of 
the Covenant are all considered prefigurations of Christ’s Baptism, which in turn 
instituted the ritual of Christian baptism through which humans are cleansed and 
introduced into the fold of the Church that offers the promise of future salvation.89 
Likewise, the Jewish Temple is replaced by Christ’s body and the body-congregation 
of his Ecclesia and local churches, all of which are Christian realms of communion 
with God and promise to reverse the effects of the forbidden fruit through the con-
sumption of the Eucharist.90 The dialogical interrelation between these hierochrono-
topic units, in other words, their typological cross-references and their synchronic 
and diachronic connections according to patterns of analogy or antithesis, are a very 
essential part of salvation narratives and rituals, exactly because they prove salva-
tion’s feasibility and humanity’s progress toward the ultimate goal of return to God’s 
kingdom. Therefore, dialogical (or typological) hierochronotopy supports teleologi-
cal (or eschatological) hierochronotopy, which in turn makes dialogical –  typological 
hierochronotopy significant and relevant. In this sense, the Christian perception 
of history is both cyclical (typological) and linear (eschatological) on the path to 
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salvation, and therefore, it has been described as “a helix spiraling upward through 
shadowy types to truth.”91

Finally, I would like to acknowledge that there is a protean quality—what I have called 
kaleidoscopic multivalence—in the way I have discussed hierochronotopy in the present 
study. This might seem a theoretical and methodological problem, but perhaps only if we 
are after rigid certainties or linear and exclusive systems of analysis. On the contrary, I 
propose that this protean quality could be productive in our study of human experiences 
and cultural creations, which are also fluid, complex, and multilayered. This is especially 
the case when dealing with transcendental issues of divine providence and eternal sal-
vation in the cultural context of medieval Christianity. After all, the Christian believers 
of that time were attuned to a particularly creative understanding of the sensorial world 
around them, embedded as they were in a culture of dynamic, symbolic polysemy that 
modern “westerners” might find hard to comprehend. In that cultural context, dialogical 
hierochronotopy reflected and enriched the symbolic polysemy of the world while also 
articulating its teleological – eschatological hopes. Our study of such a rich cultural tra-
dition could benefit from a more timeful approach to the generative concept of hierotopy 
that Alexei Lidov has successfully introduced into our current scholarly landscape.

Notes

 1 The lexical components of these terms are the Greek words hieros (sacred), chronos (time) 
and topos (space). For an introduction to the concept of hierotopy see the following two 
articles by Alexei Lidov, “Hierotopy. The Creation of Sacred Spaces as a Form of Creativity 
and Subject of Cultural History,” in Hierotopy: The Creation of Sacred Spaces in Byzantium 
and Medieval Russia, ed. Alexei Lidov (Moscow: Indrik, 2006), 32–58. “Creating the Sacred 
Space. Hierotopy as a New Field of Cultural History,” in Spazi e percorsi sacri. I santuari, 
le vie, I corpi, eds. Chiara Cremonesi and Laura Carnevale (Padua: Libreriauniversitaria.it, 
2014), 61–90. The concept is further explored in numerous other publications by Lidov. 

 2 For the purpose of this article, I use space and place interchangeably, especially since I refer 
to delimited or enclosed locations (circumscribed spaces as places). I also use sacred and 
holy interchangeably. When I talk of human or religious experience (singular), I refer to the 
human state of experiencing; therefore, I do not assume a singular experience but the inex-
haustible potential of innumerable and diverse experiences (plural) that occur in the lives of 
individuals and communities. Occasionally, I might directly refer to experiences (plural), to 
emphasize this multiplicity that is inherent in the ability to experience.

 3 Chronotopy and chronotopic can be translated as spatiotemporal, although in chronot-
opy the order of the words is reverse, as temporal – spatial. Lidov himself (as well as other 
scholars who have engaged with his concept of hierotopy) has recognized the importance 
of time in religious experience and has often dealt with it in his various research projects 
(for example, see his “Spatial Icons. The Miraculous Performance with the Hodegetria of 
Constantinople,” in Hierotopy: The Creation of Sacred Spaces in Byzantium and Medieval 
Russia, ed. Alexei Lidov (Moscow: Indrik, 2006), 349–372. Certainly, I do not claim that 
the interconnectedness of time and space is a novel idea in the study of hierotopy, but that 
it could be more systematically explored. 

 4 Lidov, “Hierotopy. The Creation of Sacred Spaces,” esp. 39, 41–42.
 5 Lidov, “Hierotopy. The Creation of Sacred Spaces,” 48.
 6 Bakhtin adds (emphasis mine): 

In the literary artistic chronotope, spatial and temporal indicators are fused into one 
carefully thought-out, concrete whole. Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes 
artistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged and responsive to the movements of 
time, plot and history… The chronotope as a formally constitutive category determines 
to a significant degree the image of man in literature as well. The image of man is always 
intrinsically chronotopic. 

http://Libreriauniversitaria.it
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See Mikhail Bakhtin, “Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel. Notes towards 
a Historical Poetics,” in The Dialogic Imagination. Four Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, ed. Mi-
chael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 84–85. Although I was not aware 
of Bakhtin’s chronotope when I first conceived of hierochronotopy as a significant term, I 
was grateful to discover his work through a reference in Lidov’s own writing (Lidov, “Hi-
erotopy. The Creation of Sacred Spaces,” 48). Later in this paper I will return to Bakhtin’s 
contributions to the cultural significance of spatiotemporal integration. 

 7 Bakhtin, “Chronotope,” 84, writes: 

This term (space-time) is employed in mathematics, and was introduced as part of Ein-
stein’s Theory of Relativity. The special meaning it has in relativity theory is not impor-
tant for our purposes… What counts for us is the fact that it expresses the inseparability 
of space and time (time as the fourth dimension of space).

 8 Quote from Boethius’s commentary on Porphyry’s Isagoge, “one of the basic logic texts of 
the medieval school,” cited by Mary Carruthers and Jan M. Ziolkowski, The Medieval Craft 
of Memory. An Anthology of Texts and Pictures (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2002), 7.

 9 For a discussion of the cultural specificity of time and various recent explorations of time in 
a number of disciplines see Christine Ross, The Past Is the Present; It’s the Future Too. The 
Temporal Turn in Contemporary Art (New York: Continuum, 2012), 18–52. I thank Rachel 
Nelson, Ph.D. graduate from the program of Visual Studies at the University of California, 
Santa Cruz, for recommending this book to me. 

 10 Timefulness has been introduced to the literature of visual studies by Diana Rose, Ph.D. 
graduate from the program of Visual Studies at the University of California, Santa Cruz. In 
her Ph.D. dissertation, Living Time, Performing Memory: Maya Ceremonies of Foundation 
and Renewal, Rose examines “how Maya notions of cyclical time were practiced, looking 
specifically at how the past, present, and future coexisted in particular moments.” (http://
havc-dev.ucsc.edu/people/students/diana-rose). This coexistence of past, present, and  
future that transcends a linear perception of time also reflects the timefulness (rather than 
timelessness) of the Christian God as eternal, and is echoed in the timefulness of Chris-
tian rituals in which God is present among his people. Spacefulness may be considered the 
spatial equivalent of timefulness, referring both to the Christian God as omnipresent, and 
to the evocation of various sacred places in the context of Christian rituals. The following 
discussion of hierochronotopy will shed more light on these concepts of ritual timefulness 
and spacefulness as interrelated. 

 11 This is a main concept in so-called “natural theology” according to which God’s presence, 
power and wisdom are manifested in the world through the beauty, grand scale and bal-
anced workings of nature. For a number of articles on this topic see The Oxford Handbook 
of Natural Theology, ed. Russell Re Manning (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), es-
pecially the essays by Christopher Rowland, “Natural Theology and the Christian Bible,” 
23–37; Wayne Hankey, “Natural Theology in the Patristic Period,” 38–56; and Alexander 
W. Hall, “Natural Theology in the Middle Ages,” 57–74. I thank Professor Stacy Kamehiro 
for introducing me to the concept of natural theology and recommending this book. 

 12 Lidov, “Hierotopy. The Creation of Sacred Spaces,” 33 discusses hierophany (visions or 
apparitions of the sacred or the divine) as leading to hierotopy (sacred places in which the 
divine is venerated), using as an example the dream of Jacob’s Ladder and the holy stone he 
anoints on the location of his dream (Genesis 28:12–22). I argue that the dimension of time 
is interwoven with that of space in such cases (for example, Jacob’s dream as a specific tem-
poral occurrence at a certain point in his life is as significant as the location of said dream). 

 13 Jean Danielou, The Bible and the Liturgy (Ann Arbor, MI: Servant Books, 1956), 222–286. 
Ibid., 266, Danielou describes the theology of Sunday as the first and eighth day of the 
week (especially in the works of St. Basil) as “the cosmic day of creation, the biblical day of 
circumcision, the evangelical day of the Resurrection, the Church’s day of the Eucharistic 
celebration, and, finally, the eschatological day of the age to come.”

 14 Lidov, “Hierotopy. The Creation of Sacred Spaces,” 37, mentions the creation of the Tab-
ernacle and its implements and the institution of its rituals (Exodus 25–40) as a hierotopic 
project. I emphasize the significance of the temporal dimension in this project, calling it 
hierochronotopic instead. 

http://havc-dev.ucsc.edu
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 15 Danielou, The Bible and the Liturgy, 139–161, 262–286.
 16 A few basic publications on the extensively researched theme of Christian typology: Jean 

Danielou, From Shadows to Reality; Studies in Biblical Typology of the Fathers (Westmin-
ster: Newman Press, 1960); Leonhard Goppelt, Typos: Die typologische Deutung des Alten 
Testaments im Neuen; Anhang: Apokalyptic und Typologie bei Paulus (Darmstadt: Wissen-
schaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1981); Sabine Schrenk, Typos und Antitypos in der frühchristli-
chen Kunst (Münster: Aschendorffsche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1995).

 17 Danielou, From Shadows to Reality, 48–56. The idea that Christ and his Church are the 
new temple that replaces the old place of Jewish worship (connected with the notion that 
the Church is the body of Christ) is prominent in the New Testament (e.g. Matthew 16:18, 
26:61, 27:51; Mark 14:58, 15:38; Luke 23:45; John 2:19–20; Romans 12:5; 1 Corinthians 3:16, 
6:19, 10:16–17, 12:12–27; 2 Corinthians 6:16; Ephesians 2:19–22, 3:6, 5:23; Colossians 1:18, 1:24: 
Hebrews 9–10 (esp. 9:11 and 10:20); 1 Peter 2:4–5.

 18 The bibliography on Christian concepts of Jerusalem, New Jerusalem and Heavenly Jeru-
salem (including the idea of Christian churches as Heavenly Jerusalem) is rather extensive. 
Here I mention just a couple of significant publications with references to further literature: 
New Jerusalems. Hierotopy and Iconography of Sacred Spaces, ed. Alexei Lidov (Moscow: 
Indrik, 2009). Visual Constructs of Jerusalem, eds. Bianca Kühnel, Galit Noga-Banai and 
Hanna Vorholt (Turnhout: Brepols, 2014). For the Eucharist as a prefiguration of the heav-
enly banquet see Danielou, The Bible and the Liturgy, 139–161.

 19 For a detailed discussion of the Incarnation as a spatiotemporal circumscription of divinity 
see Maria Evangelatou, “The Holy Sepulchre and Iconophile Arguments on Relics in the 
Ninth-Century Byzantine Psalters,” in Eastern Christian Relics, ed. Alexei Lidov (Moscow: 
Progress-Tradicija, 2003), 181–204.

 20 La forme le plus ancienne du Protévangile de Jacques, ed. Émile de Strycker (Bruxelles: So-
ciété des Bollandinistes, 1961), 148–150. In Chapter18, Joseph describes his experience of 
frozen time as he walks outside the cave of the Nativity to find a midwife for Mary. As time 
recovers its flow, Joseph finds a midwife and when they return to the cave, the birth of Jesus 
is heralded by a dark cloud replaced by a bright light unbearable to human eyes (Chapter 
20, ibid., 152–156).

 21 Danielou, The Bible and the Liturgy, 139–161. See also Maria Evangelatou, “Botanical Ex-
egesis in God’s Creation: The Polyvalent Meaning of Plants on the Salerno Ivories,” in The 
Salerno Ivories. Objects, Histories, Contexts, ed. Francesca Dell’Acqua, Anthony Cutler, 
Herbert L. Kessler, Avinoam Shalem and Gerhard Wolf (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 2016), 
147, note 48 for further literature on the connection between the Eucharist as a reversal of 
the effects of the forbidden fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, through the sacrifice of Christ 
as the true fruit of the Tree of Life. 

 22 Gregory of Nyssa, Εἰς τὴν ἐπιγραφὴν τῶν ψαλμῶν, δεύτερον βιβλίον, PG 44, 489CD, 569BC. 
Translated by Ronald E. Heine, Gregory of Nyssa’s Treatise on the Inscriptions of the Psalms. 
Introduction, Translation, and Notes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 126, 184.

 23 “Inside and outside” are often identified with “sacred and secular” or “private and public” 
in modern Western thought, but in the medieval Christian world such distinctions were 
not clear-cut, so I avoid using them. In many cases, gates would define transitions between 
different degrees of sacred or public identity, rather than create binary distinctions between 
sacred and profane or public and private. For example, cathedral doors defined the inside 
as more sacred than the outside, but their exterior (e.g. the public square in front of them) 
was also sacred, and both the inside and the outside were public spaces for Christian con-
gregations. Bernhard Siegert, “Doors: On the Materiality of the Symbolic,” Grey Room 47 
(2012), 6–23, esp. 8–11, makes some relevant comments about doors defining the outside and 
inside, but he focuses on binary distinctions (like public and private) that do not entirely 
apply to medieval Christian culture. Indeed, on p. 12 he notes that in European tradition 
“until about 1650, intimate and publicly used spaces were not clearly separated.” I thank 
Professor Grant Bollmer for recommending this article and providing me with a copy. 

 24 Although Bakhtin, “Chronotope,” 248–249 defines chronotopic thresholds primarily in 
terms of crisis, I would argue that in Christian tradition they are points of transition that 
sometimes manifest a crisis (e.g. the Fall from grace) but more often than not lead to divine 
revelation or positive human transformation (see below). Siegert, “Doors,” 9–11, also con-
siders the crossing of a door or threshold a crisis moment (on the basis of a rather random 
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reference to different cultural traditions). On p. 10, he mentions Jacques Lacan’s statement 
on the symbolic nature of doors: “In its nature, the door belongs to the symbolic order… 
The door is a real symbol, the symbol par excellence, the symbol in which man’s passing 
through the cross it sketches, intersecting access and closure, can always be recognized.”

 25 Genesis 3:24 is traditionally depicted in Christian iconography as a closed door with a 
sword-bearing cherubim in front of it. 

 26 For a brief discussion and references to biblical and scholarly literature on this subject see 
Maria Evangelatou, “Threads of Power: Clothing Symbolism, Human Salvation, and Fe-
male Identity in the Illustrated Homilies by Iakobos of Kokkinobaphos,” Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers 68 (2014), 279–281. 

 27 Ibid., 280. Matthew 27:51; Mark 15:38; Luke 23:45. 
 28 Ann Kartsonis, Anastasis. The Making of an Image (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press, 1986), 13, 26, 65 (note 77), 78, 85–86, 97, 165, esp. 231.
 29 Margaret English Frazer, “Church Doors and the Gates of Paradise: Byzantine Bronze 

Doors in Italy,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 27 (1973), 145–162, especially 162. Eadem, “Church 
Doors and the Gates of Paradise Reopened,” in Le Porte di Bronzo Dall’Antichità al Secolo 
XIII, ed. Salvatorino Salomi (Rome, 1990), 271–278. Jadwiga Irena Daniec, The Message 
of Faith and Symbol in European Medieval Bronze Church Doors (Danbury, CT: Rutledge 
Books, 1999). William Melczer, La porta di Bonanno nel Duomo di Pisa. Teologia ed imagine 
(Pisa: Pacini Editore, 1988), 9–27, esp. 15–17. Prominent plant motifs (with possible para-
disiacal allusions) are a common element in numerous Late Antique and Medieval church 
doors, as is obvious by the photographic material collected in Le Porte di Bronzo, 1990.

 30 Revelation 21:21, 21:25 (the gates are never shut because there is no night in Heavenly 
Jerusalem).

 31 John 10:9, “I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved.”
 32 Mary as the gate through which God comes to earth (Ezekiel 44:1–3) and humans return 

to heaven (Genesis 28:17) are both very popular ideas in Eastern Orthodox and Catholic 
tradition. See the rich material (from both Greek and Latin authors) discussed by Richard 
Hillier, “Joseph the Hymnographer and Mary the Gate,” The Journal of Theological Studies 
(new series) 36/2 (1985), 311–320. 

 33 Matthew 25:1–13. For a detailed discussion of the Christian significance of gates, in con-
nection to the rich symbolism of trees (relevant to the following paragraphs), see Mary D. 
Edwards, “Duccio’s ‘Entry into Jerusalem’: a new interpretation,” Studies in Iconography 25 
(2004), 47–88.

 34 For relevant literature see Evangelatou, “Botanical Exegesis,” 147, note 48. 
 35 Bakhtin, “Chronotope,” 250–252.
 36 For an overview of what we know about Bonanno see William Melczer, La porta di Bo-

nanno a Monreale. Teologia a poesia (Palermo: Novecento, 1987), 33–43; and Melczer, Pisa, 
29–31.

 37 Melczer, Pisa, 29.
 38 Ibid., 30.
 39 For an overview of various dating hypotheses (none of which are conclusive) see Mirabilia 

Italiae. Il Duomo di Pisa, eds. Adriano Peroni and Cinzia Nenci (Modena: Franco Cosimo 
Panini, 1995), vol. 1, 387–395. Vol. 2, 163–193 includes excellent images in color of Bonan-
no’s door.

 40 Especially Melczer, Pisa, 381–387. 
 41 For all the above see Neta Bodner, “The Baptistery of Pisa and the Rotunda of the Holy Sep-

ulchre: A Reconsideration,” in Visual Constructs of Jerusalem, eds. Bianca Kühnel, Galit 
Noga-Banai and Hanna Vorholt (Turnhout: Brepols, 2014), 95–105. Also, Robert Ouster-
hout, “Flexible Geography and Transportable Topography,” Jewish Art 23–24 (1997–1998), 
393–404, esp. 394, 399–401.

 42 André Vauchez, The Laity in the Middle Ages. Religious Beliefs and Devotional Practices 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1993), 62–63. For a much more de-
tailed treatment of San Ranieri and his communal and religious significance in Pisa see 
Gabriele Zaccagnini, La “Vita” di san Ranieri (secolo XII). Analisi storica, agiografica e 
filologica del testo di Benincasa. Edizione critica dal codice C181 dell’Archivio Capitolare di 
Pisa (Pisa: Edizioni ETS, 2008), esp. 139–142 for Ranieri as an imitator of Christ; 59–71 



Hierochronotopy 169

for a discussion of chronology (Ranieri died in 1160 and his vita was written by his friend 
and cannon of the cathedral of Pisa, Benincasa, a few years later); 91–92 for the burial of 
the saint, by 1165, next to the cathedral, probably at the exterior corner between the south 
transept and the nave; 97 for the final burial of the saint inside the south transept of the 
cathedral in 1688. It is possible that the institution of this final resting place prompted the 
naming of Bonanno’s door at the south transept as “the door of San Ranieri.” 

 43 Melzcer, Pisa, 381, 386.
 44 This is particularly appropriate for a cathedral dedicated to Mary’s Assumption, the event 

depicted (in the iconography of the Dormition) below the enthroned Mary. Through her As-
sumption, Mary was able to preside in heaven next to her son and intercede for humankind.

 45 On interpictoriality as the method by which meaning is constructed and developed through 
a network of visual interrelations between different scenes, either on the same or different 
monuments, see for example Cynthia Hahn, “Interpictoriality in the Limoges Chasses of 
Stephen, Martial, and Valerie,” in Image and Belief: Studies in Celebration of the Eightieth 
Anniversary of the Index of Christian Art, ed. Colum Hourihane (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University in association with Princeton University Press, 1999), 109–124. 

 46 See Evangelatou, “Botanical Exegesis.” 
 47 Melczer, Pisa, 70–73. On the iconography of the Tree of Jesse with references to earlier liter-

ature see two articles in The Tree. Symbol, Allegory, and Mnemonic Device in  Medieval Art 
and Thought, International Medieval Research 20, ed. Pippa Salonius and Andrea Worm 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2014); Marie-Pierre Gelin, “Stirps Jesse in capite ecclesiae: Icono-
graphic and Liturgical Readings of the Tree of Jesse in Stained-Glass Windows,” 13–34, 
and Pippa Salonius, “Quasi lignum vitae: The Tree of Jesse, the Tree of Life, and the Men-
dicants in Late Medieval Orvieto,” 213–242. For an overview of the symbolism of vegetal 
and floral motifs in Byzantine and Italian Annunciation scenes of the 11th-15th c. see also 
Hélène Papastavrou, Recherche iconographique dans l’art Byzantin et Occidental du XIe au 
XVe siècle. L’Annonciation (Venice: Inst. Hellénique d’Études Byzantines et Post-Byzantines 
de Venise, 2007), 248–255 (tree), 255–258 (enclosed garden), 258–260 (vase with flowers). 

 48 Melczer, Pisa, 219–220.
 49 Ibid., 233–239. Compare Genesis 3:15.
 50 Melczer, Pisa, 242.
 51 Ibid., 70–73. Melczer also suggests that the tree in the Annunciation relates to the Tree of 

Life and alludes to the return to paradise through Mary and Christ.
 52 For a discussion of this scene see Ibid., 115–119, and esp. 119 for the connection between the 

Fall and the Nativity.
 53 On the polyvalent symbolism of the palm in Christian culture see Mirella Levi d’Ancona, 

The Garden of the Renaissance. Botanical Symbolism in Italian Painting, Arte e archeologia 
10 (Florence: Olschki, 1977), 279–286, and notes 66–70 below.

 54 It is worthy of notice that all the scenes that represent directional movement (walking or 
riding) in the door’s narrative scenes are aligned with the actual movement of the visitors 
entering the cathedral through the door: on the right door leaf, the Magi and Christ ride 
toward the left (on their journey to Bethlehem and in his entry to Jerusalem). On the left 
door leaf, the holy family and the holy women move rightward (on their journey to Egypt 
and their visit to Christ’s tomb respectively). It is possible that these directional choices 
(not determined by iconographic standards) were planned to parallel the movement of the 
faithful, who when entering the cathedral would be visiting Christ like the Magi, traveling 
to safety like the holy family, entering Jerusalem like the followers of Christ in his entry to 
the city, and visiting Christ’s tomb (the Eucharistic altar) like the holy women at his sepul-
cher. It is also worth noting that the scenes of Last Judgment and Paradise in the top rail of 
the door are among the few of this narrative cycle in which the main protagonists (Christ 
and Mary) look out at the viewer, as if addressing and including them in the scene and in-
viting them to experience salvation in the cathedral space behind the door—while in most 
other scenes the figures turn to each other, in an “internal” narrative interaction that does 
not directly address the viewers. The impression that the viewers are directly addressed as 
if they were participants of the relevant episodes in an expanded hierochronotopic sense 
could also be the case in the following six scenes (out of a total of 20 narratives in the main 
section of the door) in which Christ is frontal: Baptism—suggesting that through the ritual 



170 Maria Evangelatou

of baptism Christians are included in the Christian community and can enter through the 
doors to find salvation? Transfiguration—suggesting that the divinity of Christ is revealed 
to his followers inside the cathedral, e.g. through the Eucharist? Last Supper above the 
Transfiguration—here the apostles look out at the viewer, perhaps suggesting a connec-
tion between them through the ritual of the Eucharist that re-enacts the Last Supper? Ar-
rest and Crucifixion—emphasizing that Christ suffered for the salvation of the onlookers? 
 Ascension—where both Mary and Christ are frontal, as if inviting the faithful to follow in 
that ascension that leads them at the top rail of the door, right above, in which both wel-
come them in Paradise? Of course, in all these scenes the frontality of the figures is part of 
the established iconography, but it can also be read as a way to integrate the faithful into an 
extended hierochronotopic network of salvation history. 

 55 On the symbolism of right and left in Christian iconography see, for example, the many in-
sightful references made by Penny Howell Jolly, Made in God’s Image? Eve and Adam in the 
Genesis Mosaics at San Marco, Venice, California Studies in the History of Art/Discovery 
Series 4 (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1997), that include not only the position 
of specific figures on the right or left of a composition, but also the representation of people 
using their right or left hand in particular moments of the narrative. Such references are 
made throughout the book, some examples being at pp. 11, 14, 27, 17, 32, 34, 36, 38, 47–58, 85, 
100 (note 10), 104–105 (note 7 with further literature on the subject), 114 (note 1), 118 (note 22).

 56 For the literary and visual tradition of the withered Tree of Paradise-Tree of Knowledge see 
Barbara Baert and Liesbet Kusters, “The Tree as Narrative, Formal, and Allegorical Index 
in Representations of the Noli Me Tangere,” in The Tree. Symbol, Allegory, and Mnemonic 
Device in Medieval Art and Thought, International Medieval Research 20, ed. Pippa Salo-
nius and Andrea Worm (Turnhout: Brepols, 2014), 174–175.

 57 Melczer, Pisa, 72, points out, when he discusses the possible meanings of the tree in the 
Annunciation, that polyvalent interpretations are common in Christian iconography and 
theology. In addition, it should be remembered that polyvalence lies at the root of sym-
bolic thought. Douglas Davies, “The Evocative Symbolism of Trees,” in The Iconography 
of Landscape : Essays on the Symbolic Representation, Design, and Use of Past Environ-
ments, ed. Denis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1988), 37, refers to Victor Turner’s The Forest of symbols (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1967), 27 in connection to “the multivocal or polysemic nature of symbols, where one 
meaning is related to others in an increasingly deep pool of potential meanings available for 
exploitation by future interpreters.” See also Caroline Walker Bynum, Fragmentation and 
Redemption. Essays on Gender and the Human Body in Medieval Religion (New York: Zone 
Books, 1991/1992), 116: “Medieval symbols were far more complex - polysemic as anthro-
pologists say - than modern people are aware… we might find in medieval art and literature 
some suggestions of a symbolic richness our own lives and rituals seem to lack.”

 58 Zaccagnini, Ranieri, 108. Antonino Caleca, “Architettura e scultura Romaniche,” in Il Du-
omo di Pisa. Il Battistero – Il Campanile, ed. Enzo Carli (Florence: Nardini Editore, 1989), 15.

 59 The chapel was officially called Cappella dell’Incoronata (Chappell of the Crowned Virgin, 
i.e. of the Coronation of the Virgin). It included a 14th-c. mosaic of Mary’s Assumption and 
16th-c. sculptures of Mary’s Assumption and Coronation. See Mirabilia Italiae. Il Duomo
di Pisa, vol. 1, 469–472; vol. 2, 434–447.

 60 Ibid., vol. 1, 470–471; vol. 2, 440–441.
 61 The palm as a reference to the landscape of the Holy Land is emphatically mentioned by 

John White, “The Bronze Doors of Bonannus and the Development of Dramatic Narra-
tive,” Art History 11/2 (1988), 162–163 (including references to the “Middle Eastern” cloth-
ing of the prophets in the bottom rail), 187.

 62 Melczer, Pisa, 143–144. 
 63 Ibid.
 64 Ibid., 165–166, 297, 381
 65 The idea of Christ offering himself as bait to be eaten by the devil, so that through his death 

Jesus defeats death, is used by prominent theologians such as Gregory of Nyssa and Au-
gustine. See Gregory of Nyssa, The Great Catechetical Oration, 22–24, edited, commented 
and translated by James Herbert Srawley, The Catechetical Oration of Gregory of Nyssa 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), 84–96, esp. 89 (comment on line 3), and 93 
(comment on line 2), with reference to similar ideas in other Latin and Greek fathers, such 
as Gregory the Great and John of Damascus; and Augustine, Sermons, 261, translated by 
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Henry Bettenson, The Later Christian Fathers: A Selection from the Writings of the Fathers 
from St. Cyril of Jerusalem to St. Leo the Great (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970, 
1977), 222. 

 66 See the references by Melczer, Pisa, 382, 391 (note 56) with mention to the following Biblical 
passages: Exodus 15:27; Numbers 33:9, Deuteronomy 2:8, 34:3; 1 Kings 9:26; 2 Kings 14:22, 
16:6; 2 Chronicles 8:17, 26:2, 28:15; Judges 1:16, 3:13. In Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem (John 
12:13) palm leafs are used as a symbol of triumph. See also Penelope C. Mayo, “The Cru-
saders under the Palm: Allegorical Plants and Cosmic Kingship in the ‘Liber Floridus,’” 
Dumbarton Oaks Papers 27 (1973), 29–67, esp. 34–38. In his discussion of the palm Melczer 
mentions its rich symbolism in Christian culture, but doesn’t systematically explore its 
polyvalence on Bonanno’s door as I attempt to do here. 

 67 Melczer, Pisa, 382, with reference especially to Psalms 92 (91 in the Septuagint), lines 12–15.
 68 For this use of palm leafs see Jay Rubenstein, “Heavenly and Earthly Jerusalem: The View 

from Twelfth-century Flanders,” in Visual Constructs of Jerusalem, 265, notes 1–2 with ref-
erences to further literature.

 69 Melczer, Pisa, 382. See for example 1 Chronicles 3:5; 1 Kings 6:29, 7:36, which mention palms 
on the temple walls. According 1 Kings 6:32, palms were sculpted on the door leading to the 
Holy of Holies. In addition, the temple in the vision of Ezekiel has palms on the pillars of 
all three gates (east, north, south): Ezekiel 41:16/22/26/31/34/37. 

 70 See the examples mentioned by Mayo, “The Crusaders under the Palm,” 34–37. For the idea 
that Christ and his Church are the new temple that replaces the old place of Jewish worship 
see also note 17 above.

 71 For relevant literature see Evangelatou, “Botanical Exegesis,” 149–150, note 58.
 72 This detail also recalls references to holy men living on the walls of Jerusalem during the 

twelfth century (San Ranieri being one of them for some time, according to his twelfth- 
century biography). They continued this practice up until the city was captured by Saladin 
in 1188. See Zaccagnini, Ranieri, 143–144.

 73 Bonanno creates a visual link between the Washing of Feet and Christ in Majesty through 
the architectural structures above Jesus, which echo each other across the two scenes: a 
dome-like structure hovering above Christ’s head in the former episode, and a ciborium 
above his throne in the latter. 

 74 See note 28 above for relevant literature on the connection between church doors and 
paradise.

 75 Indeed, in the arches of the central colonnades flanking the nave (in its easternmost part), 
black voussoirs do not span the entire width of the soffit but approximately half of it (occa-
sionally with some irregularities of shorter or longer black blocks). This evokes even more 
vividly the effect of serrated palm leafs, but with reversed dark and light effects: here the leafs 
seem made out of the white marble and the spaces between their edges are filled in by black, 
as if these unwithering stone palm trees are made out of light standing against a night sky. 

 76 Ousterhout, “Flexible Geography,” 402.
 77 Especially on the side of the central colonnade facing outward (on which mosaics cover the 

wall immediately above the arches, without marble revetment between them, as in the side 
facing inward). Although some scholars have hypothesized that the ablaq inner arches of 
the Dome of the Rock date to a later period, there is plenty of compelling evidence to sug-
gest that they are actually original to the building. See H. R. Allen, “Observations on the 
Original Appearance of the Dome of the Rock,” Bayt al-Maqdis: Jerusalem and Early Islam 
(Oxford Studies in Islamic Art, 9), vol. 2, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 197–213, 
esp. 199–206. https://searchworks.stanford.edu/view/4798305. To Allen’s argument one may 
add that the red and white ablaq voussoirs of the Great Mosque of Cordoba built and re-
peatedly enlarged in the eighth to tenth centuries (Figure 6.17) might have been intended as 
a reference to the holy sites of the Dome of the Rock and the Great Mosque of Damascus 
(both of which have black and white ablaq voussoirs). This would be especially appropriate 
not only because of the importance of these two earlier monuments but also because the 
Muslim rulers of Cordoba who founded and subsequently enlarged the Cordoba mosque 
were the last remaining descendants of the Umayyad dynasty responsible for building the 
Great Mosque of Damascus and the Dome of the Rock in the seventh and eighth centuries 
and may have wanted to evoke past glories of their dynasty in their new great religious 
center. For a brief but informative discussion of the black and white voussoirs of the Pisan 
cathedral as a reference to the ablaq of the Dome of the Rock see Terry Allen, Pisa and 

https://searchworks.stanford.edu
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the Dome of the Rock, 2nd ed. (Occidental, CA: Solipsist Press), URL: http://www.sonic.
net/~tallen/palmtree/pisa.dor.htm#archie, accessed January 14, 2018. 

 78 For a detailed discussion of this architectural form and its significance see Jelena Bogdano-
vić, The Framing of Sacred Space: The Canopy and the Byzantine Church (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2017). Bonanno is actually using a composite form that comprises of an 
arched gate-like crenellated structure with two columns (Annunciation), or a ciborium with 
two columns (Presentation to the Temple, Temptation of Christ), or a wider arch with crenel-
lations (Last Supper), above all of which he depicts a dome resting on five columns.

 79 For relevant dates and photos see the chapters on the cathedral, baptistery and bell tower in Il 
Duomo di Pisa. Il Battistero – Il Campanile, ed. Enzo Carli (Florence: Nardini Editore, 1989). 

 80 Visually, the elevation of Bonanno’s five-column canopy above a ciborium or crenellate 
arch (see note 78), also recalls the Dome of the Rock raised on the Temple Mount. At that 
time Christians conflated the Dome of the Rock with the Temple of Solomon (see note 76 
above). It is significant that the interior of both the Dome of the Rock and the Rotunda of 
the Anastasis were dominated by circular arched colonnades (and the Rotunda’s colonnade 
was copied at the exterior of the Pisa Baptistery, note 41, above). If Bonanno had intended 
such intervisual references to cross the mind of at least some well-informed viewers, then 
the hierochronotopic significance of his architectural choice would have been enhanced (by 
connecting the sacred narrative of the door episodes with both Jerusalem and Pisa of the 
twelfth century). 

 81 The concept of Mary as the Church is widespread in the literary and visual record of me-
dieval Christianity. See, for example, Hélène Papastavrou, “L’idée de l’Ecclesia et la scène 
de l’Annonciation. Quelques aspects,” Δελτίον τη˜ς Χριστιανικής Αρχαιολογικής Εταιρείας 
21 (2000), 277–240; eadem, L’Annonciation, 177–355. For references to Mary as container/
provider of the Eucharist in textual and visual sources of Western Europe see Bynum, Frag-
mentation and Redemption, 101, 103, 212. 

 82 These observations are in line with similar comments Lidov makes about hierotopy, for 
example in works mentioned in note 2 above. 

 83 Nele Bemong and Pieter Borghart, “State of the Art,” in Bakhtin’s Theory of the Literary 
Chronotope: Reflections, Applications, Perspectives, eds. Nele Bemong, Pieter Borghart, 
Michel De Dobbeleer, Kristoffel Demoen, Koen De Temmerman and Bart Keunen (Gent: 
Gent Academia Press, 2010), 6–7.

 84 Ibid., 8–14 (and p. IV of the book’s preface).
 85 Here I use language employed to discuss chronotope in contemporary classroom pedagogy. 

See Raymond Brown and Peter Renshaw, “Positioning Students as Actors and Authors: A 
Chronotopic Analysis of Collaborative Learning Activities,” Mind, Culture and Activity 
13/3 (2006), 247–259. I owe the term “experiential learning” as a reference to religious expe-
rience in the context of ritual to Tara Field, Ph.D. student in the Visual Studies Program of 
the History of Art and Visual Culture Department, University of California, Santa Cruz. 

 86 See note 57 above for the polysemy of medieval symbols. For memory and remembering as 
creative processes in medieval culture see Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory. A Study 
of Memory in Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 1–4. Also, 
Carruthers and Ziolkowski, The Medieval Craft of Memory, 1–4.
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The golden altar in the Basilica of St. Ambrose in Milan is one of the most fascinating 
objects surviving from the Carolingian domination of Milan (Figure 7.1).1 Decorated 
with embossed gold and silver reliefs, it can be considered an expression of the Car-
olingian domination in Lombardy. There is, first of all, the question of economics: it 
was most likely the reforms promoted by Adalard that provided the Milanese metro-
politan bishop, Angilbert II (824–859) with the material means to carry out such a lux-
urious object – in addition to the precious metal leaf, the altar is covered with enamels 
and precious stones.2 The choice of honouring Ambrose so ostentatiously must be 
read through the decades following Charlemagne’s conquest of Northern Italy (774).3 
According to the evidence, Ambrose was not particularly well-liked by the Lombards 
and was probably used by the natives, from the seventh century on, to stigmatise them, 
the new lords of Italy.4 Hence, giving special prominence to the bishop saint had to 
have been a political tool, a statement of continuity with the imperial past, as well as 
an affront to the defeated. 

In this context, the object itself stands out in an absolutely exceptional way: the 
quality of the embossing – which probably takes after the empire’s book culture – and 
the complex theological and political conception of the narrative are just a few of the 
aspects that allow us to evaluate the work’s conceptual importance. Some aspects, 
however, have remained in the shadows throughout the history of study. One is the al-
tar’s liturgical and ritual use. The second aspect I believe requires further clarification 
is the unusual iconography of the altar as a whole. I would like to dedicate this paper 
to exploring these two aspects. 

A marvellous hierotopy

As far as I am aware, apart from an unpublished study by Barbara Bruderer and a 
few lines by the author of this paper, no work has been dedicated to the ritual and 
liturgical use of the golden altar.5 Nor has the issue of its liturgical orientation been 
clarified with certainty. Following the general practice, described by Sible de Blaauw, 
one might assume that the celebrant would face the apse and therefore the golden 
antependium.6 In the Milanese case, based on some gestures in the Tridentine liturgy, 
the original situation may have been different, with the celebrant facing the people7. 
Bruderer however proved, through a careful analysis of Berthold’s work, that at the 
time it was written, in the twelfth century, the celebrant had to turn towards the apse, 
thus following the principle outlined by de Blaauw. 

7 The marvellous Hierotopy of the 
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If the situation described by Berthold confirms the state of things during the twelfth 
century, it’s fair to imagine that this was also the case in the years of Angilbert II.8 How-
ever, we do not have any documentary evidence to this effect. A series of images depicting 
Ambrose as celebrant on the back of the golden altar could serve as partial proof – in 
that case, however, the situation seems quite ambiguous. In the scene showing the bishop 
sleeping before the funeral of St. Martin of Tours, Ambrose has his back turned to the 
assembly (Figure 7.2). The same episode, depicted a few decades later in the basilica’s 
apse, seems to confirm this interpretation (Figure 7.3). For the miracle of the cripple, how-
ever, the situation seems different, with the bishop placed behind the altar (Figure 7.4). 
Bruderer emphasises a central point: it is reductive to imagine that the orientation of the 
liturgical celebration should define the use of the altar, which should instead be taken, 
according to her, as the true epicentre of the ritual action. In this sense, we can under-
stand the episode of Christ’s Presentation at the Temple, where all the figures in the scene 
surround a small altar, which appears similar to the model of the golden altar that An-
gilbert II dedicated to Ambrose (Figure 7.5). The altar should therefore be imagined as 
activated by the celebrants’ movement on all sides, with some rituals that could take place 
around the altar. To this effect, a valuable clue may be found in the covering of the nearly 
contemporary Drogo Sacramentary (845–855).9 On this artefact’s ivory covering, we find 
depictions of liturgical rites, which are logical, considering the manuscript’s contents. 
Similar to the golden altar, these reliefs present the mensa as an epicentre of dynamic 
movement – a situation confirmed by the text, which describes movement through the 
altar space.10 It is well known that Carolingian liturgy was filled with processions and 
movements inside the church itself. It is no coincidence that six other altars are still docu-
mented in the Basilica of St. Ambrose during the thirteenth century.11 In this regard, the 
high altar should therefore be perceived as being amplified by the movement of bodies – a 

Figure 7.1  Golden Altar, Church of Sant’Ambrogio, Milan, Italy, 826–859. Photo: © 
 Domenico Ventura.
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movement complemented by thuribles being swayed by the deacons, candles carried by 
other members of the clergy, and by liturgical chants and incense smoke. It is in this hier-
otopy that the golden altar should be understood: as an object activated during the liturgy 
that becomes a sort of visual fulcrum for the entire basilica.12 The play of light emphasis-
ing the object’s importance must have been especially key in this regard. Reliefs, gems and 

Figure 7.3  Ambrose sleeping during the liturgy, Apse Mosaic, Church of Sant’Ambrogio, 
Milan, Italy, beginning of the thirteenth century. Photo: © Domenico Ventura.

Figure 7.2  Ambrose sleeping during the liturgy, Golden Altar, Church of Sant’Ambrogio, 
Milan, Italy, 826–859. Photo: © Domenico Ventura.
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embossing must have created, with the movement of the flames, the illusion of a sort of 
golden hearth. The entire altar space became a “Spatial Icon,” to use a term coined by the 
recipient of this Festschrift.13 During the Eucharistic liturgy, this symphony of media must 
also have been completed by the moving images on the celebrants’ liturgical garments. 
We know that, in the Carolingian era, copes could be decorated with both crosses and 
Christological images.14 The moving celebrant before the altar’s front side thus became 
an extension of the antependium, plausibly replicating a part of the altar’s central theme –  
the cross and the image of Christ in Glory. Unfortunately, we have no material data on the 
matter; however, I think it is plausible to imagine that liturgical garments were envisioned 
in harmony with the front of the altar. The altar was just one splendid and exceptional 
element of an installation, completed by a performance, so similar in some respects – as 
concerns the visual strategies – to certain expressions of the art of the time.    

Figure 7.4 T he miracle of the cripple, Golden Altar, Church of Sant’Ambrogio, Milan, 
Italy, 826–859. Photo: © Domenico Ventura.

Figure 7.5 P resentation at the Temple, Golden Altar, Church of Sant’Ambrogio, Milan, 
Italy, 826–859. Photo: © Domenico Ventura.
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Milan, late antiquity and Byzantium: a visual fascination?

As suggested by the title of this paper, however, the golden altar may also be inter-
preted as being part of a dialogue, somehow unexpected, with the visual world of 
Constantinople at that time. At first glance, the abundance of narrative scenes on the 
golden altar could not be further from the rigorous and elegant aesthetic of the last 
years of the “struggle about images.”15 However, when the golden altar is observed 
“from afar,” that is, from the nave and outside the presbytery, the tiny scenes disappear 
(Figure 7.6).16 What emerges in their place, similar to how it is represented on the altar 
itself, is a splendid chest marked by large crosses on the three sides visible to the com-
mon believers. In other words, from afar, the altar becomes a golden background to the 
crosses, also golden and drawn with thin dark lines. This is a very different aesthetic 
choice from the previous altar antependia that we know of and does not have, to my 
knowledge, parallels in the West, in those years or in previous centuries.17 Considering  

Figure 7.6 G olden Altar, Church of Sant’Ambrogio, Milan, Italy, 826–859. Photo:  
© Domenico Ventura.
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reliquaries, however, the sign of the cross is much more common in the late antique 
period, from small silver reliquaries to those shaped as sarcophagi in marble.18 Yet 
again, however, in contemporary reliquaries, the presence of the cross is much more 
discreet, as in the case of St. Stephen’s Purse.19 Furthermore, though the ideas are sim-
ilar for earlier reliquaries, the material execution and the visual effect in particular are 
very different. Not to mention the fact that late antique reliquaries were for the most 
part unseen, as they were located below the altars of churches. The only monument 
in gold with an aesthetic that is comparable to the golden altar is the famous Gospels 
of Teodolinda, thought to be a gift from Gregory the Great to the Lombard queen 
(Figure 7.7).20 A similar solution, however, is also featured in the decorations of Hagia 
Sophia in Constantinople and finds clear comparisons in eighth-century decorations, 
of which the most iconic is certainly the apse of Hagia Irene in Constantinople (Fig-
ures 7.8 and 7.9).21    

In recent years, Alžběta Filipová relativised, in a convincing way, the common as-
sumption that the treasure of Monza was almost exclusively a gift from Gregory the 
Great to Teodolinda.22 In her view, at least the ampoules probably arrived in Lombardy 
directly from the Holy Land to strengthen the image of Teodolinda as the new Helen. In 
this regard, I believe it cannot be excluded that the famous binding could be considered 
an Eastern product. Moreover, even if the object was created in Rome – as the very fine 
cloisonné adorning it might suggest – we know that Rome had very close relations with 

Figure 7.7  Drawing of the Gospels of Teodolinda, 600 c. Drawing: © Kristýna Smrčková, 
Center for Early Medieval Studies, Brno, 2021.
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Constantinople in the years of Gregory the Great.23 From the studies of Natalia Teteri-
atnikov and Alessandro Taddei, we also know that the Hagia Sophia of Justinian must 
have been aniconic already, decorated only with golden crosses.24 When we compare 
the Justinianian crosses still visible today with those in the Gospels of Teodolinda, we 
find that their shape is similar. Whether produced in Rome or elsewhere, the precious 

Figure 7.8  Cross, Hagia Sophia, Constantinople, Turkey, 532–537. Photo: Anna Kelblová 
2018 © Center for Early Medieval Studies.

Figure 7.9  Cross in the Apse, Hagia Irene, Constantinople, Turkey, eighth century. Photo: 
Wikimedia Commons.
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binding, decorated with elegant aniconism, seems to belong to an elite culture similar 
to that leading to the design of the decorations of Hagia Sophia. 

However, it seems difficult to imagine that, in the design of the altar, the visual ref-
erence could be a monument so closely linked to Lombard power. As I have indicated 
in recent studies, it seems that the decorations of the altar as a whole – especially as 
concerns the back side – and especially the promotion of the Ambrosian cult, should 
be considered a clear break with the previous lords of Lombardy, who did not have 
much affection for Ambrose.25 

We know that the revival of the Ambrosian cult in Milan was closely linked to the 
concept of a return to ancient and imperial roots, promoted by the Carolingian court. 
In this context, the reference to late antique models would take on those models’ 
meanings. As the famous case of the Vienna Coronation Gospels demonstrates, the 
mediation of early Christian models and aesthetics could pass through a Byzantine fil-
ter.26 An obvious mediation, given the undisputed splendour of Constantinople. What 
I would like to suggest here is that one of the inputs leading to the designer’s choices 
for this object was a knowledge – active or passive – of the aesthetic canons in vogue 
in Constantinople at the time. 

This choice could not have been iconological in any way: given at that time the as-
sociation of aniconic compositions with the “struggle about images,” an altar covered 
with dozens of figures could certainly not be perceived as a veiled iconophobic man-
ifesto. The hypothesis of a Constantinopolitan visual element would mean that the 
choice was only visual. It remains to be understood if this connection is possible and, 
if it is, what channels it could have passed through.

At a very general level, it is first of all important to remember Cesare Alzati’s study 
that demonstrated, mostly based on documentary and liturgical evidence, an impor-
tant and incessant dialogue between Milan and Byzantium throughout the Early Mid-
dle Ages and up until the twelfth century.27 As regards cultural material and artistic 
exchange, Carlo Bertelli was a great supporter of the direct relationships between Mi-
lan and Constantinople. He returned to the issue many times, specifically with a mon-
ographic article dedicated to the topic in 1988.28 In his view, the most explicit proof of 
this was found in the altar, ciborium and apse of St. Ambrose, alongside Castelseprio. 

While the question of the apse now seems difficult to sustain – Irene Quadri and I 
proposed interpreting the Greek inscriptions rather like an echo of the Petrine apse 
under Innocent III, which also matches the form of the mosaics – the other monu-
ments mentioned seem to strengthen Bertelli’s reasoning.29 The most extraordinary 
example remains that of Castelseprio. Now dated, thanks to archaeometric analysis, 
to a period between the end of the ninth century and the beginning of the tenth cen-
tury, Castelseprio documents not only the presence of an Eastern workshop in Lom-
bardy, but also the fascination local patrons had for this type of aesthetic.30 As for the 
case of the Basilica of St. Ambrose, Bertelli’s suggestion has never been doubted. He 
identified characteristic Constantinopolitan techniques in the architectonic solution 
of the ciborium’s small dome, most likely made in the years when the altar was created. 
Moreover, in the case of the altar itself, Bertelli, followed by Sandrina Bandera, found 
iconographic elements – in particular in the scene of the Transfiguration – that in his 
opinion must have been reacting to new iconographies born post-iconoclasm.31 An 
important note: while the composition recalls Byzantine Transfigurations, this cer-
tainly cannot be said about the shape, which is nearer to the experience of Carolingian 
illuminations, in the case of the front side.32 The monuments mentioned show very 
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different relations: circulation of people, a technical savoir faire and the migration of 
concepts of Constantinopolitan origin.

This important reception in Milan corresponds to a more moderate situation on the 
Constantinopolitan side, where the cult of the Milanese saints is attested in the mon-
astery of Theodore at an unspecified date. Even more interesting is the mention of a 
church dedicated to Saint Nazarius, reconstructed by Basil I (867–886) over the ruins of 
a building.33 The information we have is too tenuous to go too far. Based on Filipová’s 
studies, we know that Milan’s relic contacts circulated widely in Europe at the end of 
the fourth century and then again at the end of the fifth century, but later experienced 
a progressive but systematic oblivion.34 The early construction of a church dedicated 
to the Lombard martyrs could therefore date back to that moment. We also know that 
Angilbert II himself was thoroughly interested in the local saints: besides working on 
the tomb of Ambrose, Gervasius and Protasius, he was involved in the burial of Victor 
and Satyrus.35 From Galvano Fiamma, we also know that, most likely, the bishop frag-
mented the saints’ bodies, at least in part – Galvano informs us of a tooth extracted from 
Ambrose.36 We have no evidence of the works on the tomb of Saint Nazarius sponsored 
by Angilbert; however, the fact that he had himself buried there, following his death on 
13 December 859, testifies to the Milanese bishop’s immense devotion to this Milanese 
saint.37 To suppose, therefore, that Angilbert had at least made a visit to the tomb of 
this Ambrosian saint seems very plausible. I wonder then if we can connect the works 
sponsored (or perhaps even completed?) by Basil I with a gift of relics from Milan, which 
would give a new inclination to the cult of the Milanese saints in Constantinople. 

That the Milanese saints enjoyed a certain popularity in the following centuries is 
also documented in Chapel 31 in Göreme, now inaccessible. There, Jerphanion made 
out images of Gervasius, Protasius and Celsus and supposed there had been the orig-
inal presence of Nazarius himself.38 The frescoes, dated to the eleventh century based 
on Cathérine Jolivet-Lévy’s photographs, thus attest to the continuity of the cult of the 
Milanese saints in the Eastern Empire, even after the year 1000.39

We have, on the one hand, a strong Eastern presence attested in Milan throughout 
the Early Middle Ages, with some “peaks” in the Carolingian age. On the other hand, 
we have the revival of the cult of Nazarius, a saint particularly close to Angilbert II, in 
Constantinople, in the years just after the death of this prelate. That being the case, is 
it possible to read a Constantinopolitan contribution in the golden crosses that domi-
nate the composition of the golden altar of the basilica of St. Ambrose?

We have no evidence of Angilbert II’s presence in Constantinople, while we do know 
about one of his stays in Rome.40 The journey of Arnulf II (998–1018) shows that a 
Milanese bishop went on a diplomatic mission to Constantinople around 1000.41 We 
also know that, between 842 and 843, a Carolingian diplomatic mission went to Con-
stantinople. The purpose of this journey was to form a political alliance against the 
Saracens.42 Louis II, son of Lothair I, the king of Italy, was meant to lead the Frankish 
army. To strengthen this alliance, Louis should have married Theodora, daughter of 
Theophilus (who died before the ambassadors’ arrival in Constantinople). The dele-
gation was led by Hilduin of St. Denis, and we have no document that testifies to the 
presence of a Milanese emissary among the ambassadors.43 The political relationship 
between the kingdom of Italy and Constantinople is, however, clearly documented. 
Through the ambassadors, both objects and ideas could travel. The revival of the cult 
of Nazarius in Constantinople in the following decades may also suggest that, among 
the gifts by the king of Italy, maybe in connection with the Milanese archbishop, 
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devoted to Nazarius, there were the relics of a Milanese saint. The Franks definitely 
visited Hagia Sophia, which, just a few months after the death of the last iconoclastic 
emperor, must still have had the essence of its Justinianic and iconoclast decor, cer-
tainly covered with golden crosses. 

We do not know for sure which route the emissaries took to return to the West, but 
at the end of 843 they were in Aachen, where they met the emperor.44 It seems plau-
sible that they followed the route of another diplomatic mission, in 811–813, and that 
from Constantinople they navigated through Zadar to Venice to then continue on 
foot, probably crossing through Milan.45

With the current research, we cannot go beyond these data that, as a whole, provide 
important clues to understanding the design of the Milanese golden altar. Whoever 
made this object, which seems like a golden chest covered with golden crosses from a 
distance, must have been aware of the tradition of both late antique reliquaries and 
contemporary ones. However, I don’t believe he had seen any of the Eastern aniconic 
monuments in person. The considerable fame of Hagia Sophia, with its elegant and 
sober lexis, must have reached Milan, however. Alluding to it, more conceptually than 
directly, became a subtle way to refer to imperial splendour: to ancient splendour – it 
was known that Hagia Sophia had been built by Justinian – but also to the current 
empire that Western emissaries saw regularly in the cathedral of Byzantium, which 
had not yet been transformed by the triumph of the orthodoxy. 

In conclusion, the golden altar of the basilica of Saint Ambrose is a major monu-
ment not only for its quality, but also for the refined design that goes with it. What I 
have tried to explain here is that this object cannot be understood outside of its hierot-
opy, of its place as a performative installation. The aesthetic choices that accompany 
this monument, on the other hand, certainly demonstrate an impressive awareness of 
Carolingian manuscripts. The general design, however, seems to owe to another visual 
way of thinking, that of late antique and “iconoclast” aniconism. In all probability, 
this is not a repetition of “models,” but a reference to what remains, in myth and real-
ity, the most imperial church of the Mediterranean: Hagia Sophia. 
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Through its history, Hagia Sophia, the central cathedral of Constantinople, had 
multiple functions in different compartments within the building. Because there are 
scarce literary sources and an absence of original furnishing, these many functions 
have been curtailed. In situ markings on the pavement of the south gallery are a case 
in point. They are located on the marble floor revetments near the north side of the east 
wall of the central bay; the original furniture fitting, however, is missing (Figure 8.1). 
These floor markings were recorded by Robert Van Nice in his survey plans of the 
south gallery, but they were largely overlooked thus posing a question of their iden-
tity (Figures 8.2 and 8.3).1 This essay examines these markings, their location in the 
gallery, and their relevance to a neighboring mosaic decoration in the central bay. It 
concludes that these floor markings are probably remains of the patriarch’s throne and 
therefore were a part of the sacred space of the south gallery of Hagia Sophia.

The floor marks and their location

The central bay of the south gallery is located between the southeast and southwest 
main piers (Figure 8.2). It is separated from the southwest bay by a marble screen; 
the latter has a small door indicating that the access to this area of the gallery was 
restricted. Early scholarship attributed this screen to the time of Justinian.2 It was 
later recognized that this screen was added after the construction of the patriarchate, 
sometime in the early seventh century.3 Scholars agree that the south gallery’s eastern 
bay served as an imperial metatorion,4 whereas the central bay was reserved for the 
patriarchate.5 There are three rooms of the patriarchate, which are adjacent to the 
south gallery: the room over the south vestibule, the room over the ramp, and the al-
cove.6 These rooms provided access to the central bay of the gallery through the room 
over the ramp via the staircases within the southeast and southwest piers.7 Thus, the 
central bay of the south gallery had direct access to the patriarchal palace. However, 
it is uncertain how the floor markings on the opposite side of the northeast area of the 
central bay possibly relate to the patriarchate. 

Markings and their identity

The marble floor near the north side of the east wall shows a distinct set of markings 
(Figures 8.3–8.5). The veining of the gray Proconnesian marble slabs on the pavement 
confirms that they belong to the original Justinianic construction of the pavement. 
The deeply carved markings form a rectangular base that probably came from a piece 
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of furniture measuring 150 × 187 cm with an open area in front. These markings ap-
pear as deep horizontal and vertical grooves of different sizes possibly for fitting mar-
ble slabs. There was a back piece, which was likely adjacent to the wall. It is important 
to note that marble horizontal revetments on corresponding east wall do not belong 
to the original construction of the Justinian church. Different colors and veins in the 
marble point to different marble types. These revetments replaced the originals at a 
later time. The front opening suggests that the markings could have come from a mar-
ble throne if the opening was reserved for stairs. 

In early churches, including Hagia Sophia, the patriarch’s throne or seat during the 
liturgy was in the synthronon located in the central apse.8 Because of the reduction of 
clergy in churches after iconoclasm, synthronon—which had been a common feature 
of the central apse of Early Byzantine churches—went out of fashion and was omitted 
in most church buildings.9 In the Middle Byzantine period, the bishop’s throne was 

Figure 8.1 Hagia Sophia, view of the south gallery, looking east. Photo: author.
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located in the nave. As for Hagia Sophia, several sources suggest that the patriarchal 
throne was in the sanctuary. The Life of Patriarch Nicephoros, the patriarch of Con-
stantinople, relates the story that after an inauguration of Nicephoros as Patriarch in 
Hagia Sophia, he mounted on the “lofty” patriarchal throne.10 The text implies that 
it is a special patriarchal throne though its location was not mentioned. Vita Ignatii, 
the Life of Patriarch Ignatios, written by Nicetas David Paphlagonian between 913 
and 963, provides further information, indicating that the patriarchal throne was in 
the sanctuary.11 Neither of these texts mentioned the synthronon but rather a patriar-
chal throne, which was probably located at the time in Hagia Sophia’s sanctuary. It 
has been suggested that the location of the throne in the Late Byzantine period was 
in the north aisle near the sanctuary,12 yet several examples of stone bishop’s thrones 
from Middle and Late Byzantine period show their location in the nave and close to 
the sanctuary. One can be seen in the twelfth-century cathedral in Gelati, Georgia,13 
located on the north arm of the crossing adjacent to the pillar. Another example is the 
fifteenth-century throne from the cathedral at Mtzcheta in Georgia.14 This throne is 
located in the nave, and it is attached to the west wall of the south arm of the church. 
It is made of stone and painted in fresco. Its lower part consists of four piers in the cor-
ners and side slabs in between. Its front has an opening for an entrance. The bishop’s 

Figure 8.2  Hagia Sophia, Istanbul: Plan at gallery level. Drawing: Wikimedia commons 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hagia-Sophia-Grundriss.jpg.

https://commons.wikimedia.org
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throne in the Assumption Cathedral of Moscow Kremlin is another example; this 
 sixteenth-century example is adjacent to the southeast column facing the sanctuary.15 
All these thrones are attached to the church’s wall or a pier. The upper parts of these 
thrones have baldachin resting on four piers; because they were made to include a seat, 
they are of a larger size, approximately comparable to the size of the floor markings in 
the south gallery of Hagia Sophia.

There were also wooden thrones. The church of St. George in Greek Patriarchate, 
Constantinople, for example, still houses the patriarch’s wooden throne. This throne 
is attached to a southeast pillar of the nave. An inscription on the gable dates it to 
1577. The throne faces the nave and is elevated above the floor level with steps in front. 
Thus, the aforementioned examples show similarity in basic design of such thrones. 
Their base plan resembles the plan of the Hagia Sophia’s floor markings, suggesting 
that it could be the remains of a base of a bishop’s throne. The necessity for a second 
patriarch’s throne in the gallery is unclear and will be explored herein.

Figure 8.3  Plan at gallery level, central areas. Robert L. Van Nice [1965]. Saint Sophia 
in Istanbul: an architectural survey. Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard 
University, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 8.4 South gallery, central bay, northeast area. Photo: author (taken in 2016).

Figure 8.5 S outh gallery, central bay, northeast area, east wall and pavement. Photo: au-
thor (taken in 1983).
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Function of the throne

To address the necessity of a patriarch’s throne in the south gallery, we must turn to 
its location. The floor markings from the throne under discussion are located on the 
south gallery just above the emperor’s throne, which originally stood somewhere on 
the ground level below.16 The markings of the proposed patriarch’s throne on the south 
gallery above it are situated approximately near the center of the north side of the east 
wall and close to the marble balustrade (Figures 8.2, 8.4, and 8.5). This location has 
an advantage because it is in close proximity to a balustrade, from which the central 
nave is visible (Figures 8.6 and 8.7). This location also allows the patriarch easy access 
to the throne from the patriarchal palace via the door in the central bay of the gallery. 
The patriarch could reach the ground floor through the staircases in the southeast and 
southwest buttresses or by staircase connecting the Holy Well with the door in the east 
wall of the south gallery. This door is still visible in the east wall; the staircase is no 
longer exist (Figure 8.1). 

Figure 8.6 South gallery, central bay, looking northwest. Photo: author.

Figure 8.7 Hagia Sophia, central nave, looking east. Photo: author.
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But when would the patriarch use this proposed throne? The close proximity of the 
floor markings to the marble barrier is important; the latter separates the gallery from 
the central nave, allowing the patriarch to attend the liturgy on the gallery where he 
could hear it well. Literary sources confirm that on several occasions patriarch at-
tended church services and remained on the gallery. The Russian archbishop Anthony 
of Novgorod, for instance, who visited Hagia Sophia in Constantinople in the year 
1200, testified to this event.17 In a few passages, Anthony noted that the patriarch was 
present on the gallery on several occasions, including Sundays and the Great Feasts. 
Anthony described a particular part in the church service to which he was not accus-
tomed, called asmatike akolousia.18 This ceremonial service was unique. It was an 
entirely chanted service, performed according to a style of the cathedral rite of the 
Great Church. This service presumably existed in Hagia Sophia from the time of the 
emperor Justinian up to the Latin conquest of Constantinople in 1204. It survived 
in the post-Byzantine period in provinces such as Hagia Sophia in Thessaloniki and 
was described by the archbishop Symeon of Thessalonika.19 Anthony, however, was 
one of the last witnesses of this unique service in the Great Church before the Latin 
occupation. This service was an important section within asthmatic Sunday matins. It 
includes vigil in the narthex; morning psalmody in the nave; an office of urban praise 
and thanksgiving to God featuring the most venerable cathedral psalms and canticles; 
and then the order of the Resurrection Gospel, a majestic sequence of psalmody and 
cathedral ceremonial with proclamation of Christ’s Resurrection. Finally, there was 
a prayer in the sanctuary and service of supplication and benediction focusing on the 
needs of the local liturgy assembly. The time of the service, which was mentioned by 
Anthony, is important because it was the time of morning psalmody when the Psalter 
was read and the attendants were appointed to seat. The psalmody in the central nave 
starts after the priest blesses the church’s entrance in the narthex and enters the nave 
through the main doors, followed by the bishop who goes to his stasidion (a seating 
place). The priest goes to the main doors of the sanctuary, and the people then enter 
the nave through the side doors.20 The text makes clear that the priest went to the 
sanctuary but that the bishop went to his stasidion at a different location. Symeon of 
Thessalonika does not specify where the bishop’s stasidion is located in Hagia Sophia, 
Thessalonika. Since Anthony mentioned that the patriarch blessed psaltai (probably 
during the beginning of psalmody), he most likely went to the south gallery where the 
throne was presumably located. Thus, if the throne was located close to the barrier, it 
could possibly have been a seating place for the patriarch during the psalmody, when 
seating was required. This is another important piece of evidence that concerns the lo-
cation of the patriarch during this service. Anthony also described that the psalmody 
as a part of the orthros service “is first sung in the narthex in front of the royal doors, 
then they enter and sing in the middle of the church.”21 Anthony pointed out that the 
location of the singers (psaltai) was in the middle of the church where the ambo was 
located. Based on the ekfraseis of Paul the Silentiary, Ronald Mainstone suggested 
that psaltai stood near the ambo.22 The ambo was located at the center of the nave and 
close to the east as it is seen on his reconstruction plan.23 The patriarch most likely 
stood at the center behind the balustrade between the third and fourth columns and 
in front of the psaltai (Figures 8.6 and 8.7). Therefore, the information provided by 
Anthony about the location of the singers and the position of the patriarch further re-
inforces the suggestion that in the Middle Byzantine period, the psaltai stood near the 
ambo. The patriarch blesses the psaltai probably with a dikirion (a double candle).24 
From the gallery side, a small central arch separating the gallery from the barrel vault 
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marks the place near the balustrade. This arch is flanked by wide lateral arches. Many 
pilgrims left graffiti on top of the balustrade where the patriarch performed the bless-
ing, indicating the importance of this place. Evidently, the location of the throne at 
the center of the north part of the east wall of the south gallery made it convenient for 
the patriarch to attend the service. He could easily descend the throne, reach the bal-
ustrade, and bless the psaltai during the service. The throne could also be used on the 
occasions when the patriarch stayed in the gallery and especially in those days when 
he was not celebrating the liturgy.

One such occasion was described in the above-mentioned Vita Ignatii.25 The story 
can be summarized as follows. On November 23, 867, Ignatios was installed for the 
second time on the patriarchal throne. He went up from the Holy Well of Hagia Sophia 
via a staircase. This staircase originally connected the Holy Well with the east wall 
of the south gallery; currently, only a wooden door remains in this wall (Figure 8.1). 
The Holy Well was connected with the south gallery via wooden staircase to which  
the door of the south gallery was attached.26 This door is located in the east wall of the 
eastern bay of the south gallery. Ignatios should have gone to the south gallery and to 
the central bay presumably where he was greeted by a delegation of the patricians, who 
were making obeisance to him and clasping his right hand. Going to the south gallery 
was thus part of the ceremony of the consecration of the patriarch.

The mosaic decoration and its relevance to the place of the 
patriarchal throne

The architectural setting of the central bay and the surviving mosaic decorations 
also point to a place where the patriarch blessed the psaltai. This location marks the 
center of the tunnel vaults that are adjacent to the gallery arcade. From the gallery 
side, the center of the tunnel vault is marked by a small arch supported by two col-
umns (Figures 8.2 and 8.6). Large lateral eastern and western arches flank this arch. 
The central small arch appears as a sort of canopy under which the patriarch most 
likely stood. Its vault is decorated with ornamental mosaics consisting of alternating 
circles and diamonds (Figure 8.8). Circles enclose an X motif whereas diamonds en-
close quatrefoil motif. Above this arch, there is a little window opening; its soffits are 
adorned with plant motifs and a Cyprus tree at the center, evoking a paradisiac image.

The decoration of the lateral eastern and western arches is also of interest (Figure 8.6). 
Both arches are decorated with ornamental patterns enclosing diamonds and circles, 
with plant motifs in between, depicted on golden grounds. Similar arches in the north 
gallery also have ornamental decoration, but the background is made of gray marble 
tesserae.27 This suggests that the south gallery was important enough that artisans 
saved the gold tesserae for the background of the arches in the south gallery where the 
patriarchal quarters were located. Another unusual feature is that only the eastern lat-
eral arch, which is closer to the location of the proposed throne, received an additional 
decoration of three crosses; the central cross is enclosed in a diamond and two Greek 
jewel crosses in medallions are depicted on both sides (Figure 8.9). These crosses are 
not centered at the top of the arch but shifted toward the east in the direction of the 
proposed throne. So when the patriarch was seated on a throne, he could see three 
crosses in a closer distance. In addition, the east wall of the tunnel vault has a unique 
image of the Latin cross with floriated bottom arm (Figure 8.10). It is hardly visible 
now due to the over-painting of this wall during the Fossati’s restoration (1847–1849).28 
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Figure 8.8 South gallery, tunnel vault, central arch, mosaics. Photo: author.

Figure 8.9 South gallery, eastern lateral arch, mosaics. Photo: author.
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The cross is large and occupies almost the entire wall. It is the only cross found in the 
walls of the north and south tunnel vaults, suggesting that it was specially made to 
mark a place, most likely designated for the patriarch. He would have been able to see 
it when he turned toward the east in the direction of the apse.  

This decoration was most likely made in the first decade of the tenth century to-
gether with the portrait of emperor Alexander, located on the west wall of the tunnel 
vault of the north gallery.29

Conclusion

A study of the gallery plan as well as the location of the floor marks, the historical 
sources, and the liturgy of Hagia Sophia suggests that the floor marks in the north side 
of the east wall of the south gallery probably belonged to the throne of the patriarch of 

Figure 8.10 South gallery, tunnel vault, east wall, mosaics. Photo: author.
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Hagia Sophia. The plan of the throne is similar in shape and size to the surviving late 
Byzantine thrones. The necessity of a throne in this part of the gallery was dictated 
by the presence of the patriarch in the gallery during some church services such as the 
cathedral rite of the astmatiki akolousia. It emphasizes the ceremonial appearance 
of the patriarch, who was visible for the congregation and for psaltai, a phenomenon 
that refers to an imperial cathedral rite typical of Hagia Sophia. The throne was also 
probably used by the patriarch when he was not celebrating the liturgy, as well as on 
other occasions such as the consecration ceremony. The mosaic decoration further 
suggests that the large single cross was included in the decoration of the east wall of 
the tunnel vault and that the three crosses adorned the east lateral arch. These crosses 
also shifted toward the east side of the arch. All these aspects of the decoration fur-
ther emphasize the special context of this part of the south gallery. If my suggestion is 
correct, the location of the floor marks shed light on a complex use of the south gallery 
by the patriarch, which in turn contributed to multiple activities in the sacred space of 
this unique church. 
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In honoring Alexei Lidov, this article offers thoughts on the spaces of kinship carved 
out by toponyms on icons. The theme is not obviously apt, for Lidov deplores the 
conception of icons as flat panels painted with set iconographic formulae. This fueled 
his formulation of hierotopy, the special artistry of working in the medium of sacred 
space. The icon in his view is inherently spatial, as he illustrates with a favored image 
in which a worshipper, standing under the image of Christ high in the inverted cup of 
the dome of a church, bends to see the same image at the base of the communion cup.1 
The icon exists in the space between two images: the image before the eye, and the 
image behind it that makes the scene recognizable. Since both perception and mem-
ory are multi-dimensional, the icon cannot meaningfully be confined to the flat, two- 
dimensional picture; it occurs as a multi-sensory response within a spatial setting. As 
Lidov says, “A spatial linking of the two images occurred, wonderfully illustrating the 
Byzantine concept of icon and iconicity in which the image could never be conceived 
as a flat picture, but always as a spatial image.”2

Yet the painted icon, too, animates the area between image and audience, and it, 
too, assumes cogency in the interval between the image seen and the image remem-
bered. Thus, it, too, poses issues of space. The toponymic icon does this with paradox-
ical literalness. The toponym says essentially “the icon of this place.” This is true for 
the miracle-working panel for which the label was coined, but it is necessarily untrue 
of that panel’s labeled replicas. Between them, they establish their own kind of “spatial 
linking of two images,” often across very considerable distances. This paper endeav-
ors to look hierotopically at the toponym’s performance. In doing so, it also honors 
Gordana Babić, for this volume originated in Belgrade, where her work was done. 
She devoted a number of articles to epithets on icons, and particularly to toponyms.3 
Toponyms intrigued her as thermometers of religious intensity4: the emergence of a 
toponym tells us that devotional expectation has gathered with particular warmth 
and density around a given place and artifact; the radiative force of that expectation, 
in turn, is registered in replicas bearing the name. Since toponyms adhere to specific 
images as other kinds of epithets do not, they serve readily as identifiers. Especially 
as toponyms migrate from their originating icons to named replicas, they function 
ever more widely as iconographic identifiers. This has left its mark on the way they are 
studied, which is heavily iconographic, emphasizing taxonomy over the dynamics of 
devotion.

In the language of iconography, toponyms behave like homonyms. They flatten 
identity, contracting the distances between multiples of the same name. A type of a 
given name “is” that name: we readily say of an icon of the relevant type that “this is a 

9 Seeing toponymic icons hierotopically
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Hodegetria,” or “a Vladimirskaia.” But can an icon bearing another’s name ever really 
be that icon? It is true that to function iconically, the toponymic replica cannot just 
refer; it must give presence to the model’s capabilities. Yet, as Katherine Marsengill 
notes, one does not ask one icon to do another icon’s miracles.5 Indeed, to respect the 
special power of their toponymic model, the replicas must very clearly not be what 
their names say. The name says “the icon at this place,” where the original is. The 
replicas are elsewhere. They must be separate entities, functioning at a distance by 
the power of the icon that is where they themselves are not. Operating in terms of 
equation, x = y, iconography offers a planar and essentially static view of toponymy. 
It does not begin to exercise the considerable paradoxes that toponyms pose for ca-
nonical icon theory. Not only, as Babić notes, are human artifacts unacceptable in 
theory to function as iconic archetypes—as occurs when a replica assumes the name 
not of Mary herself but of a toponymic icon—but there can be no question of equation 
between the original and a replica bearing its toponym, for an icon is not its origi-
nal.6 Toponymic icons challenge iconic orthodoxy in ways that iconography elides. 
Thus, they need to be seen not just iconographically, as replications of certain two- 
dimensional configurations, but hierotopically, as negotiations between potentially 
charged three-dimensional fields of ritual and emotional interchange, drawing into 
play the space—the necessary distance—between the model, which is in the place it 
names, and the replica, which is not.

Revered icons with their own toponyms are known throughout the Byzantine Em-
pire from at least the eleventh century onward. But named replicas of such icons are 
far rarer except in the case of great Constantinopolitan icons, and even among them, 
the stable linkage of name to type can be problematic. An early intimation that a name 
forged outside the capital had migrated from its originating image onto replicas may be 
offered by three late twelfth-century uses of the name Panagia Lampe or Lampene in 
Crete,7 but since the name alone survives, it is hard to know if it adhered to a consistent 
image; the use of the name “Arakiotissa” on two contemporary but iconographically 
quite different paintings in the church of 1192 at Lagoudera on Cyprus may give a 
feeling for the fluidity of such naming at this point.8 Only in the late fourteenth cen-
tury do the names of regionally venerated miracle-working icons begin to accompany 
consistent images on panel-painted replicas: among the earliest are the Pelagonitissa, 
Tricheirousa, and Kozinitza in Serbia.9 Thus, toponymic replicas seem to have been a 
late and largely post-Byzantine enthusiasm, which has stimulated rather limited curi-
osity among Byzantinists. Nonetheless, Byzantium has yielded some useful questions.

Babić herself, in her inquiry into the degrees of signification in icons’ epithets, won-
dered what the difference was between a replica with the toponym and one without.10 
The diffusion of an iconographic type often far exceeded the radius within which a 
given toponym was known. But even within the range of a name’s familiarity, using it 
was a matter of judgment, as indicated by an icon described by the late twelfth-century 
Holy Land pilgrim, John Phocas, in the monastery of Calamon.

In its apse is represented the Mother of God holding the Saviour Christ in her 
arms, which in its composition, its colour and its size, resembles the icon of the 
Most Holy Hodegetria in the capital. It is reported on the basis of ancient tradi-
tions that this was painted by the hand of the Apostle and Evangelist Saint Luke. 
The many miracles and the awesome fragrance which issued from the icon argue 
for the truth of the report.11
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Phocas points out the image’s kinship to the Hodegetria. But he does not therefore 
give it the name of Hodegetria, or ascribe its miracle-working capabilities to that like-
ness. Instead, he ascribes them to its possible Lukan authorship. For all the visual 
kinship, neither he nor the Calamon fathers felt impelled to say “this is a Hodegetria.” 
Even in the face of acknowledged kinship, then, naming was a matter of choice, with 
varied degrees of signification. That obligations and even liabilities could affect the 
use of a toponym emerged in Nicolas Oikonomides’ playful but provocative discus-
sion of an icon named Hodegetria that was exploited as a financial asset in the early 
fourteenth-century Peloponnesos.12 “This was obviously a copy,” he writes, “because 
the original Hodegetria never left Constantinople; but it was recognized as a valuable 
copy, which means that there must have been an agreement with the owners of the 
original.”13 He suggests that it operated “under a ‘franchise’.”14 How, and how widely 
might such arrangements have been formulated? Was Eustathios of Thessaloniki’s del-
icacy in speaking of the icon “who has among us the appellation of Hodegetria” an 
obligatory gesture of deference to the owners of the original?15 That a toponym could 
entail reciprocal obligations has rarely been drawn into the discussion. Nor has the 
possibility that such a name could be a liability. The name Hodegetria added value to 
the icon in the Peloponnese, but the icon at Calamon was more valuable without it, as 
an autonomous entity and potential Lukan autograph.

Given such possible entailments, were all toponymic replicas supposed to do the 
same thing? Lilija Evseeva and Marina Shvedova indicated that replicas of the famous 
icon of the Mother of God Portaitissa on Mt. Athos were of two kinds—one identical 
in measurements and nearly identical in iconography to the original; the other smaller, 
of varied scale, and iconographically more similar to the great icon’s kissing icon—
and they suggested that the two types went out with different tasks, the former to re-
produce both the material form and miracle-working power of the famous model; the 
latter to transmit devotees’ prayers to and through it.16 This evidence is very late, but 
the diagnostic importance of identical measurements has been encountered already in 
John Phocas’ description, and Oikonomides implies that replicas could be of greater 
or lesser value. As the tasking of replicas becomes more varied, the spaces of identity 
that toponyms carved out become more intricately layered.

The frenetic oscillation between identity and difference that Marie Gasper- Hulvat 
imagines in the face of the toponymic replica is hard to align with the spontaneous 
simplicity with which a flower or coin is placed before the icon bearing another’s 
name,17 yet this gesture often designates a space of difference, more ample than in the 
case of the replica without epithet, but not so intense as before the toponymic original 
itself. It is a space that invites questions like those above: what conditioned the choice 
to include the name, what entailments accompanied it, how variable the invitation of 
the name was, and how layered the response might be?

To ponder the role of toponyms for icons that bear them, I’ll turn to a big, bilateral 
panel from the church of the Panagia Kivotos in Agios Theodoros Agrou, Cyprus.18 
Its obverse bears the Mother of God in the posture known from the miracle- working 
icon of Mary at the Cypriot monastery of Kykkos (Figure 9.1)19; its reverse has a magic 
cross. Its obverse also bears the epithet, Kykkotissa, the customary toponym of the 
Kykkos icon. The Agios Theodoros panel’s late thirteenth-century attribution com-
plicates this label: the epithet is not attested otherwise until around 1500, and even the 
Kykkos icon’s Diegesis seems not to have included its name until the Ottoman centu-
ries.20 Thus, it is hard to know when the name “Kykkotissa” emerged as a recognized 
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toponym. The Agios Theodoros image has sustained later interventions, as the dispa-
rate colors of the Virgin’s sleeves show; thus, its epithet may well be a later addition. 
But even if it is an addition, it still raises the question: what changes with the presence 
of a toponymic epithet?

Seeing what threshold might have been crossed with the addition of the Kykkotis-
sa’s name means watching the various early replicas as they went about their lives in 
their communities, to see what happened to them, and what it meant for an icon to 
bear the name of another icon. Icons with the type of Kykkos’ icon emerged on Cy-
prus with abrupt, implosive force at the end of the thirteenth century. A full eleven 
panels are known from the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries21; a further eight 
replicas from the later fifteenth and sixteenth centuries yield nineteen in all from 

Figure 9.1  Panagia Kivotos. Agios Theodoros Agrou, church of the Panagia Kivotos. Late 
thirteenth century. Photo: Sophocles Sophocleous.
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the centuries before the Ottoman conquest in 1570/71.22 Seven of the nineteen are 
named, four with the name Kykkotissa: the panel at Agios Theodoros, and three from 
the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.23 The initial eleven replicas command 
particular attention, for with the possible exception of the three latest, they predate 
the devastating fire that consumed Kykkos Monastery in June 1365. The fire forms 
the core of the icon’s Diegesis and provided the context for its first recorded miracle: 
it alone survived the conflagration. No information exists of miraculous activity at 
Kykkos before 1365, but the replicas leave no doubt that its icon had attracted intense 
attention already before that date. Only the Agios Theodoros icon offers any intima-
tion that it might have had a toponym at this point, but as a thermometer, the replicas 
register a fever pitch.

Of the eleven panels, all but one are impressively big, measuring between 100 and 
119 cm in height. Their magnitude is amplified by their placement on poles. They were 
important images, designed to play a significant role in the life of their churches. In ac-
cord with this eminence, they display an image recognized for its prestige and power, 
an image that distinguished a locally celebrated icon, and through which that icon 
had done extraordinary things. Several scholars have suggested that Kykkos harbored 
a workshop of painters, and deliberately disseminated replicas of its icon.24 I find the 
styles too varied to assign to a single shop; in fact, I’ve found no evidence that Kyk-
kos ever disseminated painted replicas. What was available was the type. I believe it 
was the patrons of the replicas who chose both the type and painter. They were not, 
however, without obligation to Kykkos. All of the panels repeat a fixed repertoire of 
iconographic motifs, and a core of seven replicas can adhere with almost eerie fidelity 
to a prescribed template, with set proportions and distinctive techniques, especially 
the finely calibrated mordant-gilded chrysography.25 This emerges clearly in compar-
ing the Agios Theodoros panel (Figure 9.1) with an icon from the Panagia Theotokos 
church in Kalopanagiotis (Figure 9.2).26 Three of the remaining four show the image 
in reverse, with less refined chrysography, as illustrated in the image from the Holy 
Cross church in Paliomylos (Figure 9.3).27 Whether these reflect an earlier template 
or a different kind of relationship to Kykkos is unclear. They are as imposing in scale 
as the others, making it unlikely that a hierarchy of charismatic expectations like that 
of the Portaitissa’s replicas was at work. And like the others among the eleven, they 
reflect a serious obligation to iconographic consistency. 

Once installed in their churches, the replicas went on to a life within their commu-
nities, and in some cases, they took on the name of their church or congregation, as 
the “Panagia” of that place. This is surely significant. What it tells us is that they went 
on as effective images, not of the Kykkotissa itself, but of Mary, the Mother of God. 
The Kykkotissa had proved its type’s outstanding capability and assured its recurrent 
selection. But it was as Mary that the type was embraced. Indicative in this regard is 
the most majestic of the replicas, a bilateral icon of outstanding quality from Kalopa-
nagiotis, now in the Byzantine Museum in Nicosia (Figure 9.4).28 Its obverse replicat-
ing the Kykkos icon was damaged at some point and repaired in the early sixteenth 
century. By this time, it had apparently acquired the name “Athanasiotissa,” inscribed 
to Mary’s left. It is not clear what that name meant—plausibly “of the church of St. 
Athanasia.” But it is obviously not “Kykkotissa.” The panel had assumed its own iden-
tity as an autonomous icon of Mary. It had indeed adopted the image of a great icon. 
But that image had settled into and given energy to its own panel and the place that it 
occupied, and at some point had acquired its own name. A benign amnesia had settled 
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over the image’s past as it assumed its new life, a process that helps to explain why it 
has been so hard to trace favored image types back in time.

The practice of inscribing toponyms on icons increased greatly in the sixteenth cen-
tury on Cyprus, and a number of icons were inscribed with locally specific names, in-
cluding icons of the Kykkotissa’s type. The imposing Panagia Chrysomesoegitissa, for 
instance, a Mother of God of the Kykkotissa’s type surrounded by eighteen scenes of 
the Virgin’s life, was created in the later sixteenth century as the title icon of the church 
of the Virgin in the village of Mesogi.29 At much the same time, the Kykkotissa’s type 
in reverse was taken up in the tender Panagia Kardiovastousa, painted in 1564 as the 
title icon of the eponymous church of the Virgin in Kaminaria.30 There is no hint that 
any of these, including the Athanasiotissa, had to shed an identity as a Kykkotissa to 
assume its own name. Each brought to its own community an image that had worked 

Figure 9.2  Icon from the Panagia Theotokos church in Kalopanagiotis. Icon Museum, 
Monastery of St. John Lampadistes, Kalopanagiotis. First half of the four-
teenth century. Photo: author.
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with dramatic effectiveness elsewhere, in the expectation that it would invest its own 
panel with Mary’s power, and bring the grace of the Mother of God to its community.

It is in the sixteenth century, too, that the three remaining instances of the name 
Kykkotissa appear: on a big icon of the reverse type in Moutoullas,31 an icon of 89 
cm in height in Pedoulas,32 and a mural of a full-length figure of the Mother of God 
in the Kykkotissa’s type flanked by St. Athanasia Pharmakolytria and St. Melania in 
SS. Kerykos and Ioulitta, Letymbou.33 One can readily see in these an effort to reas-
sert a bond to the Kykkotissa itself for an image that had become widely and fairly 
promiscuously popular for Marian images in general. In this scenario, the presence of 
the toponym functions not so much as a proclamation, but as a reassertion, reclaim-
ing for specific reference an image that had been honored into ubiquity and variously 
appropriated. The intensified impulse to give names to images may well in itself have 
provided the context for the decision to begin introducing the name “Kykkotissa” on 
panels. This tempts one to place the label of the Agios Theodoros panel in this period, 
too, and to place the introduction of the Kykkotissa’s toponym in the sixteenth century.

Figure 9.3  Icon from the church of the Holy Cross, Paliomylos. Monastery of St. Nicholas, 
Orounta. Late thirteenth century. Photo: author.
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At some point over the ensuing centuries, several of the early replicas of the Kykko-
tissa’s type went on under their locally acquired names to develop significant cult iden-
tities of their own. Until they were recorded by early twentieth-century ethnographers, 
we have no documentary evidence of them—if their cults were ever narrated or written 
down, the accounts do not survive. Thus, we truly do not know how, or how rapidly, 
this process occurred. Exemplary is the Salamiotissa, an icon of the reverse type that 
is among the earliest of the replicas (Figure 9.5).34 It is named for the village of Sala-
miou on the road through the high Troodos traveled by Saints Paul and Barnabas on 
their way to Paphos. Beautifully installed and venerated today, it is recorded for the 
first time only in 1905, when it was rescued from fire in its sixteenth-century church. 
The church had served a monastery in the 1600s and 1700s and was reputed then to 
have been the destination of pilgrims for centuries. Thus, the Salamiotissa’s venera-
tion could have a long, if silent, history. More tangible is the life of the icon known 
as the Panagia Theoskepaste—the Virgin Veiled by God (Figure 9.6).35 It shares its 

Figure 9.4 P anagia Athanasiotissa. Byzantine Museum, Nicosia. Second half of the four-
teenth century. Photo: by kind permission of the Byzantine Museum, Nicosia.
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appellation with a tiny chapel above the village of Kalopanagiotis, so named because 
it is veiled by an enveloping live oak tree which is deeply embedded in local legend. 
When the icon came there is unknown. In 2004, the icon was removed for safekeep-
ing and installed for veneration in the nearby monastery of St. John Lampadistes; 
though a new icon presides now over the chapel, the Theoskepaste remains a potent 
devotional focus, and tamata flood the floor at its feet. That its type is that of the Kyk-
kotissa is acknowledged, but given no more significance than it is in the case of the 
Athanasiotissa, also from Kalopanagiotis. 

Perhaps even more indicative in this regard is the exquisite Galoktiste (Figure 9.7).36 
It comes from deep at foot of the Troodos where the mountains meet the sea, from a 
valley steeped in legends of the Kykkotissa. It was in the limpid bay here that the im-
perial ship is supposed to have arrived bearing the Kykkotissa from Constantinople. It 

Figure 9.5 P anagia Salamiotissa. Monastery of the Panagia Salamiotissa, Salamiou. Late 
thirteenth century. Photo: author.
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was here that the great icon disembarked, and the trees bent their heads in reverence as 
it came ashore—as in fact the wind-bent trees still do. The sea creatures followed the 
icon, until Kykkos’ saintly founder had to insist that they stop lest they die, and in fact, 
the rocks are speckled with fossilized shells. The village church of SS Constantine and 
Helena to which the Galoktiste has been moved for safekeeping is frescoed with scenes 
of the Kykkotissa’s arrival, displaying clearly the type of the great icon. One would 
expect the Galoktiste to have taken on at least something of the Kykkotissa’s aura. But 
absolutely not: it has its own character and its own competence as the patron icon of 
the “Milk church,” where women hurled votive offerings of milk onto the walls. The 
Milk church was cleaned when the icon was moved to the village church; before that, 
it had reeked with rancid milk and flies.

Figure 9.6 P anagia Theoskepaste, in the Latin Chapel, Monastery of St. John Lampa-
distes, Kalopanagiotis. Second half of the fourteenth century. Photo: Gerald 
L. Carr.
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Each of these is a specially venerated icon. Each bears the image of the Kykkotissa 
and owes the prestige of that image to the icon at Kykkos. But they give no indication 
that they were therefore seen as re-presenting the Kykkotissa, or that they had to di-
vest themselves of an identity as a Kykkotissa in order to assume another one. In only 
one case is there evidence that such a transformation occurred. That case is the panel 
at Agios Theodoros. It was never exposed publicly until the summer of 2017, because 
it is a specially venerated icon, concealed in an enclosure or ark and venerated as 
the Mother of God of the Ark, the Panagia Kivotos. For all its identifying toponym, 
whenever it was acquired, the panel clearly at some point occluded its identity as a 
Kykkotissa beneath a different and autonomous identity. It might seem that the les-
son to be learned from this is that all 19 of our icons really were Kykkotissas and that 
some of them, too, assumed altered identities later on. But I think the message is really 

Figure 9.7  Panagia Galoktiste. Church of SS Constantine and Helena, Pyrgos, Tillyria. 
Early fourteenth century. Photo: author.
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something else: it is that an icon doesn’t assume charismatic identity under the name 
of another icon. Once it assumes special grace, it does so under its own name, as itself.

The icon at Agios Theodoros is not unique in this kind of transformation. Some-
thing similar seems to have happened with the title icon of Makhairas Monastery, 
Cyprus’ second biggest monastery.37 This, too, is an icon of the Mother of God. It 
was kept veiled till the early 1980s, when it was removed and cleaned. It turned out to 
be not only of astonishingly early date, in the eleventh or early twelfth century, but to 
have born the name Hagiosoritissa, probably the oldest surviving panel painting that 
bears that Constantinopolitan toponym. But at a certain point, the word Hagiosori-
tissa had been amended to read Hagiomachairiotissa. The icon thus acquired its own 
name, the toponym of its monastic home. That it had ever been a Hagiosoritissa van-
ished: it plays no role in its legend. This process is seen more often in post-Byzantine 
times—the powerful Panagia Dexa or Dexia in Thessaloniki, for instance, has its own 
miracles, name, and history, despite the clearly legible name of Eleousa tou Kykkou 
on its frame (Figure 9.8).38 In fact, what is the formidable Portaitissa itself, but a Ho-
degetria under a new and different name?

What this discussion suggests is that the toponym, far from eliding the difference 
between model and replica, in fact embraces a variable terrain with considerable room 
for movement. Linkage between model and replica can range from association to 

Figure 9.8 P anagia Dexa, or Dexia. Church of the Panagia Dexa, or Dexia, Thessaloniki. 
Eighteenth century. Photo: author.
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reclamation, evocation to invocation. The name can add value—indeed, even very 
high-intensity reflective glare, as in the Hodegetrias of Thessaloniki and Trebizond. 
But it can also be a liability. We’ve seen several cases of toponyms reconfigured or 
forgotten, and an icon like that at Agios Theodoros shows that autonomy as a miracle 
worker cannot be achieved under another icon’s name. 
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Mary and/in the apse

The Mother of God seated frontally on a throne with the Christ Child on her lap is 
perhaps the most recognizable image of the Virgin in Byzantium. When represented 
this way, Mary is often depicted flanked by angels and/or other saints, although the 
general scheme varies from one decoration to another.1 Scholars have always empha-
sized the particularly solemn nature of this image, in which the throne, suppedanium 
(footstool) and other details serve as visual indicators of the Virgin’s high status and 
allude to the idea of supernatural power and heavenly kingship, transmitted in almost 
earthly terms.

At some point, this image became very popular and started to appear regularly, 
even predominantly, in the decoration of the main apse embracing the space of the 
sanctuary.2 Therefore, it occupied the most important location in terms of the visual 
impact within the interior space of the Eastern Christian churches. This shift in em-
phasis and introduction of the Marian image bearing the Christ Child as the focal ele-
ment was fully accomplished by the sixth century, with the earliest surviving examples 
found in the basilica of Euphrasius in Poreč (mid. of the sixth century) (Figure 10.1),3 
and apse decoration of Panagia Kanakaria church at Lythrankomi in Cyprus (first 
half of the sixth century).4 However, the origins of this tradition might date back to the 
fifth century.5 After iconoclasm, the image of Mary enthroned, placed in the apse of 
Hagia Sophia church in Constantinople and solemnly celebrated on the Easter Satur-
day of 867, became a sort of model and point of reference for subsequent decorations, 
serving as a material testimony to the re-established veneration of images and worship 
of the Virgin.6

In the period preceding the sixth century,7 the preference in the apse decoration 
was generally given to either aniconic imagery (limited to ornamental, vegetal and 
zoomorphic motifs) or to the figure of Christ represented as a beardless youth or 
grown man appearing as the protagonist of a scene.8 It is believed that the earliest 
figurative decoration in the apse of the Old St. Peter’s basilica in Rome, probably 
dating back to the second half of the fourth century, was a Traditio Legis scene fea-
turing Christ in the center flanked by the apostles Peter and Paul.9 Jesus surrounded 
by disciples – by either Peter and Paul or all twelve apostles – was a common motif 
decorating the  concave-shaped niches in the catacombs or religious buildings of late 
antiquity,10 with the most monumental and well-known examples found in Sant’Aq-
uilino chapel in Milan (fourth century) and Santa Pudenziana in Rome (early fifth 
century).11

10 Virgin Mary and the Adoration of 
the Magi
From iconic space to icon in space

Maria Lidova
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Figure 10.1  Mary enthroned with saints. Apse decoration. Euphrasius basilica in Poreč, 
Croatia, sixth century. Photo: author.

Various images of Christ with the apostles were substituted in the fifth century 
by images of the Theophany, representing either a Gospel event – Ascension or 
 Transfiguration – or a more complex vision of God rendered in accordance with 
Biblical narratives of revelations and mystic experiences of divine manifestations 
to the prophets.12 In the course of the sixth century, however, these representations 
gradually ceded the stage to the theme of incarnation, embodied by the figure of 
Mary with Child, which became a preferable “governing” image in apse decoration 
for centuries thereafter.13 The explanation for the popularity and significance of 
this image is usually reduced in scholarship to late antique debates on the natures 
of Christ and the functional role of the Marian representation in transmitting the 
idea of divine incarnation and the humanity of Jesus.14 This paper aims to expand 
the argument and unveil the mechanisms and visual transformations that resulted 
in the figure of Mary acquiring the leading role in the array of images decorating 
the sanctuary space.

The Adoration of the Magi in early Christian art

It has long been established, based on surviving material, that the Adoration of the 
Magi was the most important and widespread scene featuring Mary in early Chris-
tian art.15 Considering that the only canonical Gospel that mentions the Adoration of 
the Magi is that of Matthew (Mt. 2: 1–14), it is not surprising that from the start visual 
renderings of the Adoration relied heavily on the apocrypha for further details, such 
as the cave space, the active participation of angels and the presence of midwives. 
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The arrival of the Eastern wise men and their encounter with the newborn King was 
represented more often than the traditional scene of the Nativity in which the Vir-
gin appeared lying on a mattress besides the manger.16 On the sarcophagi, the two 
scenes were often merged together and appeared as elements of the same composition 
(Figure 10.2). This could indicate that these two moments in the Gospel narratives 
were actually connected in the mind of the viewer and that, at that time, the Adora-
tion was perhaps seen as a more compelling representation of the Bethlehem events.

In the earliest examples on the sarcophagi, Mary often appeared seated on a chair 
or a rock when welcoming the Kings, her figure thereby already acquiring foremost 
importance. Furthermore, in these scenes, the Virgin sometimes featured as a cen-
tral figure, symmetrically flanked by the Magi as, for example, in a series of murals 
found in the catacombs and also in a number of relief representations.17 Consequently, 
scholars have often implied that the iconography of the Virgin enthroned could have 
developed from the visual rendering of Mary seated with Child in the compositions 
of the Adoration.18 The principal consideration in favor of this hypothesis is usually 
connected to the iconographic similarity between the seated pose of Mary and Jesus 
and the general solemnity of their figures, often seen as indebted to imperial imagery 
and representations of ceremonial receptions.19

So far, purely iconographic investigations have not been able to fully substantiate 
this idea nor demonstrate the gradual evolution of the visual formula.20 Moreover, no 
convincing attempt has been made to explain the transition of the Mary with Child 
image from its original appearance in narrative compositions to its later place as the 
primary iconic image of Christian worship.21 As will be demonstrated in this paper, 
the only way to solve this problem is to apply the method of hierotopy, introduced by 
Alexei Lidov several years ago. This approach is helpful for the argument of this paper 
in several respects, but foremost because it privileges the spatial dimensions of Byzan-
tine art and its interactive aspects, besides being concerned with understanding how 
the experience of the divine was “emulated” and artistically conceived in Byzantium.

The cave and the church of Nativity

When viewers in late antiquity looked at a composition of the Adoration their 
memory would evoke the story narrated by the sacred texts, while their internal 

Figure 10.2  Adoration of the Magi and Nativity, Adelphia sarcophagus, Archeological 
Museum, Syracuse, Sicily, second half of the fourth century. Photo: © David 
Mauro, Wikimedia.
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gaze would be directed to Palestine and Bethlehem as the site of these events.22 
The church of the Nativity in Bethlehem was one of the earliest foundations in 
the Holy Land, second in importance only to the church of the Anastasis.23 The 
Nativity basilica was closely associated with the Virgin’s role in salvation and be-
came a model for subsequent ecclesiastical buildings. Built in the fourth century 
on the initiative of either Constantine or his mother Helen, the church was situ-
ated right above the cave believed to have been the location of the Nativity.24 The 
church underwent major transformation during the reign of Justinian (527–565) 
when the original centralized structure acquired a trefoil-shaped form marked by 
three niches with semicircular conches.25

The building initiatives of various Christian emperors transformed the actual nat-
ural site of the cave into a specific Christian shrine on two levels, with the man-made 
structures built on top of the sacred space thought to have been sanctified by God’s 
incarnation. Interestingly, the apocrypha, in particular the Arabic Gospel of the In-
fancy of Christ, when narrating the events in Bethlehem, compare the cave of the Na-
tivity to a temple:

Then came shepherds; and when they had lighted a fire, and were rejoicing greatly, 
there appeared to them the hosts of heaven praising and celebrating God Most 
High. And while the shepherds were doing the same, the cave was at that time 
made like a temple of the upper world, since both heavenly and earthly voices glo-
rified and magnified God on account of the birth of the Lord Christ.26

For a new religion in search of an identity and objects of devotion, claiming sites such 
as the Nativity cave was of crucial importance. As with other early pilgrimage sites, 
the sacred space of the cave enclosed within the church became the focus of vener-
ation, inviting travelers from abroad to reconnect to the sacred events through the 
physical experience of a mystery made accessible and contextualized by the church’s 
architectural frame27 (Figure 10.3).

The space of a cave had particular significance in Christian tradition. A natural 
grotto carved in the body of a rock was the scene where the history of Salvation and 
the earthly life of Jesus began as well as where it ended. The cave in Bethlehem became 
the location of the Nativity, while the one in Jerusalem became the place of Christ’s 
burial and Resurrection. Although the scriptures seem merely to indicate the location 
and space of these events, the two caves and their symbolism were central to the theo-
logical tradition besides becoming the most important sites of religious veneration.28 
In the Life of Constantine by Eusebius, the historian clearly emphasizes that it was 
the imperial agenda to select “three places, each distinguished by a sacred cave” and 
to adorn them “with rich buildings.”29 Furthermore, other sites such as the Ascension 
church, the grotto of the Milk and the tomb of Rachel were also characterized by the 
presence of a cave.

The very shape of a cave, with its restricted entrance, often smaller than the 
inner mystic environment of a dark space carved within rock, was a context which 
could easily be compared to and paralleled with a sanctuary, traditionally em-
braced by a semicircular, concave form of the apse, with only priests and impor-
tant individuals allowed to stay inside and cross the boundary between the outer 
and inner spaces.
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The Nativity church in Bethlehem as an iconic space and 
space for images

Little is known about the decoration of the Nativity church in the late antique period. 
It can only be suggested that the walls and apses of the church were covered from 
the beginning with extensive decoration, most probably mosaic. It is also a mystery 
whether any of the earlier possible visual motifs were preserved or reproduced in the 
sixth-century church, or whether Justinian’s project presupposed a totally new design 
for decorating the space. Our only written evidence in relation to the early mural deco-
ration of the Bethlehem church is found in the Letter of the Three Patriarchs (ninth c.)  
which mentions the existence of a mosaic image:

Moreover, Helen of blessed memory, the Godly-minded empress in the process of 
discovering the life-giving Cross, embellished and decorated with sacred icons the 

Figure 10.3  View of the Nativity cave in the Nativity church in Bethlehem. Photo: Anna 
Adashinskaya.
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holy and revered places, among which was the holy and famous Bethlehem. There 
she built a very great church in honour of the Mother of God and on the outer 
wall on the west side she depicted in artistic mosaics the holy birth of Christ, the 
Mother of God holding the life-bringing infant at her breast and the adoration of 
the gift-bearing Magi.30

This passage is followed by a famous remark that during the conquest (612–629) the 
Persians did not destroy the church since they recognized in the Magi the representa-
tion of their countrymen.

Various hypotheses have been put forward as to the dating and location of the mo-
saic, as well as to the validity of the source and its relevance for the discussion of early 
material. The creation of images on façades was not unusual in the Early Byzantine 
period, and evidence survives for similar practices in Rome, Poreč and other cities.31 
Neither the phenomenology of external visual introductions to the sacred spaces of 
given churches, nor the question of the religious use of the façade compositions have 
yet received proper scholarly attention. We can assume, nevertheless, that a similar 
image on the entrance wall of the church would have had a strong effect on viewers, 
and, in the case of a Bethlehem basilica, on many pilgrims.

Over time, the images decorating the Bethlehem church, either on the west wall, in 
the apse or even inside the cave,32 could easily have become associated with the site 
itself. If that is the case, then the sacred space enclosed within the building would have 
found expression in an artistic medium of a rather different dimensionality, capable of 
visually suggesting the sacred content inherent in the church’s walls. This quintessen-
tial visual formula, as mentioned in the Letter of the Patriarchs, could have shown the 
Nativity, the Virgin and Child, as well as the Adoration, becoming a sort of embodi-
ment of the site built to commemorate these events in historical and liturgical terms. 
In this manner, the “body” of a concrete space could be assimilated with the more 
abstract “body” of an image of God.33 Unlike the building, however, this visual ex-
pression of the site was portable and could be taken to distant locations as a memento 
of the believer’s long journey and successful pilgrimage, as well as a reminder of the 
spiritual prototype.

Two Russian art historians from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
Iakov Smirnov and Dmitry Ainalov – the latter more extensively in his book “The Hel-
lenistic Origins of Byzantine Art” – argued that a few representations of the Adoration 
on the ampullae, now in Monza and Bobbio, could derive from the monumental decora-
tion of the Bethlehem church.34 The small, embossed lead containers were most prob-
ably destined to hold oil and various sacred substances collected by pilgrims during 
their visits to the Holy Land.35 There are three ampullae in Monza and one in Bobbio 
that bear the same image characterized by minor differences on each flask, indicative 
of a certain level of variance with which the representation could be rendered at the 
time.36 The best-preserved image commonly dated to the seventh century shows Mary 
seated frontally on a throne with the Christ Child on her lap (Figure 10.4). The throne 
is richly decorated and characterized by a back with the upper edge curved downward. 
The three Magi approach Mary from the left, while the shepherds are depicted on the 
right side of the composition. Two archangels appear behind the throne, flying in oppo-
site directions and pointing to a large star placed right above the Virgin’s head.

While the rendering of Mary’s figure remains essentially the same on all three better 
preserved ampullae (the consistency of the image of the throne is particularly interest-
ing), there are certain differences in the way that the figures of the Magi and shepherds 
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are depicted. The left and right placement is always respected, but in some cases the 
Kings and shepherds form compact groups with one figure standing behind the other 
two, thus creating a pyramid-like structure, while in others they are depicted as a row 
of figures all appearing beside one another. It is difficult to establish at this stage how 
obvious and significant these differences were for a viewer in late antiquity, but this 
variance could allow for a single image of Mary enthroned, as on one of the other am-
pullae, to be seen also as an abridged version of the Adoration.37

Several Gospel scenes on pilgrims’ oil flasks were enriched with representations of 
altars, architectural elements and also kneeling figures that are not connected to the 
plot but appear within the composition. These modifications could be related to the 
function of the ampullae, which were designed to evoke not only historical events but 
also liturgical contexts and specific sites that formed part of the pilgrims’ personal 
experience during their journeys to the Holy Land.

It cannot be excluded that the decoration of the Nativity church could have be-
come known through pilgrims’ tokens and small-scale images that traveled all over the 
Christian world. Due to the lack of other sources and any material evidence, Ainalov’s 
suggestion has remained merely an attractive hypothesis, often cited in the literature 
but rarely critically analyzed.38 Although it is difficult to draw conclusions with the 
scarce amount of evidence at our disposal, the impact and overall significance of the 
artistic legacy of the Holy Land and its sites on subsequent artistic traditions should 
not be omitted solely on the grounds that little, if anything, has survived. Recent stud-
ies have demonstrated the crucial role that Jerusalem and the Holy Land played in the 
formation of the earliest cult practices in the capital cities of both Eastern and Western 
parts of the Empire.39 In these studies, the legendary and historical allusions made to 

Figure 10.4 Adoration of the Magi, ampulla, Monza, sixth–seventh century. Photo: author.
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the earliest icons and relics brought to Constantinople from Palestine finally receive 
further substantiation and are taken as reflections of the real transmission of patterns, 
liturgical practices, feasts and artworks, and thus no longer as mere mythical refer-
ences intended to grant authority to the aforementioned artifacts.

What differentiates the composition of the Epiphany found on the Palestinian am-
pullae, in relation to the rendering of the subject on Roman sarcophagi and in cat-
acomb painting, is its iconic centralized composition in which the figure of Mary 
enthroned becomes an absolute protagonist, and whose importance is emphasized by 
her central position and slightly larger proportions. The narrative and story compo-
nent is subdued in order to give preeminence to the vision of the divine figures. It is 
obvious that the ampullae version is much more complex and theologically dense than 
the one found in other media. The text that runs around the image, especially on the 
horizontal line beneath, refers to Emmanuel and the theme of the incarnation, and 
with the help of imagery, it transforms the miniature circular object into a visual ex-
pression of Christian exegesis and manifestation of divine presence.

The various steps in the transition from narrative compositions to iconic representa-
tions, and consequently to the principal image of the Byzantine church that crowns the 
altar space inside the apse, can be detected in a number of Early Byzantine artworks.40 
One of these is an eighth-century decoration of Deir al-Surian monastery in Egypt, in 
which one of the lateral conches of a trefoil structure of the main church is occupied by 
the Adoration scene (Figure 10.5). This mural is distinguished by the placement of the 
Mother and Child in the very center, where Mary is depicted flanked by angels and two 
groups of attending worshippers, with the Magi on the left and shepherds on the right. 
Here, the viewer is led to focus on the figure of the Virgin and is even able to make eye 
contact with Mary’s frontal gaze.

Figure 10.5 A doration of the Magi, Deir al-Surian church, Egypt, eighth century. Photo: 
author.
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The iconography of the Wadi Natrun monastery follows, almost precisely, the image 
on the Palestinian ampullae from Monza. Particularly noteworthy are such details as 
the placement of figures, the inward curve of the back of Mary’s throne and the general 
setting. The decoration illustrates how compositions such as the one on the ampullae 
could be adapted to the semi-spherical shape of the conch. These striking similarities 
incited the restorer and principal investigator of the Egyptian murals, Karel Innemée, 
to suggest that the northern apse at Deir Al-Surian reproduces the decoration of the 
apse in the Nativity church in Bethlehem.41 If Innemée’s interpretation is correct, then 
the old hypothesis discussed by Ainalov would finally find some substantiation. Inde-
pendently, whether or not we accept the derivation of this image from a specific rep-
resentation in the Bethlehem church, the decoration of Deir Al-Surian demonstrates 
unambiguously the links and potential interdependence between the imagery of minor 
works, such as ampullae, and monumental church decoration.42

Another reflection of the complex transition from one image to another can be 
found in a golden encolpion from the Dumbarton Oaks collection. The circular shape 
of this precious medallion is divided into two parts43 (Figure 10.6). In the lower part, 
the elements of the Nativity scene, with seated Joseph and Jesus in his cradle, merge 
almost seamlessly with the Adoration composition. Several figures shown within this 
narrative direct their gazes and gestures upward. Although the attention of these 
figures is justified contextually by the presence of a star in the sky, the direction of 

Figure 10.6 N ativity, Adoration of the Magi and the Virgin enthroned. Gold medallion. 
Dumbarton Oaks collection, sixth century. Photo: author.
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their gazes also creates an impression that they point to the emphatic representation 
above, where the Virgin Mary and Christ are seated on the throne, turned frontally 
toward the viewers and flanked by archangels. Through the sequence of these mo-
ments in the story of the incarnation, the subject becomes a more comprehensive 
image of eternal power and glory, with the illustrations of the Gospel story dedicated 
to a single event evolving into an icon that could be worshipped in the hands of the 
object’s owner. The token’s key image would in turn make its way to the central 
position in the apse of the great majority of Byzantine churches, where the viewer 
could become, in a manner of speaking, one of the Magi coming to worship God and 
bearing gifts of devotion.

One more medium and group of objects that needs to be brought into the discussion 
is a couple of late antique ivories with almost identical iconographies. Both are kept 
today in British collections and are attributed to the sixth century. They reproduce 
the Adoration of the Magi at the top, accompanied by a much smaller Nativity scene 
placed at the bottom. The first ivory is kept in the British Museum (inv. 1904,0702.1) 
and must have originally formed part of a diptych, while the other one, now in John 
Rylands Library in Manchester (inv. 6), was used as a central panel of a five-part Gos-
pel cover44 (Figures 10.7 and 10.8). In the upper part, the Virgin is portrayed seated 
frontally on the throne holding the Christ Child on her knees. At the sides of the 
throne, four figures are shown standing symmetrically: the three Magi and an angel. 
The solemnity of the scene is underlined by the architectural frame composed of an 
arch, forming a sort of ciborium, and two spiral columns on top of which two crosses 
were originally carved. The lower zone is occupied by a narrative composition of the 
Nativity, rendered on a much smaller scale and depicting, on the left, Mary, on a large 
mattress, at rest after the birth; on the right, baby Jesus in a masonry crib, in front of 
which the figure of the midwife Salomé is seen prostrating her withered hand. 

The scene of the Adoration dominates the composition of both ivories. The setting 
and general rendering of the scene, however, indicate that beyond its narrative func-
tion the Adoration scene, in this case, was designed to inspire devout contemplation in 
the Christian viewer. The ivories exemplify in the best possible way the transformation 
of a narrative scene into a cult image. The differences in style and carving techniques, 
however, indicate that the contexts and production locations of these two ivories were 
not the same. The famous sixth- to seventh-century miniature from the Etchmiadzin 
Gospel provides another example of a similar rendering of the Adoration, indicating a 
great popularity of this visual formula across media in late antiquity.45

The position of Mary’s arms on both ivories is noteworthy. They are oriented down-
ward and create a mandorla-shaped space around Christ.46 This feature differentiates 
the ivory images from the iconography customary in Early Byzantine art, where Mary 
is usually portrayed with her hands positioned differently, with one arm bent so that 
her hand can rest on Christ’s shoulder. There is a series of early representations of 
Mary in which the symmetrical, embracing gesture of her arms is reproduced, with the 
Panagia Kanakaria apse mosaic (sixth c.) and aforementioned mural in Deir al-Surian 
both providing important evidence among monumental decorations. Whether or not 
this element should be taken as an indication of a specific type of Marian representa-
tion, based on a particular prototype, and whether that prototype should be identified 
with the image that once decorated the Bethlehem church are the topics for future in-
vestigation. However, such similarities between different representations of Mary ap-
pearing frontally on the throne within the Adoration scene are worth emphasizing.47
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The magi paradigm and gift giving

When discussing certain compositions on the Palestine ampullae, Vikan remarks on 
the potential link between their iconography and actual liturgical actions and acts of 
veneration witnessed and experienced by travelers on the spot.48 He highlights how, 
in the Resurrection and Women at the Tomb scene, the setting is changed from a rep-
resentation of the Biblical account’s historic site to actual man-made architectural 
structures created on top of the tomb. Vessels with oil are also substituted with censers 
in the women’s hands, thus transforming them into officiants performing liturgical ac-
tions. Similarly, Vikan draws attention to the compositions focused around the image 

Figure 10.7  Adoration of the Magi and Nativity, ivory, The British Museum, sixth century. 
Photo: author.
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of the cross, which often include two kneeling male figures shown in an act of vener-
ation. He remarks that their appearance closely resembles that of the Magi in the de-
pictions of the Adoration on other ampullae. Vikan sees this treatment of figures as an 
indication of the fact that pilgrims were foreigners, just like Magi, and hence could ac-
quire a close resemblance to them among the characters represented on the ampullae: 
“As foreign travelers and bearers of votive gifts, pilgrims in effect became Magi and 
the goal of their pilgrimage – whether holy site or holy man – became Christ.”49 Vikan 

Figure 10.8 A doration of the Magi and Nativity, ivory, John Rylands Library, Manches-
ter, sixth century. Photo: author.
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further develops his argument by outlining that an absolute majority of pilgrims’ to-
kens and private golden encolpia and fibulae depict the Adoration of the Magi, making 
the Bethlehem event the most widespread and commonly used by individual Christian 
worshippers.

Natalia Teteriatnikov argued that the images of Magi and “gift giving” in Byzan-
tine art were regularly used by emperors and church donors as an expression of their 
reverence to God, and also as a Biblical parallel for their individual offerings and acts 
of sponsorship.50 It has been further established that there were links between cere-
monial conduct at court and Adoration of the emperor and the way the veneration of 
Christ by the Magi was perceived. The extent of this was such that the visual render-
ing of barbarian kings offering gifts before the Roman Emperor used iconographies 
identical to those used to depict the story of Jesus.51 Judging by the available material, 
it can be said that the associations with the Magi were not restricted to one particular 
group, be it pilgrims, emperors, or donors, nor even to specific actions. They had a far 
greater significance in Christian daily life, church and court culture.

Parallels between members of the Christian community and the Magi are common 
in written sources, featuring in the works of the early church fathers.52 Suffice it to 
remember the Homily 7 on Mathew, by John Chrysostom (347–407), in which he in-
terprets the Gospel narrative on the Nativity in a way relevant for the members of his 
congregation, insistently inciting them to follow the example of the Eastern Kings:

Let us then also follow the magi, let us separate ourselves from our barbarian cus-
toms, and make our distance therefrom great, that we may see Christ, since they 
too, had they not been from their own country, would have missed seeing Him.53

The same ideas reappear in his homily on Blessed Philogonius, delivered – according 
to the title – just five days before the feast celebrating the birth of Christ in connection 
with a discussion of the Eucharist and appropriate behavior for taking communion:

(Or) when the Magi, who were barbarians and foreigners, hurried from Persia to 
see him lying in the manger? But you, a Christian, can’t be bothered to travel even 
a short distance in order to enjoy this blessed sight? For if we’re present in faith 
we’ll certainly see him lying in the manger: this table fulfils the role of the manger.

Indeed, here lies the body of the Lord, not wrapped in swaddling clothes as for-
merly, but attired completely with the Holy Spirit. Those who are initiated know 
what I’m saying. The Magi merely worshipped him, whereas you, if you approach 
(to communicate) with a clear conscience, we permit to consume him and go back 
home. Approach, then, bringing gifts – not gifts like the Magi brought but ones 
that are much more solemn.54

Besides John Chrysostom, there was also Romanos the Melodist’s kontakion on the 
Resurrection VI, read on the day of Nativity in Hagia Sophia and already cited by 
Natalia Teteriatnikov in her paper:

Let us go, let us hasten like the Magi,
And let us kneel down and bring with us
The spices as gifts – not to Him in swaddling clothes
But to Him wrapped in a shroud.55
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This analogy reappears in later centuries as well, attested by the writings ascribed to 
Patriarch Germanos and others.56

These texts and readings of Gospel events indicate that the Adoration scene func-
tioned in Early Christian art as a vehicle for transmitting the idea of appropriate wor-
ship, visually propagating reverential conduct before the image of the Son of God 
and the Virgin.57 This latter aspect is closely related to the importance and profound 
religious significance of gift giving, which still forms a significant part of Christian life 
in the church, where gifts take the form of expensive grand commissions, as well as 
simple candles lit before images of saints and various votives, both considered small 
but meaningful offerings.58

The most vivid attestation to the fact that this parallelism between church wor-
shippers and the Magi was intentional in the Early Byzantine period is found on the 
ornament of Theodora’s dress in the mosaics of San Vitale in Ravenna. The emperor 
and empress are portrayed facing each other across the sanctuary, holding gifts in 
their hands, in the hope of worshipping the Lord in the style of the three Magi, whose 
silhouettes are visible on the lower edge of Theodora’s cloak.59

Furthermore, the essence of the Adoration was not reduced to just the story of the 
Magi. It is worth pointing out that a great majority of early Marian representations 
are indeed variations on the theme of the Adoration showing saints or living patrons 
approaching the Mother of God. Starting with the lost fifth-century composition from 
S. Maria Maggiore church in Rome – in which Mary was represented with a com-
pany of saints bringing her wreaths as “witnesses of her fruitfulness”, according to 
the titular inscription – to the images found on a silver reliquary box from Milan, the 
palimpsest wall of S. Maria Antiqua and finally the conch of Euphrasius church in 
Poreč, all are scenes of the Adoration and gift offering before Mary with Child seated 
on the throne.60 Taking into consideration these connotations and the iconic rendering 
of the Adoration as discussed in the previous section, it can be argued that the assimi-
lation with the wise men was indeed intentional. It is not surprising, therefore, that the 
reenactment of the Epiphany and solemn performance of the event would become a 
custom in many European cities.61 Thereafter, when standing in a church and directing 
their gaze to the figure of the enthroned Mother of God in the apse, all worshippers 
would in fact find themselves in the role of supplicants and humble servants, expected 
to adore the Virgin with Child and bring spiritual gifts of their faith in a way similar 
to the Magi.

Bethlehem and Holy Land in liturgy and church space

The appearance of references to Holy Land within the space of the sanctuary is also 
more than occasional. Beginning with the interpretations of John Chrysostom, the 
altar space of Christian churches was regularly compared to the Nativity cave, and 
more direct references to Bethlehem were also drawn in connection with the sanctuary 
and the Eucharist, starting from the fact that the name of Bethlehem itself – literally 
meaning “the house of bread” – quickly attained Christian liturgical connotations.62 
As we have already discussed, John Chrysostom openly compares the altar with the 
manger: “this table fulfils the role of the manger.”63 Considering that the author of 
these words compiled the most important liturgical rite for the Eastern church, his 
understanding of the Eucharist, altar space and connections to the Holy Land site 
becomes particularly important.
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Atticus of Constantinople (406–425) follows this same interpretation in his homily 
on the Nativity:

Today the Lord, who fill the world, or rather who is the creator of the whole world for 
He made the Virgin’s uterus from which is incarnate heaven and He made the man-
ger an altar [the sacrificial table], summoned (as) apostles, the Magi, from Persia.64

This tradition continued in later centuries, receiving its richest expression in the writ-
ings attributed to Patriarch Germanos (715–730):

The church is an earthly heaven in which the super-celestial God dwells and walks 
about. It represents the crucifixion, burial, and resurrection of Christ […] The apse 
corresponds to the cave in Bethlehem where Christ was born, as well as the cave 
in which he was buried.65

These liturgical interpretations of the space indicate that such associations became 
common understanding within the complex sacred topography of Christian shrines.66 
To use Slobodan Ćurčić’s words, “… symbolizing the beginning and the end of Christ’s 
earthly life, the bema of a Byzantine church may be said to have encapsulated in the 
minds of the believers the Holy Land itself.”67

Liturgical interpretations of the space form the basis for the more direct associa-
tions and references to Bethlehem and Golgotha during the Proskomide ritual and 
the preparation of the gifts introduced in practice at a much later stage.68 This part of 
the liturgy only took shape in the Middle Byzantine period, but probably accumulates 
some of the views and ideas circulating previously and continues to be in use today. It 
presupposes the extraction of the square piece of bread out of a larger round prospho-
ron. The remaining cube is seen as the Lamb and is used for the Eucharist. The place-
ment of the Lamb on the discos (a flat plate) is traditionally interpreted as the coming 
of the Lord into the world, since the liturgical dish is seen as the Bethlehem cave, but 
also as Golgotha. On top of it, the priest places an asterix, or star-shaped metal cover, 
which is associated with the Bethlehem star and also with the cross.69

Similarly to the double reading of the sanctuary space, the preparation of the gifts and 
“minor architecture” – recreated with the help of vessels and textiles around the bread 
and wine during each and every liturgy – are understood as signifying simultaneously 
the incarnation, as well as the Passions of Christ which become explicit in the priest’s 
prayers during the ritual. In a way, the liturgical actions presuppose the creation of space 
around the gifts, and through this spatial arrangement, the material objects record and 
evoke the events that took place in the Holy Land. The micro- architecture interacts with 
and replicates the container-like structure of the altar space and the church interior in 
general, with the same idea of bringing together and merging the heavenly and earthly 
dimensions, saints and worshippers, and the historic, momentary and eternal. As noted 
by Nilgen, in the Middle Byzantine period, the prosthesis itself where the Proskomide 
rite took place was often called Bethlehem.70 The performance aspect of the priest’s 
actions and prayers becomes the means of reenacting and reproducing specific events 
and creating a Holy Land context in the real place where the Proskomedia is performed.

While most of our sources containing a liturgical interpretation of the sanctuary 
space date from later periods, there is a clear proof of similar ideas circulating in the 
preiconoclastic period thanks to two ampullae now in the Dölger Institut collection 
in Bonn.71 These render the historic space of the Nativity and Christ’s manger as the 
church space and the altar (Figure 10.9).
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Interestingly enough, this visual tradition of providing a more liturgical and ar-
chitectural setting for the scene continues. While on the ampullae, made in the Holy 
Land, it looks like a perpetual liturgical environment, later depictions of the Adora-
tion would try to represent the location of the Gospel narrative as a space that looked 
like a church or even basilica rather than a cave, potentially reflecting the real struc-
tures built over the site in the Holy Land. They bring to mind the luxurious building, 
surrounding the Adoration of the Magi in the miniature of the Etchmiadzin Gospel, 
or the composition on the lower plaque of the Lorsch ivory (around 810) today in Vic-
toria and Albert Museum, characterized by an incredibly detailed rendering of the 
ecclesiastical setting around the manger and the baby Jesus72 (Figure 10.10).

This spatial dimension and its visual associations correlate with a more general 
practice of comparing the church space and architecture with the body and/or image 
of the Virgin. For instance, the tenth-century mosaic above the Southern entrance 
vestibule to Hagia Sophia portrays Mary seated on the throne receiving the gifts from 
the founder of the city and builder of the first church – Constantine – and Justinian 
who was responsible for the sixth-century building.73 It is obvious that in this compo-
sition the figure of the Virgin, besides being the protector of the city and the Mother of 
God, also appears as an allegorical representation of the Hagia Sophia church itself, 
in terms of both church dedication and actual structure. Mary received the Emperors’ 
offerings because she embodied in two-dimensional form the heavenly recipient and 
protector of the city and, at the same time, the main church of the realm itself, with 
all the interior space of Hagia Sophia dominated by iconographically similar, ninth- 
century image in the apse. Let us not forget in this case the atemporal and scriptural 

Figure 10.9  Nativity, fragment of an ampulla, Dölger Institut collection in Bonn, sixth–
seventh century. Photo: courtesy of Dölger Institut collection in Bonn.
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dimension of the scene, in which, in accordance with Gospel narrative, it is appropri-
ate for the Mother of God and the Christ Child to receive the gifts of earthly Kings.74

A completely different approach, but with equal ambiguity between space and the 
two-dimensional pictorial image, is attested in a later medieval Western tradition 
practiced in Pisa in connection with the feast of the Dormition.75 On that day, a huge 
textile girdle was taken around and placed along the walls of the church, replicating in 
a performative way the story of Mary’s gift to Thomas, who, being late for the event, 
receives the belt from the hands of the Mother of God (Figure 10.11). Every year the 
congregation in Pisa would reenact the gift giving from Mary (otherwise well-known 

Figure 10.11  Niccolò di Cecco del Mercia, Dormitio Virginis, Museo dell’Opera del 
 Duomo, Prato, 1359–1360. Photo: author.

Figure 10.10 A doration of the Magi, Lorsch ivory, Victoria and Albert Museum, around 
810. Photo: author.
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from two-dimensional, Tuscan, pictorial and sculptural renderings) by placing the belt 
back in its place on the outer side of the Marian cathedral, thereby transforming the 
architectural structure, which on the occasion was perceived and experienced as the 
body of the Mother of God (Figure 10.12). 

Conclusions

This paper attempts to argue that references to Bethlehem, complex interpretations 
of sacred spaces and liturgical “readings” that evoke events and places in the Holy 
Land might not be mere metaphors or figures of speech nor even the result of a simple 
development of rhetoric and liturgical tradition. They could in fact be reflective of the 
process of recreating the actual sacred space at the heart of the conception of church 
structures in late antiquity.

The mystical perception of the altar space as the Nativity cave, with its physical 
counterpart present in the Holy Land, created the necessary premises for placing 
the image of Mary and Christ inside the apse. It is quite possible that this imagery 
was originally developed for the churches connected to Mary and also those shrines 
around the Christian world that attempted to imitate or evoke the site of the Nativity. 

Figure 10.12 G aetano Ciuti, Pope Gelasius II consecrates the cathedral of Pisa,  
ca. 1800–1810. Photo: author.
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Unfortunately, we cannot trace different phases of this development or the sequence 
in building up the connection between a newly constructed site and locus sanctus. Per-
haps, in some cases, the reference to the Holy Land shrine was laid at the beginning 
of the building initiative or, in others, the association was acquired subsequently, 
perhaps as a result of particularly significant liturgical celebrations of the feast of 
Nativity, the arrival of relics or even local pilgrimage traditions. For instance, the orig-
inal apse decoration of the earliest surviving Marian church in the West – S. Maria  
Maggiore – is still a matter of debate for scholars. What distinguishes this site, however, 
is that from at least the seventh century onward, judging by the surviving evidence, the 
Roman basilica was considered to house the precious relics of Christ’s manger.76 The 
association of the Marian basilica with the location of Nativity was reflected in its title 
ad praesepe, commonly featured in early medieval sources. Furthermore, several subse-
quent Marian shrines in the city, such as the church of S. Maria in Trastevere and the 
chapel of John VII (705–707) in the basilica of Old St. Peter’s, followed the same tradition 
and references to them in various sources were also characterized by the same title.77

As a rule, the importance of the Nativity and Adoration stories in shaping the 
perception of Mary was reduced to the meaning of the Gospel textual narrative and 
theological interpretation. However, the existing imagery, relic tradition and rich 
connotations embedded within visual renderings all provide further insights into the 
question of why the images of Mary and Child appeared in the apse.

In many respects, the complicated transition discussed in this paper evokes the prin-
ciples of the architectural reproduction of a sacred site and imitation of its forms else-
where. The tradition of reproducing structural and compositional elements of Holy 
Land architecture is well studied in the literature,78 which often relies on Richard 
Krautheimer’s methodological approach, known as the “iconography of architec-
ture.”79 The main difference of this study is its attempt to go beyond the specificity 
of individual artistic media and to trace a more profound layer which is not limited 
to the straightforward imitation of forms or the reproduction of a setting. Hierotopy 
introduces another dimension to the consideration of space, which can be expressed 
not only as a concrete environment but also as a two-dimensional image and a mental 
evocation.

Various strands, such as the liturgical use and rhetoric connected to the altar, the 
real and literary experience of pilgrimage sites, Holy Land topography and finally 
elements of embellishment and decoration – which assume a strong association with 
a particular site and become visual expressions of a place or space – all came together 
to create a functional religious space. It is evident that the main apse has undergone a 
series of experiments in search of the most adequate image. When Marian representa-
tion was introduced, it became a visual connector, evoking within the interior of a 
given church the reality of the iconic space of Bethlehem. The Virgin enthroned inter-
acted with congregations in a particular way and invited perpetual veneration, simi-
lar to the very first “worshippers” mentioned in the Gospels. Finally, in its pictorial, 
two-dimensional form, it could still be perceived as a quintessence of a sacred space –  
a characteristic which lies at the basis of the image conception in Byzantium. 
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Historians and theorists of the icon have stressed its status as a liminal object, through 
which God observes the viewer, and by which the viewer gains access to divine pres-
ence.1 The icon’s power is therefore understood not to derive from what is depicted 
on its pictorial surface, but through its ability to mediate the relation between the 
human and the sacred. The capacity of the icon to function as a threshold between 
earthly and heavenly realms is both underscored and problematized in paintings in 
which icons themselves are figured as discrete objects within historical contexts. Such 
representations raise the question of how the special status of the icon, of its promise 
of access to atemporal Being, operates within a purportedly real setting that records 
specific events and actual sacred ceremonies. This tension between a historicizing rep-
resentation and the essentially atemporal operation of the icon is further complicated 
when an icon is placed in dialogue with a relic, namely, the body of a dead saint. This 
is precisely the case in the remarkable thirteenth-century fresco painting showing the 
translatio of the body of St. Simeon Nemanja from Mount Athos to the Studenica 
monastery in 1207. The fresco depicting the translatio of the body of St. Simeon Ne-
manja is part of a cycle representing his life, first painted in the chapel dedicated to the 
saint in the Studenica monastery, and subsequently painted in a similar manner in the 
Sopoćani and Gradac monasteries (Figure 11.1).2 In the fresco, the body of the saint is 

11 Encountering presence
Icon/relic/viewer

Ljubomir Milanović

Figure 11.1 T he translation of the body of St. Simeon, fresco, 1270–1276, south chapel of 
the katholikon, Sopoćani monastery, Serbia. Photo: author. 
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placed in front of the icon of the Theotokos. She operates here as a type of mediatrix, 
as an intercessor between earthly and divine realms, anticipating the position of St. 
Simeon Nemanja who, as a saint, will move between these two realms.3 The icon has 
been turned toward the saint’s body, directing the Holy Mother’s gaze and beneficence 
to the dead saint whose head is elevated as if the relic is in the dialogue with Her.

The relic of the saint in the frescoes at Studenica, Sopoćani, and Gradac takes the 
position of the viewer of the icon. The saint’s body had an indeterminate status both in 
the ritual of translatio itself and in representations of the ceremony. Being neither fully 
alive nor dead, it was understood to be in a state of perpetual non-decay and endowed 
with supernatural powers of healing and protection for the faithful.4

Being placed within a single depiction effaces ontological difference by showing 
the icon and the relic in relation to living bodies within a specific historical context. 
The special status of the icon, as a non-representation that promises access to the 
divine, and the relic, as a living-dead holy body, is here formally subsumed within an 
overarching representational schema in relation to an actual, embodied viewer. This 
paper investigates the complex interplay of modes of representation in relation to the 
different functions and ontological claims made by the icon and the saintly corporal 
relic. Their having been brought together within a single representational schema si-
multaneously challenges and underscores their respective claims to mediate divine 
presence and create sacred space.

As noted above, the scene of the translatio of the body of St. Simeon Nemanja is part 
of a hagiographical cycle dedicated to the saint.5 To better comprehend this image, it is 
necessary to understand the context in which it was created. There are three fresco cy-
cles depicting the Life of St. Simeon Nemanja known to us: in Studenica, Sopoćani, and 
Gradac, the last of which is no longer visible.6 The oldest cycle was painted for the chapel 
of St. Simeon in the exonarthex of the Studenica monastery (Figure 11.2). Studenica was 
dedicated to the Virgin Mary and its construction began at 1186 by Stephen Nemanja (ca. 
1113–1199) as his mausoleum church.7 The exonarthex was later added to the church by 
King Radoslav (1228–1234), grandson of Stephen Nemanja. Scholars generally agree that 
exonarthex was built between 1233 and 1236 when it was also decorated with frescoes.8 
It was used as a funeral site, but there are no indications that King Radoslav was buried 
there.9 Subsidiary chapels were built on both sides of the exonarthex; the north was ded-
icated to St. Nicholas, and the south was dedicated to St. Simeon Nemanja.10 For this 
inquiry, the most interesting is the south parekklesion. The fresco scenes in the chapel 
are heavily damaged, and it is possible to identify some scenes only by comparison with 
a similar, later fresco cycle from the Sopoćani monastery, which is better preserved.11

The east wall of the chapel has a small niche under the window, which depicts a Vir-
gin of the Blachernitissa type with her hands in a praying position and the Christ child 
in a medallion on her chest (Figure 11.3).12 Four bishops carrying unfurled scrolls flank 
the niche. Standing figures occupy the lower register of the chapel. The south wall 
and part of the west wall display portraits of members of the Holy Nemanjić dynasty 
 (Figure 11.4).13 St. Simeon Nemanja is dressed in his monk’s garb holding an open 
scroll in his hand. Next to him, we find the kneeling figure of a hegumenos.14 Beside 
St. Simeon stands Stephen the First-Crowned (Prvovenčani) Serbian king (1217–1228). 
He too wears monastic garb and is shown in company of his son, King Radoslav, the 
founder of the exonarthex with his wife, Anna. In the donor composition, King Rado-
slav offers his earthly gift to his saintly grandfather, thereby soliciting the protection 
of his ancestors in the heavenly realm. 
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The lower register of the north wall exhibits portraits of other important members of 
the ruling family and the Serbian church (Figure 11.5). Close to the west wall is a rep-
resentation of hieromonk Sava who would become the third Serbian archbishop as Sava 
II (1263–1271).15 Next to him, one finds an image of Arsenije (Arsenios) I (1233–1263), 
the second Serbian archbishop and successor of Sava I, on the throne of the church. He 
is followed by a portrait of Sava I (1219–1233), next to the door. On the other side of the 
door, on the north wall, is a small niche with a bust-length representation of Christ. 
Deacon-angels, as Gordana Babić has defined them, are painted above the niche.16

The entire upper register of the chapel shows a hagiographical cycle dedicated to 
St. Simeon Nemanja, a novelty in Serbian medieval painting. This series illustrates 
the life, death, and translation of the saint’s relics from the Hilandar monastery to 
Studenica. The cycle of four scenes starts on the east wall where two, severely damaged 
scenes are depicted. The first likely shows the departure of Stephen Nemanja to Mount 
Athos, or alternatively, Nemanja taking monastic vows.17 The cycle continues on the 
south wall where the upper register contains a representation of Nemanja’s arrival 
at Mount Athos. Although the composition is almost entirely effaced, traces of what 

Figure 11.2 T he entrance to the south chapel of the exonarthex, 1233–1236, Studenica 
monastery, Serbia. Photo: author.
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look to be hooves indicate the presence of a horse and, likely, a rider.18 By analogy 
with a similar cycle from the Sopoćani monastery, one may conclude that this scene 
represents the arrival of Stephen Nemanja to Mount Athos and the Vatopedi monas-
tery. The composition on the west wall is completely destroyed, but again, based on the 
Sopoćani cycle, one may safely assume that this was the scene of St. Simeon Nemanja’s 
death (Figure 11.6). At Sopoćani, the west wall’s upper register was reserved for the 
death of St. Simeon Nemanja. The dominant feature of the image is a rush mat on 
which the body of the saint has been laid out. Three figures in monk’s cloaks lean over 
his body, while one figure, whose head is now missing, is located near the head of the 
saint. According to Sava’s description of his father’s death, this probably represents 
him kissing his father’s corpse, which was a common manner for representing the 
death of a monk.19

The upper register of the entire north wall is reserved for the most important com-
position from the cycle of St. Simeon Nemanja: the translatio of his relics to Serbia 
(Figure 11.7).20 The scene of the translatio on the north wall is bisected by the rep-
resentation of an icon of the Virgin. The right side of the composition has a building in 

Figure 11.3 T he Virgin of the Blachernitissa type, fresco, east wall, south chapel of the 
exonarthex, 1233–1236, Studenica monastery, Serbia. Photo: author.
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Figure 11.4  Standing figures, fresco, south wall, south chapel of the exonarthex, 1233–
1236, Studenica monastery, Serbia. Photo: author.

Figure 11.5  Standing figures, fresco, north wall, south chapel of the exonarthex, 1233–
1236, Studenica monastery, Serbia. Photo: author.
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the background, which resembles the monastery of Studenica (Figure 11.8). The main 
building represents a single-nave church, with a gabled roof, marble façade, and a red 
dome covered with lead, which is the characteristic feature of the roof of the church of 
the Virgin Mary at Studenica. Evidence has been found indicating that the dome was 
originally built out of brick and, after having been restored, now appears identical to 

Figure 11.7  The translation of the body of St. Simeon Nemanja fresco, south wall, south 
chapel of the exonarthex, 1233–1236, Studenica monastery, Serbia. Photo: 
author.

Figure 11.6  The death of St. Simeon Nemanja, fresco, 1270–1276, south chapel of the 
katholikon, Sopoćani monastery, Serbia. Photo: author.
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the one in the fresco.21 The depicted church is surrounded by a crenellated wall with 
towers, which probably symbolizes the walls of the Studenica monastery.22  

In front of the monastery’s wall, a large group of people is painted of whom all 
those visible are bearded and wear purple, white, or red monk’s cowls or koukoulion. 
The other members of the welcoming delegation are dressed as deacons with tonsures 
on their heads.23 The groups are connected by two principal figures standing in the 
foreground, one of whom wears the vestments of a bishop, likely the bishop of Rascia 
Kallinikos, while the other appears to have only a plain, white robe.24 Both of them 
carry books, presumably the Gospel, in their left hands. The bishop makes a gesture 
of greeting toward the approaching body of the saint with his right hand.

The remaining portion of the left side of the composition shows a group of people 
carrying the body of St. Simeon Nemanja. The best preserved is the front bearer of 
the bier who is dressed in an elaborate costume with bands of jeweled decoration. 
Judging by his costume, another individual of noble origin assists him.25 The legs of 
the saint on the bier are only partially visible as are the legs of the other participants 
in the translatio. What connects the two sides of the composition is the icon of the Vir-
gin Mary, positioned exactly above the entrance that leads from the exonarthex into 
the chapel. The image of the Virgin is above an image of Christ placed on a painted 
mandilion in the door’s lunette. As mentioned above, the icon belongs to a series of 
representations of the Mother of God holding a scroll.

Figure 11.8  The translation of the body of St. Simeon Nemanja, detail, fresco, south wall, 
south chapel of the exonarthex, 1233–1236, Studenica monastery, Serbia. 
Photo: author.
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Once established, the iconographical program depicting the life and death of St. 
Simeon Nemanja would be repeated in other royal mausoleum churches of the Ne-
manjić dynasty in the thirteenth century, namely those at the Sopoćani and Gradac 
monasteries. While the fresco cycle in Gradac (ca. 1276–1282) is no longer visible and 
partially known only through old photographs, the best-preserved example comes 
from the Sopoćani monastery, constructed by the King Stephen Uroš I (1243–1276) 
and painted between 1270 and 1276.26 As in the Studenica cycle, the cycle in Sopoćani 
was located in the south subsidiary chapel of the catholicon church dedicated to the 
Savior. The north chapel was dedicated to St. Stephen Protomartyr, and only frag-
ments of the cycle are preserved today.27

The cycle of St Simeon Nemanja in the Sopoćani follows an iconographic schema, 
which echoes that of Studenica. The translatio of St. Simeon Nemanja at Sopoćani 
is represented in the upper register on the north wall of the chapel (Figure 11.1). As in 
Studenica, the scene is divided into images of a procession (Figure 11.9) and the recep-
tion of his relic (Figure 11.10). The main part of the composition shows a bier bearing 
the saint’s body whose front end is being carried by a nobleman dressed in an elabo-
rate garment with a red cloak decorated with patterned gold trim fastened centrally 
by a large, round, bejeweled clasp. Next to him are several figures of whom only the 
heads are visible. On the opposite side, another noble person dressed similarly to the 
leader supports the bier. He is surrounded by a group of people one of whom holds his 

Figure 11.9 T he translation of the body of St. Simeon Nemanja, left detail, fresco, 1270–
1276, south chapel of the katholikon, Sopoćani monastery, Serbia. Photo: 
author.
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arm. This figure has a long gray beard and is dressed in a purple garment.28 These two 
bearers are clearly noble figures and very likely represent King Stephen Prvovenčani 
and his brother Vukan (ca. 1165–1207).29 The bier itself is covered with a long reddish 
fabric on top of which the body of St. Simeon Nemanja has been laid. His arms are 
crossed at his chest. He wears monk’s clothes and has a nimbus. The body is turned in 
a position such that he faces the icon of the Virgin and the reception scene.

The historical moment depicted in the scene of translatio is important because it 
shows not only the translation of Nemanja’s body from Hilandar to Studenica and the 
political implications generated by such an action, but the formation and translation 
of his cult. The Grand Duke (župan) Stephen Nemanja, who ruled Serbia, abdicated 
and took monastic vows in 1196 at the Studenica monastery.30 A year later, Nemanja, 
now monk Simeon, traveled to Mount Athos, where he would spend the last years of 
his life. After spending a year at the Vatopedi monastery, Simeon, joined by his son 
Sava, founded a new religious community at the site of an abandoned Byzantine mon-
astery known as Hilandar. Simeon died there in 1199 and was buried in the church 
dedicated to the Presentation of the Virgin.31

Due to the uncertain political situation at Mount Athos after the fall of Constan-
tinople in 1204 during the Fourth Crusade and at the behest of his brothers Stephen 
and Vukan, Sava decided eight years after the death of his father to open the tomb 

Figure 11.10  The translation of the body of St. Simeon Nemanja, right detail, fresco, 
1270–1276, south chapel of the katholikon, Sopoćani monastery, Serbia. 
 Photo: author.
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in order to elevate and translate his body.32 This was another important step in the 
formation of his saintly cult.33 Sava wrote little about this event except to note that 
he opened his father’s tomb and that the body was discovered whole and intact.34 As 
Golubinski notes, the word intact does not necessarily mean uncorrupted but that the 
skeleton was complete. Moreover, the word intact describes the situation of the body 
as we would call it today, in situ.35 His other son, Stephen the First-Crowned, describes 
the remains of his father as a relic and a victorious body that gave off a pleasant odor 
but does not describe the body’s state of preservation in detail.36

As the two oldest hagiographies of St. Simeon Nemanja assert, it is not clear what 
state of preservation the body was in when it was found after eight years in the tomb. 
Some scholars have, however, convincingly argued that it was uncorrupted.37 The 
question therefore arises as to why, in the case of St. Simeon Nemanja, the Byzantine 
model of translatio in which the sarcophagi or reliquary was represented as closed was 
abandoned, in preference for the open display of the uncorrupted body, which was 
largely a Western tradition.38 Scholars such as Vojislav Djurić and Gordana Babić see 
the possibility that the iconographic origins of the cycles of the translatio of St. Sim-
eon Nemanja in Studenica, Sopoćani, and Gradac are found in the thirteenth-century 
painting from the chapel of St. Stephen at Žiča.39 The most relevant iconographic 
precedents for the representation of the translation of St. Simeon Nemanja in Stu-
denica and Sopoćani, as well as that of St. Stephen in Žiča, are those that show the 
translatio of the body of the saint exposed to the beholder. The fresco in San Clemente 
in Rome painted ca. 1085 depicts the translation of St. Clement or St. Cyril with his 
body exposed.40 There is another example from Italy that more closely resembles the 
translatio of St. Simeon Nemanja in which the body is displayed on a bier without any 
covering. In the crypt of the cathedral of Anagni, there is a hagiographic cycle in the 
central apse dedicated to the passion and translations of the patron saint of Anagni, 
St. Magnus ca. 1200.41

One can speculate several possible explanations for the decision to openly display 
the body of the saint in the representation of the translation of St. Simeon Nemanja. 
First, perhaps the most obvious reason is simply that body was uncorrupted. Saint 
Sava’s words in his Life of St. Simeon are not definitive as to the status of the body. He 
saw his honorable body whole and intact and further adds that this is always the case 
with those who pleased God.42

There could also be a political motivation for openly displaying the body of St. 
Simeon during the translatio. The body of St. Simeon Nemanja had a twofold func-
tion in the construction of the ideology of the royal saint and the establishment of 
the holy Nemanjić dynasty.43 After his abdication, Simeon Nemanja left his crown 
to his younger son Stephen, which went against the usual practice of the eldest male 
inheriting his father’s throne. He left some provinces under the jurisdiction of his first 
son Vukan.44 Sava obviously approved his father’s decision, but also wanted to secure 
peace between the brothers. For that reason, he decided to use the body of Simeon 
Nemanja as a means by which to establish a new line of inheritance to the throne. As 
Peter Brown has argued: “high prestige objects as relics can play an important role in 
deeply divided communities.”45 Sava’s political agenda is reflected in the representa-
tion of the translatio of St. Simeon where one finds a scene showing both brothers 
at peace, carrying the saint’s body together. In this instance, the scene of translatio 
served to legitimate a change on the throne and to promote the establishment of a new 
line of royal patrimonial descent.
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One can find a third, potential motivation for the open display of St. Simeon Ne-
manja’s body in the shift regarding the perception of the saintly body that occurred 
between eleventh and thirteenth centuries.46 There was a change in people’s attitudes 
toward the dead in the West. The transition from one realm to the next, the notion of 
the trespassing of mortal boundaries, evoked images of a lengthy corporeal progres-
sion that was no longer seen to end in a totally disincarnated world. The body was not 
understood only as the vehicle for the soul, which should be left to decay. As Nadia 
Tazi has written: “the bond with heaven may manifest itself in a supernaturally pre-
served corpse, but only a body endowed with a particularly rarefied texture can earn 
the Kingdom of God.”47 The body, especially that of the saint, was purified of death 
and thus worthy of being publicly displayed.

A unique iconographic solution in the scene of the translation of St. Simeon Ne-
manja’s relics is the representation of the icon of the Virgin Mary, which connects 
the two sides of the composition. The Virgin intercedes on behalf not only of St. 
Simeon Nemanja, but the entire ruling family who are included in the composition. 
Ivan Djordjević and Miodrag Marković have reconstructed the text on the scroll ac-
cording to a similar one preserved in the Sopoćani fresco. The intercessory text of a 
typical prayer of supplication was here reduced to a single sentence, likely due to the 
lack of a space; it reads: “Accept, o Lord, the petitions of those praying to Thee.”48 
Vojislav Djurić argued that there was a relationship between the fresco and the main 
cult icon in the Studenica monastery.49 A Virgin of the mediatrix type was probably 
painted on the east pair of pillars, next to the iconostasis, where it was coupled with 
a representation of Christ. It is possible that the icon of the Virgin was portable and 
was the one that was used to welcome the body of the saint during its translation 
in 1207.50

The icon of the Virgin mediatrix in the composition of the translation of St. Sime-
on’s body is placed in dialogue with saint’s relic. This unique encounter between the 
relic and the icon raises the question of their relationship. Relics and icons have long 
been associated with each other.51 For the Byzantines, icons were exact likeness of 
their models and, in words of Dagron, “they were both the reproduction of (ἐκτύπωμα) 
and equivalent to (όμοίωμα) the models.”52 According to John of Damascus, they are 
representations of the invisible, tangible models of incomprehensible essence that 
bring man closer to the comprehension of the glory of God.53 Depictions of icons elu-
cidate the primordial need of a man to present a higher, self-indivisible world through 
matter accessible to his senses. The Incarnation of the Son of God when the Word was 
made flesh (Jn 1:14) is the core of Damascus’s thought, which justifies the conception 
of Christ’s human figure.54 The icon represented is similar to its prototype, but it is 
not identical to it; rather, it implies a likeness to the holy image and provides material 
evidence of invisible God. The miracles that took place by means of icons were for the 
faithful evidence of the omnipresence of God and that the Incarnation was the foun-
dation for the contemplation of the archetype.55

As for relics, saints’ bodies also provided material evidence through which we are 
able to address a glorified saint. The uncorrupted bodies of saints, as holy relics, be-
came conduits between earth and heaven, humanity and the divine. In the words of 
Gregory of Nazianzos (ca. 329–390), “the bodies of the martyrs have the same power 
as their holy souls, whether one touches them or just venerates them.”56 Thus, saints 
were able to intercede with God on behalf of humankind. As such, saints and their 
bodies had an important role in the economy of salvation.
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In his first Oration on the Icons, John of Damascus argued that: 

The saints during their earthly lives were filled with the holy spirit and when they 
fulfill their course, the grace of the holy spirit does not depart from their souls 
or their bodies in the tombs, or from their likenesses and holy images; not by the 
nature of these things, but by grace and power.57 

According to Damascus’s writings, the bodies and icons of saints contain the grace 
of the Holy Spirit and thus are imbued with holiness and become objects suitable for 
worship. In other words, as Charles Barber has argued, “for John of Damascus, the 
icon and the saint’s body marked a continuing and present space for the holy.”58

As we have seen, both icons and relics can intercede on behalf of humankind. They 
are also material evidence of the miracle of the Incarnation. Shown together, as at 
Studenica and Sopoćani, they merit special attention. In the words of Alexei Lidov, 
an art object should never be observed as a flat surface, but interpreted in a broader 
context that includes an analysis of its function within the experience of the beholder 
and his or her surroundings.59 According to the Lidov’s observation, the fresco of the 
translation of St. Simeon Nemanja shows several modes of address to the beholder: 
within the composition; between the icon, the relic, and participants in the historical 
scene depicted; and from without, between the image and the beholders in the chapel.

Juxtaposed in an imaginative dialogue, both holy and performative, the icon and 
the relic in the fresco of the translatio of St. Simeon Nemanja define a hierotopical 
setting by creating a sacred space.60 Lidov agrees that “the most significant aspect 
of relics and miraculous icons was the role they played in the creation of particular 
sacred spaces.”61 In the fresco of the translatio of St. Simeon, the icon and the relic 
symbolically unite two physically separated topoi and create a unique sacred space. 
One topos is that of the Hilandar monastery, as represented by the body of the saint; 
the other one is that of the Studenica monastery in the sign of the icon of the Virgin 
mediatrix. Dragan Vojvodić has previously noted the strong link between the Hilan-
dar monastery and the miracles that occurred at the tomb of the saint in Studen-
ica. Vojvodić points out that The Service of St. Simeon Nemanja, written by his son 
Sava around 1227–1233, already emphasized the strong connection between these two 
places. Simeon’s decision to spend his last year at the Hilandar monastery was a source 
of blessing for him, one that would receive its final, physical manifestation in the form 
of myrrh flowing from his tomb at the Studenica monastery.62 A mystical link was 
thereby established between the sacred spaces of Hilandar and Studenica, and the 
fresco of translation represents its visual confirmation.

The sacred space created between the icon and the body of the saint also includes 
the other participants present at the historical event. The sacredness of the space is 
further underscored by the presence of a censor and burned incense as part of the 
services held by the bishop. The whole scene depicts the symbolic unification of the 
state, represented by the body of the ruler-saint, and the church through the icon of 
the Virgin mediatrix and an officiating bishop. This is an exemplary manifestation 
of the paradigm of the formation of the royal saint’s cult, based on the triadic ruler-
monk-saint model. Namely, Sava Nemanjić created the cult of his father and later the 
Nemanjić dynasty based on the threefold model of ruler, monk, and saint. Within the 
royal saint cult, Stephen Nemanja was presented as an ideal model of an earthly ruler: 
a warrior who fought not only for the liberation of his own state, but for the Christian 
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faith as well.63 As an ideal ruler, he was selected by God as head of the state with 
all the accompanying attributes that pertained to such a figure.64 Nemanja’s equally 
important status as a monk is based on the model that derives from the Byzantine 
hagiographic legacy.65 The last component, the sanctity of a triadic ruler-monk-saint, 
was emphasized by the image of translatio of Nemanja’s body. Thus, the scene does 
not only represent the translation of the saint’s body to Studenica, but the translation 
of his cult from the Hilandar monastery to Serbia and Studenica monastery. There the 
cult would receive its final stage of formation, which would result in its physical con-
firmation by the discovery of myrrh flowing from St. Simeon Nemanja’s tomb.66 This 
would be also the final step in the formation of Nemanjić’s royal ideology.67

The Virgin on the icon with the inscription on the scroll does not communicate 
only with the saint and his retinue but, along with the saint’s body, also addresses the 
beholder.68 According to Hans Jørgen Frederiksen, through the icon and the relic in 
the fresco, “the believer moves into dimensions of the holy space and the holy time.”69 
The creation of a sacred space inside the image is transformed and projected into the 
chapel. The whole fresco creates another space, inside the chapel, where the believer 
can actually read the inscription of the prayer on the scroll of the icon.70 In this way, 
the reader-viewer articulates the inscription, thereby becoming a participant and hav-
ing access to the holy. As Robert Nelson informs us, however, this does not provide 
access to the divine itself: “The words are animated and voiced by the readers. The 
images are seen and venerated by the viewers. Both are means of access to the holy, but 
not the divine itself.”71 The place of the beholder is important for the creation of the 
spatial image and is the most characteristic component of Byzantine hierotopy. Since, 
in Byzantium, the icon was not considered a flat painting, it was always supplemented 
with a spatial vision that extended from depicted space into the real space between the 
image and the beholder, as is the case in Studenica and Sopoćani.72

In the Studenica chapel, where the whole cycle of the Life of St. Simeon Nemanja 
was initiated, the scene of the translatio of saint’s body has a hierotopical setting. The 
designer of the fresco program accommodated the compositions to an irregular, small 
space but ingeniously positioned the icon of the Virgin Mary in the composition of the 
translatio so that she would be located above the doorway, just above the mandilion in 
the lunette with the image of Christ. Furthermore, the placement of the icon above the 
doorway in the Studenica chapel instructs the beholder that their prayers will only be 
fulfilled through the intercession of the new royal saint whose body is laid inside the 
church, aided by the Virgin Mary and Christ. By observing the fresco of the transla-
tion of St. Simeon in the Studenica chapel, a spectator participates in a reenactment 
of the historical moment. At the same time, the beholder is connected with the sacred 
place, namely with the tomb of St. Simeon located in the southwest bay of the church 
nave. Here, two sacred spaces, atemporal and temporal, coexist. The physical presence 
of the body of the saint in Studenica, together with the icon of the Virgin mediatrix, is 
contextualized through the scene of the translation of St. Simeon’s body.

The impact on spectators of the depiction of the encounter between the icon and the 
relic in the fresco of the translation of St. Simeon Nemanja is perhaps best understood 
in light of the concluding remarks of Sava Nemanjić in his father’s biography:

For this reason, my dear brothers, we should grieve and imagine ourselves in our 
lives as those who are beyond the world, as those who have life in the heavens, car-
rying out this life peacefully, having the hope that we will receive eternal good in 
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Jesus Christ our Lord by the intercession of our holy Virgin as our protector and 
by the prayers of our most honorable and blissful father and the ktetor, Simeona 
(Nemanja).73

The body of the first Serbian royal saint St. Simeon Nemanja was used as a visible 
sign of a promised resurrection in the formation of the cult of royal Serbian saints 
and thereby served as a means of legitimating dynastic rule. The icon of the Virgin 
mediatrix, together with the body of the saint, reveals the formation of sainthood that 
was followed by miracles in Studenica that confirmed his holiness. This signaled the 
fulfillment of the saint’s new role of securing the prosperity of the holy dynasty of the 
Nemanjić, as well as the Serbian state and people. 
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We have been able to test the efficacy and the achievements of hierotopy, a method 
of researching sacral spaces – one of the key phenomena of medieval culture and 
art – for less than two decades.1 A few years ago, while reviewing the collection 
of studies by Alexei Lidov, the pioneer and key protagonist of this method, we 
highlighted those features of the method that seemed to us the most stimulating 
for future research. On this occasion, instead of an introduction, we will repeat 
this assessment and add that it has only become more current with the passage of 
time: Yet, if we are to judge by the response to the conferences Lidov organized 
and to the volumes he edited, it seems safe to say that the hierotopic approach 
has already proved highly inspiring in the field of visual culture and humanities, 
producing very interesting outcomes and, in some cases, genuine breakthroughs. 
It may seem a paradox, but the hierotopic method gives best results when used 
by rigorous and disciplined scholars whose interpretations are based strictly on 
factual evidence: documentary sources and material remains. This is the strategy 
that Lidov himself consistently pursues, even when addressing the most intricate 
and controversial issues, or when looking at a problem from an unexpected and 
unconventional angle…Lidov has shown in the best possible way how useful and 
beneficial a shift in scholarly perspective can be. Or, as Lidov likes to put it – 
scholarship always benefits from our being able to ask the old and well-known 
sources new questions.2

It is precisely this change of the researcher’s lens that lies at the heart of our study, 
which – and this should be underlined – rests on the abovementioned critical assess-
ment of facts which is inherent to traditional historical scholarship. However, this new 
angle seems to yield rather promising results when applied to our topic – the unusually 
numerous translations of the relics of Stefan the First-Crowned, the first Serbian holy 
king. From the hierotopic point of view, this phenomenon represents a very relevant 
example. It seems unnecessary to remind the reader of the fact that rituals associated 
with the relics of a saint have played a key role in the creation of sacred spaces and 
memoria from the medieval period to our own times.3

The life and activities of Stefan the First-Crowned (r. 1196–1228), the son and suc-
cessor of Stefan Nemanja, who was the progenitor of the holy Nemanjić dynasty, un-
folded in the crucial, state-building period of Serbian history. From the founding of 
the independent state in the late twelfth century, and particularly after the procla-
mation of the kingdom (1217), the Serbs established the conceptual coordinates that 
would go on to become the lasting pillars of their identity and endurance. The idea of 
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holiness stood at the core of this program as the pledge of their legitimate position in 
the community of Christian peoples. This distinctive ideology, centered on the con-
cept of the holy dynasty, was the stimulus that led to the creation of national cults of 
saints and sacral topoi in Serbian lands.4 The main architect of this entire program – a 
concept remarkable for both its theological erudition and political functionality – was 
Nemanja’s youngest son: St. Sava of Serbia, the first head of the Serbian autocephalous 
church and one of the leading figures in the Christian world of his time.5

For the matter at hand it is important to note that Sava managed to achieve a well-
rounded model of holiness with all of its relevant components (hagiographical, litur-
gical, ritualistic and material) in building the cult of his father Simeon Nemanja, the 
progenitor of the family dynasty. The main stages in this carefully elaborated process 
were the ruler’s taking the monastic vow toward the end of his life, his death shrouded in 
miracles, followed by elevatio, translatio and depositio of relics, and finally the creation 
of celebratory compositions in the service of his cult. At the same time and as part of 
the same conception, for the needs of the holy progenitor’s cult a ruler’s foundation was 
built – Studenica, the prototype of all subsequent mausolea erected by the members of 
the Nemanjić dynasty (Figure 12.1). Through the representative tomb, images with sote-
riological and dynastic accents, and the specially conceived reliquary program, the en-
dowment communicated the most important messages of the Nemanjić ruling ideology.6

The successful reign of Stefan the First-Crowned, marked by major achievements 
and enduring legacies, is not the subject of this paper. Instead, it focuses on Stefan’s 
posthumous existence – his afterlife as a saint. Stefan the First-Crowned died on 24 
September, probably in 1228.7 Death – the final passing from earthly to eschatological 

Figure 12.1  Studenica, Church of the Mother of God, Serbia, ninth decade of the twelfth 
century. Photo: Studenica Monastery.
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reality – is a watershed event in the biography of every saint and hence acts as one of 
the key topoi in hagiographical literature.8 The fact that the events in the last stage of 
the life of Stefan the First-Crowned were shrouded in miracles by Sava’s biographers is 
therefore very telling. For example, Sava “revived” his gravely ill brother by applying 
a well-known method – by using water that had been sanctified by the True Cross.9 
At the hour of Stefan’s death, Sava briefly brought his brother back to life by bathing 
his body in “flaming tears” and then “inscribing the image of the cross” with his right 
hand on the dying king’s naked body.10 This was followed by Stefan’s taking the vow 
shortly before his death under the monastic name Simon, and finally his passing. The 
first in the translation of his relics ensued. Stefan’s body was ceremoniously trans-
ferred to Studenica and laid to rest “near St. Simeon, his father.”11 According to the 
latest research, it was laid into a carefully constructed tomb in front of Nemanja’s cof-
fin, which was originally intended to receive the remains of the monastery’s ktetor.12

The act of Stefan’s translation put a strong emphasis on the familial character of the 
Studenica mausoleum, which was conceived as the focal point of the cult of the holy 
progenitor of the dynasty and the new Serbian myrrh-exuding (myroblete) saint.13 It 
also confirmed the status of Studenica as a reference point in the sacral topography of 
the Serbian lands.

However, the sojourn of the remains of Stefan the First-Crowned at Studenica was 
very brief. His relics were soon translated from Studenica to Žiča, his own foundation 
which also served as the cathedral and coronation church (Figure 12.2). This trans-
lation, which at the same time represented a key new chapter in the evolution of his 
cult, occurred in the spring of 1229, shortly before St. Sava set out on his first journey 
to the Holy Land, and coincided – probably not fortuitously – with the coronation of 
Stefan’s heir, King Radoslav.14 Biographers have left very interesting accounts of this 
event. Recounting the process of translation, Domentijan made sure to underline a key 
piece of information: that the First-Crowned was “completely intact in flesh.”15 This 
would mean that his remains belonged to the most venerable type of relic – intact, 
incorrupt bodies (corpus incorruptum), which were considered the visible (and there-
fore most reliable) sign of God’s might and grace.16 Teodosije confirms this statement 
and adds their pleasant scent (“blagouhanost”) to the usual list of characteristics of a 
saint’s body.17 The same author also informs us that on this occasion Sava composed a 
Service for the translation of his relics.18 The veracity of this statement, however, must 
be taken with a degree of caution, as no traces of such a composition have survived. 
The Service and Vita (Hagiography) of Stefan the First-Crowned – monk Simon – were 
written much later, in the first half of the seventeenth century, which will be discussed 
below in more detail. However, in view of the relevant characteristics of Eastern Chris-
tian and Serbian “canonization” of saints, we could allow for the possibility that this 
statement pertained to the stage of so-called preparatory celebration. The available 
facts suggest that Sava of Serbia took the usual steps with the aim of including Stefan 
into the ranks of the holy. This intention – whose fulfillment remained incomplete 
due to reasons not fully known to us – is clearly indicated by Stefan’s embalmed body, 
which still remains in a remarkably good state of preservation.19

Biographers conclude their accounts of Stefan’s translation with descriptions of 
their arrival in Žiča, when Stefan’s relics first displayed miraculous signs. This is a 
well-known topos – adventus reliquiarum, the final moment in the complex ceremony 
of relic translation, when the relics of the saint are ceremoniously laid to rest and then 
begin to perform miracles. As an important element in the creation of a cult, this 
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Figure 12.2 Ž iča, Church of the Ascension, Serbia, second decade of the thirteenth 
 century. Photo: Dušan Vujičić.

public announcement and manifestation of the saint’s power was meant to provide ev-
idence to the gathered community of the saint’s ability to become its earthly protector 
and heavenly patron.20 In the Serbian milieu this pattern was established during the 
translation of Simeon Nemanja from the Hilandar Monastery to Studenica, and the 
translation of the First-Crowned to Žiča served the same purpose.
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The effect of the arrival of his “intact and sweet-smelling” relics is also attested by 
Domentijan, who underlines the higher, soteriological meaning of the miracle and, 
above all, its “social” and “patriotic” purpose.21 Like in the case of St. Simeon, the 
ceremonial advent of Stefan’s relics to Žiča served as an important contributing factor 
in the process of building the dynastic ideology and Serbian collective identity.

At the first glance, Sava’s unusual and seemingly unclear decision to have the body 
of Stefan the First-Crowned – originally buried with other members of his family at 
the dynastic mausoleum at Studenica – transferred to Žiča after such a short period 
of time is certainly noteworthy. This translation, we believe, was not of a “funerary” 
character, but was instead part of a new and rather grand conceptual program. Its 
meaning was manifold. First, it needs to be seen in light of the fact that Žiča was con-
ceived to serve as the cathedral and coronation church, an intention explicitly stated 
in the monastery’s founding charter.22 The idea to have all subsequent Serbian kings 
crowned in the presence of the relics of their first and holy predecessor represented 
a creative reception of a practice widely used in the monarchies of medieval Europe. 
However, the key reason behind the translation of Stefan’s “intact” and wonder- 
working relics was to have them join the most venerated Christian relics associated 
with Christ, the Mother of God, St John the Baptist and other major figures in Holy 
History. Sava of Serbia shrewdly used the situation after the Fall of Constantinople in 
1204, when the relics kept in the Byzantine capital not only fell victim to ruthless plun-
der, but were also sold at a profit and gifted.23 In various ways that are now difficult to 
reconstruct, he managed to acquire some first-class relics – particles of the True Cross; 
the maphorion and sash of the Mother of God; and the right hand and a part of the 
head of St. John the Baptist, all of which are individually listed in the founding charter 
for the Žiča Monastery. Since all of these relics were already included in Žiča’s original 
treasury, the relics of the First-Crowned were moved to a setting that, according to 
the criteria of the time, represented an emulation of Jerusalem and Constantinople, a 
symbolical part of the Holy Land brought to and reconstructed in the local milieu.24 
The inclusion of such an important national relic among the most precious of holy ob-
jects for all of Christendom was meant to convey the message that the Serbs had now 
become part of the Holy History as a legitimate, “chosen people.”25

In the long history of the relics of Stefan the First-Crowned – monk Simon, the Žiča 
period was clearly their magnificent pinnacle, whose conceptual and ritualistic gran-
deur was never to be replicated again. And yet that is not to say that the relics of the 
Holy King lost their relevance or sacral meaning. This is attested by their third trans-
lation, although the sources offer no direct information about the circumstances and 
time in which it occurred. However, based on indirect, later testimonies, there are 
good reasons to infer that the transfer of his body took place during the reign of King 
Uroš I (r. 1243–1276), when the relics were translated to Sopoćani (Figure 12.3), his 
burial church.26 This translation seems to have been a matter of necessity, motivated 
by either the threat of Cuman attacks in the mid-thirteenth century or the war waged 
by Uroš I against the Hungarians in 1267/68, when Žiča found itself in a vulnerable 
area that was difficult to defend.27 On the other hand, the reasons that led the Ser-
bian king to translate his father’s relics to his own foundation can be seen in a very 
different light. Namely, the markedly familial nature of Sopoćani is evidenced by the 

*
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representative graves of the king, his mother Queen Ana Dandolo, and other partially 
preserved tombstones which can reasonably be assumed to have belonged to the mem-
bers of the Nemanjić family.28 Other reasons of an ideological nature seem to support 
this interpretation, and they need to be seen in the context of the rise of the holy dy-
nasty concept – the dynasty that had sired saints, an idea expressed in both text and 
image, with the latter being an important segment of the ruling program under Uroš 
I.29 The sanctified relics of the ktetor’s father, the first-crowned king and monk – which 
must have been shown in the usual way, in an opulent coffin-reliquary in front of the 
altar – strikingly supported the concept of the dynasty’s holy descent. In this sense, in 
terms of its character and purpose, the “reliquary program” of Sopoćani would have 
corresponded to the one implemented at Studenica in the previous generation.

Little is known about the development and particularities of the Holy King’s cult in 
the Sopoćani period. In the late fourteenth or early fifteenth century, his relics might 
have received an opulent shroud – a surviving and remarkable fabric cover bear-
ing the name of Sultan Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402).30 Albeit unconfirmed by the extant 
sources, the hypothesis is that the shroud was gifted at the bequest of his wife Olivera 
(also known as Despina Hatun), the daughter of Prince Lazar, the martyr of Kosovo, 
and the sister of Despot Stefan (1389–1427), the ruler of Serbia at the time. The per-
severance of the cult even in the period of Ottoman rule is evidenced by a piece of 
information in the Ruvarac Genealogy (1563–1584), which reports that the “intact” 
relics of the Holy King Stefan the First-Crowned were kept at Sopoćani.31 Their sta-
tus, however, was dramatically changed sometime in the last third or the end of the 

Figure 12.3 S opoćani, Church of the Holy Trinity, Serbia, seventh decade of the thirteenth 
century. Photo: Dušan Vujičić.
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sixteenth century under unknown circumstances. If the oral tradition recorded in the 
late eighteenth or early nineteenth century is to be believed, fearing Ottoman violence 
the monks of Sopoćani removed the coffin-reliquary containing Stefan’s relics from 
the church and dug it into the ground.32 While the latter claim needs to be taken with 
a healthy dose of skepticism and seen as a topos of sorts, it seems almost certain that 
the king’s relics were indeed removed in the face of Turkish repression, as a result of 
the Austro- Turkish wars of the late sixteenth century, which also led to the destruction 
of the greatest of all Serbian relics – the remains of St. Sava.33

The fading of the Holy King’s cult, a result of the tumultuous times, seems to have 
been short-lived. Its revival needs to be seen in the context of the circumstances of the 
time – the programmatic activities of the restored Patriarchate of Peć (1557) spear-
headed by reputable patriarchs-ethnarchs. The conceptual linchpin of this program, 
permeated by distinctive historicism with strong national overtones, was found in the 
state and church traditions of the Nemanjić dynasty, with the revival of medieval cults 
of saints being one of its important components.34 It is in this wider context that the 
first initiatives for the revival of the cult of Stefan the First-Crowned need to be seen, 
which seem to date from c. 1608/9. Namely, this is the date of a letter written by Patri-
arch Jovan (1592–1614), which informs us that at this time the “sanctity and wonder- 
working” of the Holy King manifested itself.35 This claim is convincingly confirmed 
by a very valuable piece of material evidence: the opulent coffin-reliquary for Stefan’s 
relics made in the intarsia technique (Figure 12.4). The inner side of its lid carries an 
inscription which informs us that the coffin was made in 1608 and commissioned by 
Metropolitan Simeon.36 This seems to have been Metropolitan Simeon of Vršac, a fig-
ure with very strong ties to Sopoćani, a monastery that experienced a great revival and 
rise around 1600.37 In view of this, the fact that the sources rarely highlight the role 
of Sopoćani as a sacral center or the keeper of this relic seems somewhat surprising.

Figure 12.4 S tudenica, Church of the Mother of God, Serbia, coffin-reliquary for Stefan 
the First-Crowned, 1608. Photo: Dušan Vujičić.
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Textual testimonies fail to underline the special status of this monastery even after 
the crucial event in the development of the cult of Stefan the First-Crowned in the 
period of Ottoman rule: the manifestation of his relics that took place in the time of 
the notable Patriarch Pajsej (1614–1647), who gave a strong new momentum to the 
spiritual, cultural and artistic revival in the territory under the jurisdiction of the Pa-
triarchate of Peć.38 In his efforts to restore old and establish new national cults, Pajsej 
composed the Synaxarion Vita and Service to St. Simon, in which Stefan’s celebration 
as a saint received its complete, rounded form for the first time in its long history. 
Among other things, the Synaxarion Vita recounts the tale of the miraculous “discov-
ery” of his coffin-reliquary and the elevation of the saint’s body, which both occurred 
under Patriarch Pajsej. The tale uses traditional recurring motifs: the saint’s appear-
ance in a dream, with the order to be raised from the ground; the miraculous discovery 
of his “intact” relics; and their displaying to be venerated by the faithful.39 In addition 
to hagiographical topoi, the Vita also contains some historical facts, as well as infor-
mation of doubtful veracity which later became part of the monastic tradition and 
popular tradition.40 Pajsej’s celebratory compositions elaborate the saint’s attributes, 
the dominant among them being those with a national element – “the first Serbian 
king,” “the shining beacon of the Serbs,” “the Serbs’ shepherd and teacher”; however, 
the Sopoćani Monastery is only mentioned in passing, as the monastery associated 
with the abovementioned stages in the history of his relics. In contrast, both the Vita 
and Service treat Studenica as the focal point of the Holy King’s cult, describing it as 
“his own” and “the great church” that safeguards the king’s holy relics; it is in the “di-
vine radiance” of Studenica that his relics shine “like the Sun,” miraculously adorning 
the church. Both celebratory compositions underline that the king’s tomb “still stands 
there.”41 Although seemingly confusing in terms of their chronology, these claims are 
easily explained in light of the fact that Pajsej’s celebratory texts were revised and 
amended later on and certainly after the translation of the king’s relics to Studenica in 
1696.42 It was then that the cult of Stefan the First-Crowned based in Studenica com-
pletely suppressed the memory of it from its Sopoćani period.

Stefan’s relics remained in Sopoćani until 1687, when they were moved to the nearby 
Monastery of Crna Reka with the cave church of Archangel Michael at the peak of 
the Austro-Turkish war (Figure 12.5). Their brief sojourn at Crna Reka left no notable 
traces at this monastery; it was only recorded that during their stay at the monastery 
a woman named Ljubica gifted them a shroud as a prayer offering for herself and her 
family.43 Somewhat later, in 1704, the old cloth shroud made for Sultan Bayezid I was 
repaired by hieromonk Misail of Crna Reka “for the love and blessing of the holy first-
crowned king, Stefan of Sopoćani.” This was the last time that Stefan was mentioned 
in association with the Sopoćani Monastery, where his body had lain for so long.

As the Sopoćani Monastery had suffered damage during the conflicts and was soon 
abandoned, Stefan’s coffin-reliquary was not returned to this monastery and was in-
stead moved from Crna Reka to Studenica in 1696.44 The return of the Holy King 
to his original resting place after the centuries-long absence was not only a deeply 
resonant event, but also substantially altered the status of this monastery. This is el-
oquently attested by his Service, which informs us that the king’s relics sanctified the 
church of Studenica and all of its surroundings.45 In other words, after several centu-
ries, Studenica had regained its sacral aura and special place in the sacral topography 
of Serbian lands.

*
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Having rejoined his father Simeon Nemanja at the same church after more than 400 
years, but now himself a saint, Stefan the First-Crowned became the second protector 
of Studenica. Throughout the eighteenth century, its monks commissioned copperplate 
vedute of their monastery featuring the images of St. Simeon, Stefan and Sava, painted 
them on the same icons, copied their hagiographies and services, and regularly men-
tioned them in their letters.46 On the initiative of archimandrite Vasilije, in 1750, Metro-
politan Georgije Popović of Timișoara donated to Studenica an ornate reliquary in the 
form of a triptych icon, stating in the inscription that he was in fact only renewing the 
gift that King Stefan the First-Crowned had once given to the Studenica Monastery.47 
This “holy lie” served a very specific purpose – to underline and explain the presence of 
the Holy Кing in Studenica from the monastery’s very beginnings, along with Simeon 
Nemanja as its first ktetor, whose holy myrrh was also placed in the same reliquary. In 
any case, this was a fine example of the current mechanism of “constructing” tradition.

The cult of the Holy Кing was strengthened in Studenica both spontaneously and 
purposefully, as part of the national program. His name appeared on votive offerings 
to the monastery from the middle and second half of the eighteenth century, including 

Figure 12.5  Crna Reka, Monastery of the Archangel Michael, Serbia, sixteenth century. 
Photo: Dušan Vujičić.
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a silver vigil lamp intended to be placed above the coffin containing Stefan’s relics.48 
In 1747, Patriarch Arsenije IV commissioned a new shroud for the coffin-reliquary – a 
cover made of silver-threaded brocade with a golden lace trim, with the intention of 
personally delivering it to Studenica. However, as the patriarch died the following year, 
it was not until 1753 that the shroud was sent to Studenica by Bishop Jovan Georgijević, 
who previously inscribed on it a remarkably interesting inscription in gold lettering.49

The patriarch’s gift and the inscription on the shroud clearly indicate the way in 
which the first Serbian king was incorporated into the religious and political program 
of the Serbian church of the eighteenth century. This program, based on a much older 
ideological legacy, had already been formulated by Patriarch Arsenije IV in Peć, but 
was fully implemented only after his relocation to the Metropolitanate of Karlovci in 
the territory of the Habsburg Monarchy. In the Baroque style, the patriarch shaped 
the symmetry of the choir of Serbian saints and the holy Serbian Empire, embodied  
in the spiritual leaders of the people at the time.50 In addition to Stefan Dušan, St. 
Sava and St. Simeon Nemanja stood at its center as the founders of the Serbian church 
and independent state, respectively. The idealized picture of the national past, how-
ever, inevitably included the ruler who was the first to receive the royal crown – Stefan 
the First-Crowned. It was not by chance that this program was implemented for the 
first time in 1773, on a copperplate veduta of the Studenica Monastery (Figure 12.6) 
based on Patriarch Arsenije’s concept.51 The central place in this veduta was given 
to the rulers from the House of Nemanjić and a heraldic panel depicting the medie-
val Serbian kingdom in the spirit of contemporary historicism, whose territories, in 
the ideal sense, corresponded to the jurisdiction of the Patriarchate. This veduta elo-
quently illustrates the key role of Studenica in the creation of religious and national 

Figure 12.6 S tudenica, treasury, Serbia, copperplate veduta of the Studenica Monastery, 
1733. Photo: Dušan Vujičić.
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topography, one of the important aspects of the program of the Metropolitanate of 
Karlovci. Among other monasteries – the sacral topoi of the Serbian lands, with Hi-
landar and Dečani being particularly prominent, Studenica stood out as the historical 
epicenter of the Serbian state and the focal point of the cults of its holy progenitors. 
The relics of the holy first-crowned king strongly contributed not only to the monas-
tery’s sacral aura, but also to its patriotic purpose.52

In the eighteenth century, the cult of Stefan the First-Crowned gained great momen-
tum and the mechanism of its expansion convincingly indicates the main conceptual 
postulates formulated in the Serbian religious and political program. The emphasiz-
ing of its medieval, sacral roots in the service of affirming the current political status 
found its greatest expression in the Stemmatographia, an illustrated heraldic collection 
from 1741.53 In addition to the coats of arms of medieval Serbian lands, both real and 
fictional, the leading place in the procession of the saints was accorded to Simeon 
Nemanja and Stefan the First-Crowned shown as monks, with the latter given only 
his secular name and the imperial (!) title (Figure 12.7). It is his monastic image that 
opens the series of saints shown in the Srbljak, a collection of services to Serbian 
saints printed in Rimnik in 1761, while the Venetian edition of this book (1765) shows  
“St. Simon, the erstwhile first-crowned king” in the central cartouche on the frontispiece.54

Figure 12.7  Stemmatographia, St. Simeon and Stefan the First-Crowned (Simon), 
1741. Photo: Dušan Vujičić.
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Such depictions played a key role in the creation of the Serbian collective identity in 
all territories they inhabited. The sanctification of territory and the creation of “pa-
triotic topoi” was another important aspect of the program of the Metropolitanate of 
Karlovci.55 It is in this light that the expansion of the cult of Stefan the First-Crowned 
in the wide Serb-inhabited areas, from Pest in the north to Mount Athos in the south, 
should be seen. This process is the most apparent in works of visual art, which in this 
period became a powerful pictorial and rhetoric tool for the promotion of the Serbian 
religious and national program.56

A new chapter in the development of Stefan’s status as a saint, deeply shaped by the 
numerous translations of his relics, began in the closing years of the eighteenth century. 
The breakout of a new Austro-Turkish war forced the monks of Studenica to leave their 
monastery with the king’s relics (1790). Although this transfer occurred in irregular cir-
cumstances, it had almost all important aspects of a traditional medieval translation.57 
The procedure was completely adapted to the ideals of the era, in which tradition played 
an important role in public rituals.58 The procession carrying the relics was given a cer-
emonious reception in the town of Jagodina by 10,000 soldiers, who fired 50 cannons in 
honor of the Holy King. From there, 500 people accompanied the relics to Smederevo. 
Their arrival in Belgrade had all characteristics of an adventus: the relics were greeted 
by Metropolitan Dionisije with all members of the clergy and escorted to the cathedral 
church of the Holy Archangels; after a short liturgy, the coffin with the relics was cere-
moniously laid in front of an icon of Christ on the sanctuary screen. As the translation 
took place on the feast day of the Presentation of Jesus at the Temple (2 February), the 
author who recorded the event vividly compares the entrance of Stefan’s relics in the 
Cathedral Church in Belgrade with Christ being brought into the temple, and likens 
Metropolitan Dionisije to Simeon the God-receiver.59 The translation of Stefan’s relics 
from Belgrade to the Vojlovica Monastery was no less grand: the sanctified body was 
escorted by the metropolitan “with great pomp” and met on the other bank of the Dan-
ube by members of the clergy and the people, while the bells of the churches of Pančevo 
rang and cannonades thundered to signal their arrival.60 The relics were returned to 
Studenica from Vojlovica only after the end of the war, on 2 February 1792, again on 
the feast of the Presentation of Jesus at the Temple. From then on, the cult of Stefan the 
First-Crowned began to overtake that of St. Simeon, and the “Holy King’s monastery” 
or simply the “Holy King” became synonyms for Studenica.

In the tumultuous years of the late eighteenth century and the liberation wars of 
1804–1815, the cult of Stefan the First-Crowned outgrew its religious-political context 
to become the very heart of the national-political program. These new accents were 
the result of the fundamental views of the era and its national ideologies about the 
“holy fatherland” and the sacred national space of Serbian lands. The events of 1790 
already signaled Stefan’s changed status, while the stages in the new journey of his rel-
ics during the First and Second Serbian Uprising – the Vraćevšnica Monastery (1806–
1813), Belgrade and Zemun (1813), the monasteries Fenek and Beočin (1813–1815), the 
Kalenić Monastery (1815–1839) – spatially and chronologically corresponded to the 
crucial events in the history of the Serbs and the fates of their leaders. The physical 
presence of Stefan’s relics was remarkably important in this sense. For instance, in 
Vraćevšnica, where they had arrived with the leaders of the uprising, the relics were 
guarded by the army as an object of supreme holiness and a national symbol of sorts.61 
Another illustrative example was the translation of his relics to Kalenić (Figure 12.8). 
This important event, which greatly contributed to the monastery’s reputation, was 
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immortalized in a calligraphic inscription carved into the apse of the church. The 
translation of the relics made Kalenić a highly respected and very frequented national 
memorial, as evidenced by the fact that Stefan the First-Crowned narrowly escaped 
receiving a new epithet – “of Kalenić.”62 The importance of the saint’s praesentia was 
also reflected in the fact that immediately after the breakout of the Second Serbian 
Uprising in May 1815 Prince Miloš ordered the return of the Holy King’s relics from 
Fenek (then in Austrian territory) to Serbia to raise the people’s morale.63

Another, even more important reason was the fact that the Serbian uprisings were 
not merely conflicts and battles with the Ottomans with the aim of liberating the coun-
try, but also represented the creation of a new, well-organized state modeled after the 
European monarchies of the time. The ideological program pursued by the leaders of 
the uprisings – Karađorđe Petrović (1804–1813) and Miloš Obrenović (1815) – sought its 
roots in medieval Serbia of the Nemanjić era, and while it certainly transmitted eight-
eenth century religious and political views, it was no longer associated with Emperor 
Dušan but with the first-crowned King Stefan. Karađorđe personally participated in 
the translation of the Holy King’s relics from Karanovac to Jagodina in 1790 and took 
the Studenica Monastery under his care, as did Prince Miloš. The image of the Holy 
King began to appear on the rebels’ banners as early as 1804. One of these banners has 
survived: made by the well-known painter Stefan Gavrilović, on one side it features 
the coat of arms of Serbia with verses from the Stemmatographia, and the image of 
King Stefan on the other (Figure 12.9). The image has all the characteristics of late 
Baroque royal portraits, and there is nothing except the signifier before his name to 
suggest his status as a saint. Stefan’s relics were also directly included into the political 

Figure 12.8  Kalenić, Church of the Presentation of the Virgin, Serbia, third decade of the 
fifteenth century. Photo: Vuk Dautović.
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state-building context: on 28 August 1812, Karađorđe convened the National Assem-
bly at the Vraćevšnica Monastery, and on the Holy King’s coffin, the attendees swore 
fealty to the Russian emperor and adherence to the Treaty of Bucharest between the 
Ottoman Empire and Russia.64 In this context, the endowment of the coffin-reliquary 
with a silk shroud by Karađorđe’s wife Jelena (1815) and a silver cross by the Obrenović 
Crown (1814)65 should not be seen only as acts of personal piety.

Despite the many relocations of the relics of Stefan the First-Crowned and their 
occasional long sojourns elsewhere (such as in Sopoćani), ever since the king’s funeral 
in 1228 they have been inextricably tied to Studenica – a national space and patriotic 
topos of the highest rank. Hence, immediately after the monastery found itself again 
in Serbian territory and was restored, the monks of Studenica appealed to Prince Mi-
loš to have the king’s relics returned to Studenica from Kalenić. The prince not only 
granted the request, but also expressed his wish to personally participate in the trans-
lation of the relics, although his plans were thwarted by political circumstances. This 
translation, which took place in August 1839, was most extensively documented, and 
hence, its particularities are now known to us.66 It followed a very specific scenario 
probably conceived at the Metropolitanate of Belgrade, and had both an ecclesiasti-
cal and a popular character, with the active participation of senior and lower-ranking 
clergy, the representatives of state and local authorities, and the general public. The 
state organized and funded the translation. It lasted several days, and the chest con-
taining the coffin with the relics was hand-carried throughout the entire transfer; at 
night, the relics were kept at monastic and town churches to continue their journey on 

Figure 12.9  Banner of Karađorđe Petrović with the image of Stefan the First-Crowned, 
1804. Photo: Dušan Vujičić.
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the following morning after liturgy. The transfer was organized in the following way: 
the procession was headed by the banner of the Holy King, with members of the parlia-
ment behind it; the clergy followed the coffin, while four priests in liturgical vestments 
chanted stichera to the Serbian saints; a senior member of the clergy always walked be-
hind the coffin, with the representatives of the state and local authorities, citizens and 
the masses following behind him. They were joined on their way by army battalions 
with their own banners, who fired their cannons or rifles in salutation. The coffin was 
solemnly brought into the Church of the Mother of God at Studenica and laid in front 
of the iconostasis, and the translation was finally concluded by the Divine Liturgy.

The translation of Stefan’s relics was obviously performed according to the model of 
medieval translation, but it also shared all of the elements of an ephemeral spectacle 
and the public ceremonies of the new age. Its political essence in the spirit of national 
historicism was aptly summarized by Metropolitan Petar in his letter to the Ministry 
of Justice and Education: “This translation shall mark the beginning of the return of 
old Serbian glory, the memory of which deeply exhilarates the heart of every Serb.”67

In the nineteenth century, King Stefan the First-Crowned not only became the pro-
tector of the Serbian state, but his relics were also given a role in the affirmation of a 
ruler’s legitimacy. This is evidenced by the attitude of Karađorđe Petrović and Miloš 
Obrenović to the King’s relics and attested by that of their successors on the throne. 
The pilgrimage to Studenica became a solemn duty of every new ruler, with the king’s 
coffin-reliquary being the focus of these visits.

In 1852, Prince Aleksandar Karađorđević paid a three-day visit to the Studenica 
Monastery with his family. On this occasion, Princess Persida donated a silver vigil 
lamp to be constantly lit above the coffin-reliquary (Figure 12.10); the following year 
she endowed the monastery with an ornate new coffin-reliquary for the Holy King’s 

Figure 12.10 S tudenica, Church of the Mother of God, Serbia, coffin-reliquary with the 
relics of Stefan the First-Crowned, 1853. Photo: Dušan Vujičić.
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relics made in wood, silver and enamel; and in 1854, she added a lavish shroud.68 Al-
though these offerings were formally given by the princess and their votive inscriptions 
expressed her prayers for herself as well as on the behalf of her husband and children, 
they certainly had an official character, as evidenced by the prince’s full title in inscrip-
tions and the state coat of arms on the vigil lamp, coffin-reliquary and shroud. They had 
a marked representative meaning, as the inscriptions on the gifted items were placed 
frontally to allow easy reading. It is also noteworthy that Prince Aleksandar and Persida 
(as well as other ruling benefactors) showed very little interest in the relics contained in 
the coffin-reliquary and instead limited their attention to its outer arrangement. The 
monk Simon was barely mentioned, and everything was in the service of Stefan’s royal 
status. This was the reason that the inner side of the lid made in 1853 showed the coats of 
arms of Serbian lands taken from the Stemmatographia and two compositions: Nemanja 
ceding his throne to Stefan the First-Crowned and the coronation of Stefan by St. Sava; 
in contrast, there is no reference to Stefan’s taking the vow or his monastic image. 

Except those whose reigns were very short-lived, all Serbian rulers came at least 
once to pay homage to the Holy King and almost always in fateful moments: Milan 
Obrenović visited Studenica immediately after he was proclaimed king in 1882 and 
his son Aleksandar a day after his anointment at Žiča (1889); he paid a second visit to 
the monastery in 1901 with his wife Draga, when they endowed the tomb of St. Sim-
eon and the coffin-reliquary of St. Stefan with painted covers; similarly, King Petar 
Karađorđević came to Studenica on 24 October 1904, on the Holy King’s feast day and 
merely a few days after his own anointment at Žiča; King Aleksandar Karađorđević 
paid his last visit to Studenica and expressed his veneration by kissing Stefan’s relics in 
June 1934, a few months before his assassination in Marseilles.69

The strong political overtones of the official attitude toward the Holy King are also 
evidenced by the fact that, mirroring the alternating position on the throne of the 
two dynasties, during these visits of Serbian sovereigns his relics were placed in or 
removed from the chest of Persida Karađorđević and the entire arrangement around 
them dismantled or reinstated. Regardless of these political manipulations, the king’s 
relics were deeply rooted in the awareness of the people and their piety, which mani-
fested itself in various forms ranging from charismatic veneration of the monk-king to 
numerous legends and superstitions.

The relics shared the fate of the people for the last time during the Great War, in the 
late autumn of 1915, when they once again set out from Studenica to join the army and 
the civilians in their retreat to Greece through Montenegro and Albania. Pursuant 
to a decision of the Montenegrin government, they were kept and laid at the Ostrog 
Monastery, where they remained until the end of the war.

It was not only due to the objective circumstanced that the king’s relics set out on 
a tour of the larger part of the new state inhabited by Serbs (14 April to 31 May 1919): 
from Nikšić, to Zelenika, Sarajevo, Brod, Zemun, Belgrade, Rudnik and Kraljevo, to 
the Studenica Monastery.70 As noted by the press at the time71 in the difficult and grim 
postwar period this was a rare source of solace and a ceremony that brought everyone 
together: the metropolitans of Belgrade and Montenegro Dimitrije Pavlović and Gavrilo 
Dožić, bishops, clergy, representatives of the state, army, pupils, humanitarian and edu-
cational associations and all the people who lived between Ostrog and Studenica.

To conclude this study, we might add that the case of the relics of the first-crowned 
Serbian king provides a usual as well as an exceptional example in the hagiological 
practice of the medieval and modern period. This is reflected in all of its features: from 
veneration and an unusually large number of translations to its incorporation into 
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the ideological and political contexts of the era. The hierotopic model applied in our 
research has proved itself remarkably useful in explaining the emergence of the cult of 
Stefan the First-Crowned and its diverse manifestations in culture, art, ideology and 
other similar forms. This example aptly confirms Alexei Lidov’s hypothesis that ritu-
als associated with the relics of saints played a key role in the creation of sacral spaces 
and memories from the medieval period to our own times. Namely, the shrines where 
the relics of Stefan the First-Crowned spent a shorter or longer period of time, as well 
as the routes of their translations, unmistakably outline the sacral topography of the 
Serbian lands in a time frame spanning seven centuries. 
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In May 1744, the Kievan pilgrim Vasilij Gregorovich Barskij reaches Mount Athos for 
the second time, after almost two decades. His aim is to describe and sketch all of its 
20 monasteries and to compile a list of relics and notable manuscripts contained in 
each of them.1 We can thus only try to imagine his excitement when in the katholikon 
of the monastery of Vatopaidi he is allowed into the hiero. A beautifully crafted box is 
opened right in front of him. It contains “relics of the saints, [a fragment of] the holy 
cross, and other precious relics donated by emperors and princes.” Many of these, 
Barskij writes in the resulting account, “I saw with my own eyes and was blessed to 
kiss with my own lips.”2 Excitement nonetheless soon gives way to doubt. One relic is 
missing. The monks tell Barskij that the skull of Saint John Chrysostom was donated 
to the ruler of Russia many years ago. However, he notes,

The Athonite proskynētarion says that they donated the skull of Andrew of Crete, 
and not that of St John Chrysostom. I did not believe that, and asked the skeuofy-
lax. He said that the proskynētarion is wrong and that Peter the Great also asked 
about this, and in response he was sent a document similar to the one I was shown. 
It is dated 1710 and contains many stamps of the Athos monasteries (though not 
all of them); it states that the skull that was sent to Russia was no other than Saint 
John Chrysostom’s. I thought it was strange that two stamps were missing, but I 
said nothing. … In the [new edition of] the proskynētarion (printed in Venice in 
1745) nothing has changed. It is actually more factual than the previous. … It is 
hard to see where truth is and where lie is.3

This vignette reveals much of Barskij’s pious yet critical attitude, that mixture of hum-
ble devotion and inquisitive spirit characteristic of the eighteenth-century Orthodox 
Enlightener. It also calls our attention on the book Barskij was carrying with him—
the proskynētarion. Which sort of book was it? Why did Barskij put so much trust in it?

Proskynētaria were travel guides especially designed for Orthodox Christian pil-
grims. They included descriptions of the shrines to be encountered en route, sometimes 
accompanied by lists of the relics therein contained and other relevant information. 
The first dated proskynētarion was compiled in 1634 and covered the shrines of Jeru-
salem and Palestine.4 Other Palestinian proskynētaria occasionally also included the 
monastery of Saint Catherine at the foot of Mount Sinai. They usually came in the 
form of illuminated manuscripts bound as small booklets, and featured a standard 
text in Greek.5 The genre was later adapted to famous non-biblical Orthodox mo-
nastic centres, such as Mount Athos (1701) and its individual foundations (1772 and 
1780), Kykkos Monastery in Cyprus (1751), the Monastery of Megalou Spēlaiou (1765), 

13 Travelling objects and topographies 
of salvation
Agencies and afterlives of two  
post-Byzantine proskynētaria

Veronica della Dora



282 Veronica della Dora

and Meteora (1776 and 1786).6 These “non-biblical” proskynētaria generally came in 
printed form. Unlike their manuscript predecessors, printed proskynētaria were usu-
ally not produced on site, but in the distant centres of the Greek diaspora, such as 
Venice and Vienna, which were also renowned printing centres. While they lacked the 
colourful illustrations of their early Palestinian counterparts, printed proskynētaria 
usually contained lengthier descriptions of the sites, sometimes in, or accompanied by, 
rhymed verse. The proskynētarion used by Barskij falls in this latter category.

Proskynētaria developed and flourished at a time of internal stability and increased 
mobility in the Ottoman empire. These centuries saw a revival of pilgrimage practices, 
but they also saw the struggle for survival of many Orthodox monastic foundations op-
pressed, as they were, by the increased taxations imposed by the Porte.7 Proskynētaria 
developed as a reflection of and a response to both phenomena. Regardless of their 
origins, geographical focus, and form, these works were popular pilgrim commodities 
and, as Barskij’s account seems to suggest, they were perceived as useful and reliable 
sources of information.8

Unlike Barskij, however, here I am less interested in proskynētaria as sources of 
factual information than as cultural artefacts, that is, not only as “maps” moving pil-
grims to and through places, but also as material objects moving across space and 
time, and in turn, moving places around. In other words, I am interested not only in 
what proskynētaria represented and how they represented it, but also in what they did. 
Thus approached, proskynētaria reveal themselves as fascinating windows on ways of 
seeing and experiencing space and sacred places, as well as agents contributing to the 
life of those places in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

This chapter explores post-Byzantine spatial perceptions through the lens of two 
very different proskynētaria describing, respectively, biblical and non-biblical shrines: 
Daniēl Iatros’ Proskynētarion tōn Aghiōn Topōn9 and Iōannēs Komnēnos’ Proskynētar-
ion tou Agiou Orous Athōnos,10 which I briefly introduce in the next section of the chap-
ter. While there are many excellent studies on proskynētaria, they usually tend to focus 
on either individual copies, or specific geographical areas.11 Setting different typologies 
and places side by side, I argue, helps illuminate the complexity of the context in which 
these works were produced and circulated, as well as continuities in ways of experienc-
ing and imagining space, which I address in the second section of the chapter. The third 
section focuses on proskynētaria’s function as navigational and devotional devices. The 
final two sections explore their role in shaping world views and their legacy.

Daniēl Iatros and Iōannēs Komnēnos’ Proskynētaria

Daniēl’s proskynētarion is an illuminated paper manuscript featuring descriptions of 
the holy sites of Jerusalem and Palestine. It comes in four nearly identical copies com-
piled over a period of 15 years in the second half of the seventeenth century by a cer-
tain Daniēl Iatros, who distinguished himself for the beauty of his illuminations and 
the clarity of his handwriting (Figure 13.1).12 The contents of the four copies are nearly 
identical, but their different state of conservation varies. Here I will refer especially to 
Docheiariou cod. 129, which was compiled in 1666 and at an unspecified date made its 
way to Mount Athos, where it is currently preserved.13 The codex measures 15.5 × 10.8 
cm and contains 33 numbered folia and 8 paraphylla. As with the other copies, it lacks 
some of the folia, but it contains various inscriptions which offer fascinating insights 
into the biography of the object.14
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Komnēnos’ proskynētarion of Mount Athos is the book that was used by Barskij 
and it is the first proskynētarion of the Holy Mountain. As with its Palestinian counter-
parts, this proskynētarion enjoyed lasting success. Originally printed in the monastery 
of Snagov (Wallachia) in 1701, it was translated into Latin by Benedict Montfaucon 
(1708), as well as in Russian and in Romanian. In 1745, it was edited by Hierodeacon Ig-
natios Kemizos and reprinted in Greek in Venice, where it underwent further editions 
through the second half of the nineteenth century.15 Unlike Daniēl’s proskynētaria, it 
does not contain graphic representations of the individual shrines, though the origi-
nal 1701 and Latin editions feature a view of the western and eastern slopes of Mount 
Athos with their monasteries—a sort of orientation map, or pictorial “synoptic table” 
(Figure 13.2). The 1745 edition mentioned by Barskij measures 16 × 10.5 cm, about the 
same size as the Docheiariou codex, and it contains 134 pages.

Both Daniēl and Komnēnos’ proskynētaria are written in the demotikē spoken 
by the Greeks of the Ottoman empire. The immediacy and simplicity of the lan-
guage reinforce the function of these works as popular devotional objects, rather 
than as texts for the consumption of a restricted intellectual elite. Intriguingly, the 
authors of both proskynētaria were Greek doctors and clerics: Daniēl Iatros was 
probably a Greek monk from Saint Savvas monastery in Palestine,16 whereas Iōan-
nēs Komnēnos was the Greek private physician and astrologist of Prince Constan-
tin Brancovan of Moldo-Walachia and later Bishop of Side and Dristra.17 Both 
authors—and their readers—were part of a cosmopolitan Greek class that grad-
ually formed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as the Ottoman Empire 

Figure 13.1 D escription of the Mount of Olives with illustrations of the Cave of the Apos-
tles, the Garden of Gethsemane, and the Tomb of the Mother of God. Do-
cheiariou, cod. 129, ff. 16v, and 17r. Photo: Elder Apollò of Docheiariou.
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achieved growing internal stability. This class of Greek-Orthodox Ottoman citizens 
included merchants, Church clergy, officials of the Ottoman bureaucracy in the Bal-
kans and other highly mobile individuals who could afford travel within the Empire 
and thus contributed to the blossoming of pilgrimage over these centuries.18 Daniēl 
and Komnēnos’ proskynētaria (and proskynētaria in general) are both a product and 
a reflection of this world.

The two proskynētaria are obviously different in form and content. Masterfully 
crafted and bound in an elegant leather cover, Daniēl’s proskynētaria are expensive 
personalized luxury items, whereas the various editions of Komnēnos’ proskynētaria 
are cheaper articles for mass consumption. The former describe biblical places, the lat-
ter focus on a non-biblical place. The former are manuscript, the latter are printed; the 
former are painted in colour, the latter are in prose and rhyme. The two proskynētaria, 
however, are also similar, and consideration of these similarities can offer fresh in-
sights into a pan-Orthodox world which outweighed the locale, and shed light on 

Figure 13.2  Views of the western and eastern slopes of Mount Athos from Iōannēs Kom-
nēnos’ Proskynētarion tou Athōnos (1701). © British Library Board. All Rights 
Reserved [868.d.9.G.7300]
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ways of experiencing and imagining that world. Yet, can we talk about a distinctive 
post-Byzantine way of experiencing and representing space? Can we talk about a typ-
ically Orthodox mental map, or geographical imagination?

Proskynētaria as a way of seeing

The word proskynētarion comes from the verb proskynein, literally “to bow down” (before 
a relic or an icon). It can also refer to the stand of a particularly venerated processional 
icon.19 While in the Latin West pilgrimage is usually defined by the journey (peregrinus 
was the wanderer per agra, “through the fields”), in the Orthodox East, it is defined by 
the very act of venerating icons and relics at a shrine. For the Orthodox proskynētēs, 
what lies in between one shrine and the other does not generally matter. It does not mat-
ter how the proskynētēs moves across space; what matters is the act of veneration at the 
shrine—hence Barskij’s insistence on having “kissed the relics with his own lips.”

The word proskynētarion thus encapsulates the nature of the journey and its spatial-
ities. For example, while in Matthew Paris’ illustrated itinerary of his pilgrimage from 
Hereford to Rome and Jerusalem (1250) (Figure 13.3), the road is the most prominent 
feature and “visual thread” joining the various shrines, in illustrated Greek Orthodox 
proskynētaria, such as Daniēl’s, we only see the individual shrines, that is, the foci of 
the proskynēma.20 There is no road, there is no landscape. Or rather, landscape is re-
duced to isolated holy landmarks: a monastery, a church, the Dead Sea, the cave of 
the apostles, the garden of Gethsemane, the tomb of the Mother of God, the tomb 
of Prophet Isaiah, Joab’s well, the pool of Siloam, and so on (Figures 13.1 and 13.8). 
Likewise, while earlier and contemporary western maps of Palestine, such as Abra-
ham Ortelius’ Typus chorographicus (Figure 13.4), were mostly antiquarian in character 
and portrayed it as a region captured from above (many of these maps are aptly titled 
“chorographies”), the proskynētarion reproduces a topographic view from the ground 
level.21 It does not portray a Terra Sancta, but τους Αγίους Τόπους; not the Holy Land, 
but the Holy Places linked to the life of Christ and the Old Testament. It creates a men-
tal map that emphasizes locales over boundaries; memory places over territoriality. 

Early Greek proskynētaria of Palestine are products of a local tradition distinct 
from western pilgrimage literature. Unlike their western counterparts, they were not 
compiled by the pilgrims themselves, but by local clergy. They therefore lack accounts 
of the journey and instructions on how to reach places, and focus instead on rep-
resentations of the shrines.22 These proskynētaria all share a similar narrative pattern 
and style. The text usually opens with an invitation to its “blessed Christian” audience 
to “listen” to the voice of the narrator. This is followed by a paragraph on the history 
and significance of Jerusalem, which is, in turn, followed by descriptions of its various 
shrines, starting with the Holy Sepulchre and the miracle of the Holy Fire. The narra-
tive then expands to the shrines outside of the walls of Jerusalem and ends up encom-
passing remote villages, monasteries and monuments scattered across Palestine. The 
last feature to be described is usually the port of Ioppa (Jaffa), from where pilgrims 
depart. Descriptions of major sites are introduced by titles and sometimes elaborate 
initial letters and illustrations within the text. Names of secondary sites in the text are 
often highlighted in red ink, in order to facilitate navigation.

Daniēl’s proskynētarion is a typical example. It includes 50 miniatures of the holy 
sites of Jerusalem and of Palestine.23 These range from shrines and small topographi-
cal features (the tomb of Isaiah, the fount of Siloam, the cave of the Apostles, the Gar-
den of Gethsemane, “the stone where Christ sat”) to large geographical objects, such 
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as Mount of Olives, the mountain of Temptation, Mount Tabor, the Jordan, and the 
Dead Sea. Sizes, however, depend not on actual dimensions, but, as in Byzantine icons, 
on their perceived spiritual importance, and therefore the importance to commit them 
to memory. Unsurprisingly, the Lavra of Saint Savvas, where the proskynētarion was 
produced, occupies an entire page and is its largest feature in the book (Figure 13.5).

Komnēnos’ proskynētarion, by contrast, does not contain illustrations of the sites, 
but is similarly structured as a sequence of shrines, in this case, Athos’ 20 Byzantine 
monasteries, as observed by the Greek doctor during his visit in 1698. As with the 
shrines in the Palestinian proskynētaria, the descriptions of the monasteries start from 
the oldest and most important—the Lavra of Saint Athanasius (founded in 963)—and 
are signposted by titles (Figure 13.6). Likewise, the text of the 1745 edition opens by 
presenting readers with the spiritual benefits of the pilgrimage to the Holy Mountain, 
this time in a rhymed preface by the priest-monk Christophoros from Iōannina, Pro-
hēgoumenos of the monastery of Ivēron:

… Διαβάστετον, χορτάστετον, ὅλοι προθυμηθῆτε,
Ἐκεῖ νὰ προσκυνήσετε, καὶ ἁγίους νὰ ἰδῆτε,

Figure 13.3  Matthew Paris, Chronica majora. Itinerary from Italy, Rome, and Apulia, 1250 
c. Cambridge, Corpus Christi College Library, ms. 26, fol. 3. Parker Library, 
Corpus Christi College, Cambridge.
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Τόπους ὁμοῦ καὶ ἀσκητάς, καὶ νὰ ἁγιασθῆτε,
Μὲ πίστην καὶ εὐλάβειαν, κι ὅλοι σας νὰ σωθῆτε.24

Christophoros’ verses are followed by a lengthy introductory poem by Ignatios. Sur-
veying all the monasteries, skētes, and hermitic cells in a rapid sequence, the poem 
traces a “road map” for the prospective pilgrim, a sort of verbal equivalent of Kom-
nēnos’ drawing (Figure 13.2):

Νὰ προσκυνήσης ἅπαντα…
Ἀπὸ τὴν Λαύραν σὰν βγῆς, νὰ πᾶς στὸν Καρακάλον

Figure 13.4  Abraham Ortelius, Typus chorographicus, celebrium locorum in Regno Iudae et 
Israhel, 1665. Courtesy of www.sanderusmaps.com.

Figure 13.5 T he Monastery of Saint Savvas. Docheiariou, cod. 129, f. 28r. Photo: Elder 
Apollò of Docheiariou.

http://www.sanderusmaps.com
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Καὶ ἕως βράδυ ἐὰν ποθεῖς, νὰ πᾶς στὸν Φιλοθέον.
Καὶ ἐπ’ ἐκεῖ σὰν κατεβεῖς, νὰ πᾶς εἰς τὴν Ἰβήρων,
Νὰ προσκυνήσεις κι ἐκεῖ, εἶτα νὰ πᾶς τριγύρω.
Κυρὰν τὴν Πορταΐτισσαν, νὰ τὴν εὐχαριστήσεις,
Μὲ πόθον κι εὐλάβειαν, καὶ νὰ τὴν προσκυνήσεις.25

The poem’s short rhymed verses suggest rapid transitions from one shrine to the next. 
The pilgrim is invited to venerate the icons and relics in each monastery and then 
quickly press on to the next one, without really paying attention to the pathway, or 
to the landscape in between. This is a sort of “collection of the maximum number 
of blessings” in the shortest time possible—a true spiritual marathon. As in Daniēl’s 
proskynētarion, here the reader is taken on a topographic journey.

As readers move through Komnēnos’ descriptions of the individual monasteries con-
tained in the following pages, however, this verbal “roadmap” is filled in with detail and 
colour. For each monastery, Komnēnos provides a short account of the site’s topog-
raphy, followed by historical information, a list of relics, and often vivid accounts of 
miracles, so that each monastery becomes both a spatial unit and narrative container.

For example, we are told that Lavra, a monastery of “inexpressible beauty,” is lo-
cated on a most pleasant spot facing the Aegean. Behind the monastery is the ma-
jestic summit of Athos, a “tallest mountain” topped by a tiny chapel visited by the 
Fathers once a year on the occasion of the feast of the Transfiguration.26 The reader 
is then provided with a description of Lavra’s architectural complex and its notable 
features, including the well (phialē) from which the Fathers take the holy water at 

Figure 13.6  Venetian licence in the 1745 edition of Iōannēs Komnēnos’ Proskynētar-
ion tou Athōnos and first page of the description of the Great Lavra of Saint 
Athanasius of Mount Athos. © British Library Board. All Rights Reserved 
[868.d.9.G.7300].
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the beginning of each month, the cross-shaped refectory and its marble tables, and, 
above all, the bright and spacious katholikon with its “huge and shiny marbles and 
splendid porphyry.”27 Inside the church, we are then introduced to the miraculous 
icon of the Mother of God who gifted a golden coin to the famous psaltēs John Kouk-
ouzelēs, and we are presented with the rod Saint Athanasius used to chase demons.28

Given the nature and focus of the proskynēma, it is not surprising that both Daniēl 
and Komnēnos devote special attention to church interiors, icons, and relics. Daniēl, 
for example, provides a detailed description of the inner topography of the Holy Sep-
ulchre, including the number of lamps hanging above it and measurements between 
different key features.29 Komnēnos pays similar attention to the interiors of Athonite 
churches: he counts the number of columns, notes different types of marbles, frescoes, 
and chandeliers, and compiles often long lists of relics.30 The reader is thus walked 
through all the proskynēmata in a repeated act of veneration.

In both Daniēl and Komnēnos’ proskynētaria, space is articulated through a sequen-
tial movement through places, a movement that is re-enacted by the reader through 
the embodied act of leafing through the pages. This sequential perception of space 
“from ground level” has roots as ancient as Homer: Ulysses’ hoppings from one is-
land to the next structure the plot of the Odyssey, with the insular spaces fulfilling the 
function of narrative units.31 Sequentiality also characterizes Roman itineraria (lists 
of cities with distances in miles), Byzantine periploi, and western medieval portolani 
(lists of ports with distances and other relevant information for sailors).32 The same 
pattern is followed by Renaissance isolarii, or island books. These were specialized 
atlases featuring a map of an island on each page, accompanied by historical notes, 
observations on its topography, legends, local customs, and other information.33 As 
in Homer’s Odyssey, islands fulfilled the function of narrative (and in this case also 
visual) containers. In all these cases, space was not an abstract geometrical dimension 
surveyed from above, but it was experienced and represented as a succession of places, 
of meaningful self-contained material features and locales.

Proskynētaria belong to this pre-modern topographic tradition, whereby the world 
is experienced and “mapped” sequentially from ground level. They challenge the syn-
optic view from above with the slow rhythmical movements of the pilgrim walking on 
the land. They challenge detached cartographic simultaneity with embodied narra-
tives traced through space and time. In this sense, regardless of their format and pe-
culiarities, proskynētaria can be defined as dynamic itineraries, or “horizontal” maps. 
Only, instead of cities, staging posts, ports, or islands, they record shrines—Orthodox 
shrines, to be sure. Yet, how were they used and what sort of world image did they 
ultimately construct?

Performing proskynētaria

While itineraria, periploi, and portolani were generally meant for navigational  
purposes and island books were used for armchair travel, proskynētaria embedded 
both functions. To start with, proskynētaria directed and guided pilgrims to places, 
as the verses in the introductory poem in Komnēnos’ proskynētarion make explicit:

Ὅποιος θέλει βουληθῇ, νὰ πᾷ νὰ προσκυνήσῃ
Τὸ Ἅγιον Ὄρος νὰ ἰδῇ καὶ νὰ τὸ τριγυρίσῃ
Ἂς διαβάσῃ τὸ παρὸν, ἔπειτα νὰ κινήσῃ.34
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Proskynētaria’s navigational function is reflected on their small format, which fa-
cilitated transportation, as well as on their generally poor state of preservation. 
Proskynētaria told pilgrims what to look for and venerate. For example, Komnēnos 
repeatedly calls the reader’s attention on important relics through formulas such as 
“there you want to see and venerate,”35 whereas Daniēl advises the pilgrim to “piously 
read the [relevant] troparia” in each site.36 Owners of the Docheiariou copy seem to 
have followed the advice and inscribed its paraphylla with prayers and excerpts from 
the gospel, probably to be read on the spot (Figure 13.7).37 Jotted down as the simple 
pilgrim would have heard them, the words on the first paraphyllon have an almost 
talismanic character. Most of them invite repetition; they sanctify both the pilgrim’s 
journey and the object on which they are inscribed:

+ Των ευτυχούντων πάντες άνθρωποι φίλοι, των δέ δυστυχούντων ουδέ αυτός ο 
γεννήτωρ.
+ Άγιος ο Θεός, άγιος ισχυρός, άγιος αθάνατος ελέησον ημάς, αμήν.
+ Δη ευχόν τον αγίων πατέρων ημών κύριε ησου χρήστή ελεήσον ημάς αμήν
+ Χριστός ανέστη εκ νεκρών θανάτον θάνατον πατήσας και της εν της μνήμασιν ζοήν 
χαρήσαμενος. Αλήλουηα.38

Komnēnos’ proskynētarion fulfilled a similar navigational function: as the doctor states 
in his introduction to the 1701 edition, his goal was not to provide a historical account 
or detailed description of the monasteries and their beauties, but just a list of relics, holy 
icons, and other notable features contained in each monastery.39 Besides built shrines 
and their features, the proskynētarion, however, also encompassed “living shrines.” 
In the verses opening the 1745 edition, Hieromonk Christophoros calls Athos “ὄρος 

Figure 13.7 Annotations in Docheiariou, cod. 129. Photo: Elder Apollò of Docheiariou.
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ἡσυχίας” (“the mountain of quietness”) and warmly exhorts the reader who loves quiet-
ness to undertake a pilgrimage to the Holy Mountain to see “τόπους ὁμοῦ καὶ ἀσκητάς” 
(“both places and ascetics”).40 In the following poem, the reader and prospective pil-
grim is called to move along a double axis; he is instructed to sail around the peninsula 
and to ascend the peak, stopping in all the monasteries, skētes, and hermitic cells to 
venerate miraculous icons and relics and to visit their venerable dwellers, the monks.41 It 
is through this horizontal and vertical movement, physical and spiritual all at once, that 
the pilgrim is to attain inner quietness and eventually the salvation of his soul.

Proskynētaria, however, did not exhaust their function with the pilgrim’s physical 
journey; they could also function as powerful mnemonic devices. Daniēl, for exam-
ple, invites not only prospective pilgrims, but “all pious Christians, men and women, 
young and old,” to “listen to [his] account of the Holy Places trampled by our Lord 
Jesus Christ and His Most Immaculate Mother, the most holy Theotokos, and the 
holy apostles and God-inspired prophets.”42 He associates the various shrines and 
topographical features to relevant biblical citations (the only parts of the text writ-
ten in ancient Greek, rather than in dēmotikē). The bright colours of the topographic 
features represented in the illuminations would have further helped memorization, as 
would their distinctive, if not unusual, shapes (Figures 13.1 and 13.8). Flattened, styl-
ized, isolated from their context and captured from different perspectives, these odd, 
non-naturalistic shapes are in a sense akin to Byzantine icons’ topographic features: 
like “stumbling blocks,” they have the power to arrest vision and, by virtue of their 
singularities, imprint themselves in the viewer’s memory.43

First of all, however, memorization would have been enabled by the proskynētarion’s 
serial narrative. As the Australian philosopher Jeff Malpas noted, “memory requires a 
grasp of the successiveness of events, but it also requires a grasp of the spatial nesting of 
events and objects in relation to other events and objects.”44 Readers and listeners would 

Figure 13.8 I llustrations and descriptions of the Tomb of the Strangers, the Well of Joab, 
the Tomb of Prophet Isaiah, the Pool of Siloam. Docheiariou, cod. 129, ff. 15v, 
and 16r. Photo: Elder Apollò of Docheiariou.
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have been literally taken through loci memoriae, each of which triggered biblical memory. 
This mnemonic function can be traced as far back as to Egeria’s travels to the Holy Land 
in the fourth century. The Spanish nun provided vivid accounts of the places she saw for 
no other purpose than helping her sisters back home to visualize and better memorize 
Scripture. Only, instead of bright colours, she used colourful textual descriptions.45

Komnēnos similarly associates specific topographic features in the Athonite monaster-
ies to miraculous events and other things he deems “λόγου καὶ μνήμης ἄξια” (worth of being 
mentioned and remembered).46 As with the topographic features described by Daniēl, 
Komnēnos’ memory places range in scale from stones and wells to entire buildings. These 
loci help the reader re-activate the past in the present; this time no longer a coherent bib-
lical past, but an eclectic one, in which medieval monastic foundational tales coexist with 
Galla Placidia’s visit to Vatopedi (a chronological impossibility) and the present tense 
of the ascetics as “living shrines.” While Daniēl’s proskynētarion and other Palestinian 
illuminated manuscript proskynētaria employ colour images as loci memoriae, Komnēnos 
makes use of different techniques. His proskynētarion does not contain graphic illustra-
tions of the shrines. Memory is, therefore, not stimulated so much by sight (that is, by 
vivid shapes and colours), as through sequentiality, vivid description, and rhyme.47

In both Daniēl and Komnēnos’ proskynētaria, memory is further triggered by the 
evocation of materiality, of hierotopic encounters between people and the land. Sacred 
events of the past are physically inscribed in the ground and carved out of the rock, 
whether in the form of “the nails tangled in the soil before the holy door” of the Church 
of the Holy Sepulchre, the hole where the Cross was implanted, and the crevice in the 
stone caused by the earthquake that followed the Crucifixion,48 or in the marks on Atha-
nasius the Athonite’s marble footstool produced by the saint’s many genuflections.49

Materiality, however, is not confined to the places described in the proskynētaria. 
It becomes part of the pilgrim’s hierotopic experience also by way of the physi-
cal proskynētarion itself. At the end of the text, Daniēl invites readers to buy his 
proskynētarion and treasure it as an eulogia from Jerusalem:

Ὅσοι τὸ κτᾶθε, ἀδερφοί, καὶ ἀγοράσετέ το
Μεγάλον πλοῦτον ἔχετε, πάντα φυλάγετέ το.
Ἔτι δὲ ἐν τῷ οἴκῳ σας ἐλάβετε εὐλογίαν
Ἀπὸ τὴν Ἱερουσαλὴμ τὴν πόλιν τὴν ἁγίαν.50

Back home, inscribed with the traces of the pilgrim’s journey, the book would take 
on a new life. It would become a souvenir, or a sort of sacred relic—a relic of place 
akin to the ampullae used by early pilgrims, or Byzantine boxes filled with stones and 
earth from the holy land,51 or the more elaborate nineteenth-century fish heads from 
the Jordan decorated with scenes of Christ’s Baptism, and the Sinai seashells painted 
with images of Saint Catherine.52 Masterful execution and leather bindings made early 
illuminated proskynētaria, such as Daniēl’s, luxury commodities, but also precious 
blessings worth preserving (Figure 13.9).

As insistently material objects and souvenirs, not only did proskynētaria represent 
holy places, but they moved them across space and time. In this sense, they operated 
as portable repositories of religious memory. A look at their margins reveals much of 
the biographies and trajectories of these objects. As already noted, Docheiariou cod. 
129, for example, is inscribed with prayers and excerpts from the Gospel, which were 
added almost 20 years after its production. Other copies of Daniēl’s proskynētarion 
include the names of their nineteenth-century users, a dedication to a bishop, and even 
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a katara (anathema) to anyone who might have dared to steal the proskynētarion from 
its owner.53 Ownership and patronage are sealed with the names of later proprietors: 
at the end of the Grēgoriou codex, we learn that in 1829 the proskynētarion belonged to 
a certain Vasileios and Kōnstantinos Pantoleontas, whereas the copy preserved in the 
Byzantine Museum of Athens came from a donation by Saint Nektarios of Pentapolis 
in 1904—in this case, the proskynētarion was doubly sanctified as a relic.54

While the (cheaper) printed medium might have contributed to dilute the sense of owner-
ship and amuletic value attached to these objects, para-texts in non-biblical proskynētaria 
likewise speak of the cultural context in which they were embedded. For example, Kom-
nēnos’ 1745 edition is stamped with Venetian approval (Figure 13.6)—“the book has been 
examined and it contains nothing against the Catholic Church.” The license bears wit-
ness to delicate interdenominational equilibria between diasporic and hosting commu-
nities. It reveals yet another facet of the cosmopolitan world of which proskynētaria were 
part, a world of mobility and exchange, as well as tensions and suspicions.

Proskynētaria as mental maps

As with any map, proskynētaria are inherently selective and ethnocentric. They 
entail specific choices, inclusions, and exclusions, and in doing so, they have the 
power to shape specific world views. For example, on Palestinian proskynētaria, 

Figure 13.9 Binding of Docheiariou, cod. 129. Photo: Elder Apollò of Docheiariou.
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such as Daniēl’s, while the mosques on the Temple Mount are topped by crescents 
and portrayed in a realistic manner, they are identified by anachronistic Christian 
names. For instance, the Dome of the Rock is named “The Temple” and al-Aqsha 
mosque is called “The Holy of the Holies” (Figure 13.10). As Rubin notes, this 
duality produces a tension: one can read “the desire to celebrate Christian ide-
ology and emphasize Jerusalem’s Christian traditions” and yet at the same time 
also express “the reality of having to live under Islamic rule and the frustration 
of knowing that the Temple Mount and its mosques were the centre of the city’s 
Islamic religious life.”55

Likewise, in the description of the Holy Sepulchre, Daniēl stresses how the O rthodox 
own the katholikon of the church (that is, its largest and most important part), whereas 
heretics (including Armenians, Jacobites, and Indians) own chapels only. He also 
proudly explains how the Orthodox have more lamps hanging over the Holy Sepulchre 
than any other Christian denomination.56 By including only Orthodox shrines and ex-
alting Greek Orthodox features, Palestinian proskynētaria promoted the importance 
of the Patriarchate of Jerusalem as the guardian of these sites throughout the Chris-
tian world. As Rubin and other scholars noted, these proskynētaria did not aim at re-
alism, but rather, at constructing a truly Orthodox sacred geography. They produced 
a mental map centred on Jerusalem, for, according to Daniēl, Jerusalem is “the root 
and the capital” of the holy places:

This holy city is found in both the Old and New Testaments, and every nation and 
race from the East to the West and throughout the entire world hurries to venerate 
it with much love and faith, not just the Orthodox, but also heretics and ungodly 
from all over the world.57

Figure 13.10  The Holy of the Holies in Docheiariou, cod. 129, ff. 11v, and 12r. Photo: Elder 
Apollò of Docheiariou.
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Jerusalem, argues Daniēl, “is located at the centre of the earth, as Prophet David says: 
For God is my King of old, working salvation in the midst of the earth” (Ps. 74:12). The 
Holy City, which is in turn centred on the Holy Sepulchre, is for the Greek iatros, the 
centre of time and space in the most material sense: in the Orthodox section of the 
church, he notes, there is a hole in the marble, also known as the “ὀμφαλὸς τῆς γῆς” 
(“the earth’s navel”).58

As with Dani l’s and other Palestinian proskyn taria, Komn nos’ proskyn tarion 
created a specific and deeply ethnocentric world-view; this time, a pan-Orthodox view 
from Moldo-Wallachia. Nearly each chapter exalts the Wallachian rulers as the “sec-
ond founders” of the monasteries, thanks to their generous donations and renovation 
of the buildings. For example, the monastery of Dionysiou, we are told, “was refur-
bished by Peter Voivode of Hugro-Wallachia, who frescoed the church around 1580.” 
Likewise, we are informed that his daughter Roxandra built the hospital and the re-
fectory “which she frescoed amazingly, both inside and outside.”59 More significantly, 
in the introduction to the 1701 edition, Brancovan, Komnēnos’ patron, is called “the 
great protector and helper of the Holy Mountain” and extensively praised for his char-
itable work to the Athonite monasteries.60

ē ē ē ē

The Athos Komnēnos presents us with is thus one under Wallachian patronage. 
Yet, it is also part of a broader post-Byzantine sacred network centred on Jerusalem. 
The proskynētarion format transformed Athos, a non-biblical holy place, into a node 
of this wider network, through which pilgrims, relics, artefacts, and donations circu-
lated. The nodes of this sacred network were connected through relics from the Holy 
Land, such as fragments of the Holy Cross, the icon of Saint George which “moved 
from Palestine to [the monastery of] Zōgraphou,” or the stone from Golgotha “bearing 
traces of Christ’s blood” treasured at Docheiariou.61 Other relics enabled powerful 
material and spiritual bonds between Athos and the Danubian principalities. For ex-
ample, the monastery of Dionysiou is said to possess the entire relic of Saint Nēphon, 
Patriarch of Constantinople, “except for his head and right hand, which are preserved 
in the monastery of Artzesi in Hungro-Wallachia.”62

A further level of ethnocentrism was added in the 1745 edition, as its sponsor, Chris-
tophoros of Ivēron, decided to replace the original description of his monastery with 
his own expanded description. Here, among other things, the reader is reminded of the 
generous hospitality of the monastery and is invited to contribute to its financial well- 
being. For example, the author reminds the reader that while the other monasteries of 
Mount Athos celebrate one major feast (panēgyri) only, Ivēron celebrates three. And yet, 
Christophoros proudly writes, in spite of the huge number of visitors, no one is sent back 
home empty-handed; extra-tables are added outside of the trapeza and everyone is fed.63

As with Daniēl’s, Komnēnos’ proskynētarion nonetheless concealed tensions. A 
“must have” for the prospective pilgrim to Athos, the book was originally compiled 
for the purpose of taking Brancovan on an imaginative journey through Athos’ mon-
asteries and cells. The spiritual wealth and quietness Komnēnos found on the pen-
insula and sought to convey to his patron and to his pious readers can be read as an 
antidote to the difficult political circumstances and the insecure climate impinging on 
the principalities at the turn of seventeenth century. On the one hand, boyars’ pres-
sure on Wallachian princes had dramatically increased; on the other, Ottomans and 
Phanariots were intensifying their interference and demands. The last ruling prince of 
Wallachia, Brancovan ended his life watching the execution of his entire family, before 
being beheaded in Istanbul in 1714.64 His pilgrimage to Athos remained a virtual expe-
rience enabled solely through Komnēnos’ eyes and pen.
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Afterlives

As guides, pilgrimage proxies, and “relics” of holy places, proskynētaria played a part 
in the spiritual life of Orthodox faithful. Their authors conceived them as aids to sal-
vation not only for their users and their relatives and friends, but also for themselves. 
For example, Daniēl invites his readers to pray for the remission of his own sins:

Ὅσοι τὸ ἀναγινώσκετε μᾶλλον καὶ τὸ φηγάστε
Δέομαι δὲ τὸν Κύριον τῆς βασιλείας νά ’σθε.
Αἰτῆτε καὶ περὶ ἐμοῦ λύσιν ἁμαρτημάτων,
Ὅπως νὰ λάβω ἄφεσιν ἐκ τῶν ἐμῶν πταισμάτων,
Καὶ διατοῦτο τὸ λοιπόν, ἕνα πρὸ τοῦ αἰῶνος,
Δοξάζω τρισυπόστατον αἰῶνα τοῦ αἰῶνος.65

Komnēnos concludes his account with a similar prayer:

… ὑμεῖς δὲ οἱ ἀναγινώσκοντες Πατέρες καὶ Ἀδερφοί, ἔρρωσθε, καὶ σώσεσθε, καὶ 
σύγγνωτέ μοι τῆς βλαχυλογίας. Καὶ εὔχεσθε ὑπὲρ ἐμοῦ τῷ Κυρίῳ.66

Proskynētaria, however, also extended their salvific function to the holy places they 
described. While Palestinian proskynētaria were used as implements in the incessant 
efforts for the restoration of pilgrimages and in establishing the status of Jerusalem as 
a major Patriarchate in the Orthodox world, proskynētaria of Mount Athos, and later 
of Meteora, were produced to attract pilgrims (and income) at a time of deep financial 
crisis. In the eighteenth century, heavy Ottoman taxations reduced many of their mon-
asteries to the edge of bankruptcy. Pilgrimage and external donations were thus key to 
their survival. In order to raise funds for their impoverished foundations, the monks 
routinely undertook long alms-begging missions. Many of them travelled as far as to 
Wallachia and Russia, taking miraculous icons and relics on procession and offering 
spiritual support to local populations.67

During his visits to Athos, Barskij recorded how in most of the monasteries large 
numbers of monks were engaged in these alms-seeking expeditions abroad. On his 
second visit to Xenophōntos, his heart broke as he found the monastery sunk in debt 
and inhabited by only three monks:

I tried to comfort them in their sorrow as much as I could; I told them to be pa-
tient under the Turkish yoke and not to abandon this amazing monastery until 
God will provide. … I was consumed by sadness seeing this beautiful monastery 
receive no help from anywhere. The only comfort was the thought that, through 
Divine Providence, some compassionate Christians might have mercy on them.68

Here one can see the compassionate gaze of the Orthodox pilgrim and his empathy for 
his Greek brethren. Elsewhere in his account, Barskij claims to be describing the beau-
ties of those impoverished monasteries in order to persuade readers to send them alms.69 
Following Komnēnos’ proskynētarion, in his account, Barskij takes the reader on a cir-
cuit of Athos’ 20 monasteries. However, unlike Komnēnos, he does not limit himself to 
mere descriptions and lists of relics and icons. Rather, he uses Komnēnos’ descriptions as 
a point of departure for personalized and much more detailed accounts accompanied by 
elaborated bird’s-eye views of the monasteries which he sketched on the spot.70

Komnēnos’ proskynētarion was appropriated by the monks of Athos themselves. The 
1745 edition, as we have seen, was financed by Christophoros of Ivēron (the author of the 
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rhymed preface), while the view contained in the 1701 edition (Figure 13.2) was used as 
the basis for elaborate sacred engravings, in which the two slopes were rotated, placed in 
front of each other and filled with drama. These representations functioned as complex 
maps of salvation taking the viewer from a stormy monster- and pirate- infested sea to ce-
lestial heights by way of the Holy Mountain.71 Initially commissioned in Venice and sub-
sequently printed on site, the engravings were issued to pilgrims as eulogies (or blessings), 
but they were also used by the monks during their alms-begging missions as advertising 
“brochures” for potential benefactors. The first one we know of was published around 
1707 by the Venetian Alessandro dalla Via and it included the introductory poem open-
ing Komnēnos’ proskynētarion, with translations in Latin and Slavonic (Figure 13.11).72 
As with their cognate proskynētaria, the printed medium enabled cheap reproduction, 
whereas the paper medium allowed them to be easily carried and circulated.

The transformation of proskynētaria into general views was not unique to Mount 
Athos. The same phenomenon (though on a smaller scale) took place in Meteora.73 
More notably, the development of Palestinian proskynētaria was likewise paralleled 
by the production of topographic icons of the Holy Sites, which were also called 
proskynētaria (Figure 13.12). Sometimes copied from bird’s-eye views of Jerusalem 
contained in manuscript proskynētaria, these representations were visual summaries 
of the booklets, encompassing the Holy City, as well as often geographically distant 
places, like Nazareth and Bethlehem, and the monasteries in the Judean desert (e.g., 
Saint Gerasimos and Saint Savvas), which were given special graphic prominence.74

As with the Athos engravings, these images combined different points of view 
and rested on the psychological perspective of Byzantine and post-Byzantine icons, 
whereby the sizes of features correspond to their importance, rather than to their po-
sition in space. While the booklets provided a sequential view from ground level, these 
representations provided a simultaneous view from above. Inscribed with the names of 

Figure 13.11 A lessandro dalla Via, General View of Mount Athos, Venice, 1707. Graphic 
Arts Collection, Firestone Library, Princeton University.
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their purchasers, rolled up, and transported home, these canvasses contributed to the 
restless flow of devotional objects and souvenirs moving around and beyond the Empire 
through Orthodox networks. As Rubin noted, many of these images included ruins and 
shrines no longer under the control of the Patriarchate. In this way, they reinforced 
and furthered the celebratory narrative and Orthodox world view conjured up by their 
manuscript counterparts. More characteristically, some of them blended topographi-
cal features with representations of biblical scenes, scenes of martyrdom, and icons of 
patron saints, forming complex collages of temporalities and multilayered hierotopies 
(Figure 13.12).

*

In their different incarnations, proskynētaria flourished not only at a time of stabili-
zation of the Ottoman Empire, but also at a time of financial uncertainty for Greek 
Orthodox foundations. They were expressions of a typically post-Byzantine approach 
to space, and yet at the same time, they were also objects imbricated in larger networks 
stretching as far as to western Europe, Wallachia, and Russia. As such, proskynētaria 
enshrined pious intimacies and tensions. Faithful companions to the pilgrim, objects 
of contemplation, aids to salvation and fund-raising, or simply blessings from holy 
places, they helped pilgrims move to and through those places, but they also moved sa-
cred places around. In so doing, they shaped geographical imaginations and enabled 
non-pilgrims to access distant sites and relics they would never get to “see with their 
eyes, nor kiss with their lips.”

Figure 13.12  Bird’s-eye view of Jerusalem and surroundings, with scenes from the Bible. 
Docheiariou, 18th century Photo: Elder Apollò of Docheiariou.
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Notes

 1 Vasilij Grigorovich Barskij (1701–1747) visited Mount Athos during 1725–1726 and 1744–1745. 
He travelled on foot through the main Orthodox centres and shrines of southern Europe 
and the Ottoman Empire during his entire adult life. In the course of his journeys, he learnt 
Greek and painstakingly recorded his observations, first as a humble student and pilgrim, 
and later as an erudite wandering monk seeking to “enlighten” his home country and newly 
reformed Church with knowledge of “the ancient and by implication pure traditions of Or-
thodoxy as they survived in the Holy Land, in the Greek lands and on the Holy Mountain” 
(Alexander Grishin, “Bars’kyj and the Orthodox Community,” in The Cambridge History of 
Christianity, ed. Michael Angold [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006], 226). His 
observations resulted in a manuscript account of his travels in Slavonic. Accompanied by 
approximately 150 drawings, the autograph manuscript includes 503 folia and it is preserved 
at the Akademiia Nauk Archive, Kiev v, No. 1062. The most accurate published edition is 
Stranstvovaniia Vasil’ia Grigorovicha-Barskago posviatym mestamvostoka s 1723 po 1747, ed. 
Nikolai Barsukov, 4 vol. (St Petersburg: Tip. V. Kirshbauma, 1885–1887). The only substan-
tive part of Barskij’s travels that has been translated into English to date is his journeys to Cy-
prus, see A Pilgrim’s Account of Cyprus: Bars’kyj’s Travels in Cyprus, ed. Alexander Grishin 
(Altamont, NY: Greece and Cyprus Research Centre, 1996). Other parts of his accounts have 
been translated into other languages, but there is no complete translation or critical edition 
of the entire manuscript. The most significant effort was made by architect Pavlos Mylōnas 
and his successors, which resulted in a Greek translation and critical edition of Barskij’s 
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 2 Barskij, Τα ταξίδια του στο Άγιον Όρος, 394.
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Athos.

 4 Προσκυνητάριον τῶν Ἁγίων Τόπων, συντεταγμένο καὶ εἰκονογραφημένο ἀπὸ τὸν Ἱερομόναχο 
Ἀκάκιο τὸν Κρῆτα (Munich State Library, cod. gr. 346). See Sōtērēs Kadas, Οι Άγιοι Τόποι: 
εικονογραφημένα προσκυνητάρια, 17-18ου αι. (Athens: Kapon, 1998).

 5 Though there are also versions in Slavonic and Italian, today, according to a recent sur-
vey conducted by Rehav Rubin, over thirty copies of Palestinian manuscript proskynētaria 
survive in various monasteries, libraries, and museums in Greece and other parts of the 
world. For further details, see Rehav Rubin, “Proskynetarion: One Term for Two Kinds of 
Jerusalemite Pilgrimage Souvenirs,” Eastern Christian Art 10 (2014–2016), 102–103. Sixteen 
of these manuscripts were published by Kadas in his monograph Οι Άγιοι Τόποι.

 6 Geōrgios Tolias, “Αθωνική ιερή χαρτογραφία,” in Όρους Άθω γης θαλάσσης περίμετρον χαρτών 
μεταμορφώσεις, ed. Evaggelos Livieratos (Thessaloniki: Ethnikē Chartothēkē, 2002), 151; 
“Ἔντυπα Προσκυνητάρια Ἁγίου Ὄρους (18ος αἰώνας): Ἰωάννου Κομνηνοῦ, Προσκυνητάριον 
τοῦ Ἁγίου Ὄρους τοῦ Ἄθωνος, Βενετία 1745. Μακαρίου Τρίγωνη Λαυριώτου, Προσκυνητάριον 
τῆς Μονῆς Μεγίστης Λαύρας, Βενετία 1772. Προηγουμένου Σάββα Λαυριώτου, Προσκυνητάριον 
τῆς Μονῆς Μεγίστης Λαύρας, Βενετία 1780,” Αθωνικά ανάλεκτα (Thessaloniki: Agioreitikē 
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Estia, 2014), vol. 7. “Ἱερομονάχου Γαβριὴλ Ἁγιαμονήτη ἀνέκδοτο προσκυνητάριον τῶν μονῶν 
τῶν Μετεώρων (1786),” ed. Dēmētrios Sōphianos, Trikalina 6 (1986), 7–25; Spyridōn Lam-
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καὶ συμπληρώματα εἰς τὰ περὶ Μετεώρων,” Νέος Ελληvομνήμων 4 (1907), 95–205. In addition, 
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 7 See Maria Theocharēs, “Church Embroidery,” in Treasures of Mount Athos, ed. Manolēs 
Chatzidakēs (Thessaloniki: Ministry of Culture, 1997), 441–446; Sōtērēs Kadas, Το Άγιον 
Όρος: τα μοναστήρια και οι θησαυροί τους (Athens: Ekdotikē Athēnōn, 1998[1980]), 15; Dory 
Papastratou, Paper Icons: Greek Orthodox Religious Engravings 1655–1899 (Athens: Papas-
tratou S.A. Publications, 1981), vol. 1.

 8 The realistic rendering of some of the representations in early Palestinian proskynētaria 
bears testimony to eye-witness knowledge of the places and has been noted by contempo-
rary scholars. According to Rubin, for example, “this is best illustrated through the images 
of the façade of the Holy Sepulchre, drawn as an architectonic cross-section seen from the 
South, and those of the Laura of Mar Sava, which is rendered as a large complex of build-
ings surrounded by a wall with two prominent towers” (“Proskynetarion,” 104). On the 
relationship between the Athos proskynētarion and Barkij’s accounts, see Elenē Stergiopou-
lou, “Ιωάννης Κομνηνός και Βασίλειος Μπάρσκη,” in Σλάβοι και Ελληνικός κόσμος: Πρακτικά 
Α’ Επιστημονικής Ημερίδας Τμήματος Σλαβικών Σπουδών Εθνικού και Καποδιστριακού (Athens: 
Pelekanos Books, 2014), 183–199.

 9 Προσκυνητάριον σὺν Θεῷ Ἁγίῳ τῆς Ἁγίας Πόλεως Ἱερουσαλήμ.
 10 Προσκυνητάριον τοῦ Ἁγίου Ὄρους τοῦ Ἄθωνος. Συγγραφὲν μὲν καὶ τυπωθέν, ἐπὶ τῆς γαληνοτάτης 

ἡγεμονίας τοῦ εὐσεβεστάτου, ἐκλαμπροτάτου καὶ ὑψηλωτάτου Αὐθέντου καὶ ἡγεμόνος πάσης 
Οὐγραοβλαχίας, Κυρίου Κυρίου Ἰωάννου Κωνσταντίνου Βασσαράβα Βοεβόνδα. Ἀφιερωθὲν δέ, 
τῷ πανιερωτάτῳ Μητροπολίτῃ Οὐγροβλαχίας Κυρίῳ Κυρίῳ Θεοδοσίῳ. Σπουδῇ καὶ δαπάνῃ τοῦ 
ἐξοχωτάτου Ἰατροῦ Κυρίου Ἰωάννου Κομνηνοῦ. Ἵνα δίδωται χάρισμα τοῖς εὐσεβέσι διὰ ψυχικὴν 
αὐτοῦ σωτηρία. Τύποις Ἀνθίμου Ἱερομονάχου τοῦ ἐξ Ἰβηρίας. Ἐν τῇ μονῇ Συναγώβου. Αψά . 
(“Proskynētarion of the Holy Mountain of Athos, written and printed under the most serene 
rule of the most pious, illumined, and highest autocrat and ruler of all Hungro-Wallachia Sir 
John Constantine Bassaraba Voevoda; dedicated to his eminence Sir Theodosios, Metropol-
itan of Hungro-Wallachia, with the zeal and expenditure of the most eminent doctor sir John 
Komnēnos, in order to give grace to the pious [Orthodox Christians] for the salvation of their 
souls. Printed in the monastery of Snagov by hieromonk Anthimos of Iberia, 1701”).

 11 To date, manuscripts proskynētaria seem to have received far more attention than their 
printed counterparts. Worth of special mention are Kadas’ informative books Οι Άγιοι Τόποι 
and Προσκυνητάρια των Αγίων Τόπων: Δέκα Ελληνικά Χειρόγραφα 16ου-18oυ αι. (Thessalon-
iki: Pararte ̄ rētēs, 1986) and Rehav Rubin’s excellent articles on Palestinian proskynētaria. 
See, for example, Rubin, “Proskynetarion;” “Greek-Orthodox Maps of Jerusalem from 
the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” e-Perimetron 8 (2013), 106–132. Komnēnos’ 
proskynētarion is briefly discussed by Tolias in the context of sacred engravings of Mount 
Athos (Tolias, “Αθωνική ιερή χαρτογραφία”) and by Stergiopoulou in relationship to Bar-
skij’s accounts (Stergiopoulou, “Ιωάννης Κομνηνός και Βασίλειος Μπάρσκη”). 

 12 The other three copies are: Grēgoriou, cod. 159; National Library of Rome, cod. 15; Byz-
antine Museum of Athens, cod. 121. See Sōtērēs Kadas, “Ο καλλιγράφος και μικρογράφος 
Δανιήλ και το έργο του (β’ μισό 17ου αι.),” Bυζαντινά 13 (1985), 1281–1302.

 13 Before arriving at Docheiariou, the manuscript was stored in the library of the Lavra of 
Saint Savva in Palestine (Kadas, “Ο καλλιγράφος και μικρογράφος Δανιήλ,” 1291). The man-
uscript has been published in Sōtērēs Kadas, Εικονογραφημένα Προσκυνητάρια των Αγίων 
Τόπων: τέσσερα ελληνικά χειρόγραφα (17ου-18ου αι.) (Thessaloniki: Aristoteleio Panepiste -
mio Thessalonikēs, 1985).

 14 In this sense, the four copies complement each other.
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print of the 1701 edition Ιωάννου του Κομνηνού Προσκυνητάριον του Αγίου Όρους του Άθωνος, 
Αγιορείτικα τετράδια 2 (Mount Athos: Ekdoseis Panselēnos, 1984), 16–17. The 1745 edition 
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lias, “Αθωνική ιερή χαρτογραφία,” 155, n. 31 and 32; Donald Nicol, “The Doctor- Philosopher 
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Κομνηνός μητροπολίτης Δρύστρας (1657–1719): βίος - εκκλησιαστική δράση - συγγραφικό έργο 
(Athens: National and Kapodistrian University of Athens, 2007).

 18 Ge rgios Tolias, “Greek Maps in Print, 1665–1820: General Features,” e-Perimetron 5 
(2010), 1–48.
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 19 “Proskynētarion,” in Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1991).
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Bulletin 81 (1999), 598–622.

 21 Rubin, “Greek Orthodox Maps,” 131. See also Catherine Delano-Smith and Alessandro 
Scafi, “Sacred Geography,” in Sacred Places on Maps, ed. Zsolt Török (Pannonhalma: Pan-
nonhalmi Foapátság, 2005), 122–140. 
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χαρτογραφία, 150–151). See The History of Cartography, eds. John Brian Harley and David 
Woodward (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1992), vol. 2:1.
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1287).
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 26 Komnēnos, Προσκυνητάριον του Αγίου Όρους, 2.
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versity Press, 1987), vol. 1, 201–211. In the Middle Ages, periploi and portolani developed 
into portolan charts, which maintained the same sequential character, with port names 
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Travelling objects and topographies 303

 44 Jeff Malpas, Place and Experience: A Philosophical Topography (Cambridge and New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010[1999]). 

 45 “I know it has been rather a long business writing down all these places one after the other 
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Byzantine souvenirs from the Holy Land are discussed in Mat Immerzeel, “Proskynētaria 
from Jerusalem: Souvenirs of a Pilgrimage to the Holy Land,” in Visual Constructs of 
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The aim of this article is more to raise questions of interest to us than to answer them. 
In general, such is the role of specific case studies through which scholars try to touch 
upon a large, global problem. The individual case is certainly part of that problem but 
does not exhaust it – it may only help us to understand what exactly we are looking for 
and what are some (or one) of the paths for attaining the object of our search: attain-
ing, but not encompassing.

I think it is unnecessary to explain why I decided to dedicate this particular research 
to Alexei Lidov, who is undoubtedly one of the pioneers in the study of sacred space. 
Of course, I have my personal reasons among others: they stem from our nearly 20 
years of personal acquaintance and, I would say, friendship, passing through Athens, 
Sofia, Tbilisi, Belgrade, and maintained through our meetings not only in space but in 
texts, in the exchange, discussion, transformation, and generation, of ideas, whether 
related to art, law, or power.

The following pages deal with the state, its space, and the orientation of this space 
within the world. The idea of the spatial orientation1 of the state is in itself strange and 
requires an explanation, especially as the reference is not to any political orientation, 
not to an orientation in terms of the political goals of society or the ruler. Of this kind 
of orientation, much has been written. Here, we are referring to a purely spatial di-
rection, which implies moving or at least gazing, in some direction. Without claiming 
to give a definition, we may say that the state is a form of organization of society that 
has achieved a degree of development that requires the exercise of political power in 
order to maintain unity and balance in society; this power is usually argued for and 
legitimated in religious or quasi-religious terms. At the base of the state is the people, 
understood as a kinship-tribal-ethnic, religious, social, national, or some other, unity, 
and power is in the hands either of the divine embodiment of this “people” or in the 
hands of him whom God – the true ruler – has chosen, indicated, or anointed to rule 
His heritage. In this sense, the state is sacred, whatever we mean by that term. It is 
sacred due to its purpose – to care for people. It is sacred in the way it was established, 
constituted, and in its way of functioning. It is sacred in the eyes of the contemporaries 
of every state. In Antiquity, this was linked to reverence for some divinity, and the state 
proved to be the “locality of the cult,” a space of hierophany. In my other writings, I 
have suggested a view of the state as a temple, a House of God, or monastery, and have 
indicated the creation of structures corresponding to the celestial hierarchies. In the 
contemporary age or the recent past, we observe a “secular sanctification” of the state 
through deism or various, at times totalitarian, ideologies.

14 The sacred space of the state 
and its direction
Ivan Alexandrov Biliarsky
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The concrete case we will discuss here is derived from the text of Khan Krum’s in-
scription from Khambarli; this is one of the most remarkable texts from the time of the 
First Empire, especially as regards pagan Bulgaria. The inscription consists of 30 lines 
and is in a poor condition. The first seven lines have been lost, and the restorations 
made of them are uncertain; hence, I will begin with the clearer part of the text.

Here is its translation according to Vesselin Beševliev’s edition2:

…I made /my brother and/ that the strategos Leo be subordinate to him. / From 
Beroae and /…….Doultroinoi first is Toukos the itzirgou boilа for / the right side 
and / Vardanes and Ioannes the strategoi subordinate to him. And for / the left 
side / of my sarakt [for] Anchialo / Debelt, Sozopolis, Ranoulae, that Iratais the 
boilа kavkhan be head and Kordiles and / Gregoras subordinate strategoi.

The inscription has been classified by Vesselin Beševliev as a ruler’s military com-
mand, yet I would define it rather as a constituting normative act. In it, we find ex-
ceptionally rich sources of information related to the institutions and organization 
of power in pagan Bulgaria. Here, we will not dwell on some significant problems 
related to the fact that this is the earliest extant mention made of a boila kavkhan and 
an itzirgou boila3; here too is probably the earliest mention of the strategoi-voevods in 
Bulgaria, and it remains for us to consider the term kephalè. Nor will we dwell on the 
prosopographic data contained in the text (about the ruler’s brother, the two dignitar-
ies, and their subordinate strategoi),4 whereas the geographical data will interest us 
only insofar as it helps define the direction of orientation.

However, we should not overlook the term “sarakt,” of which scholars have given 
contradictory interpretations. As the term is Turkic and thus outside my range of 
competence, I will not delve into details but will present the interpretations proposed 
by other scholars. One group of authors5 considers the word refers to some form of 
“army,” whereas others discern the meaning of a “state.”6 Following an analysis of 
the word, Stephen Mladenov saw in it an idea about “flatland,” “spaciousness,” and 
“country” from where arrives the “space of the state” or simply “state” as the word 
is related also to the “confines,” “border,” and “border pillar.” The arguments made 
for both propositions are linguistic, and I cannot take a stand on the matter. But ap-
plied to the text in question, the two views are not mutually contradictory or exclusive.  
I believe we may assume the text refers to a military campaign, although the only di-
rect testimony (excluding, of course, the specific military – political situation after the 
death of Emperor Nicephorus I, as the interpretations of the text see it) in this respect 
would be the word “sarakt,” provided we understand it as signifying “army.” On the 
other hand, the text obviously refers to the organizing of some territories. Regarding 
the right side, there is mention of Beroae and the obscure “Doultroinoi,” and the itzir-
gou boilа Toukos is in chief position there, whereas in the left side, headed by the boilа 
kavkhan Iratais, we find Anchialo, Debelt, Sozopolis, and the unclear “Ranoulae.” 
Regarding the center, headed by the ruler’s brother, no geographical indications are 
given. Thus, we may say that the left side covers geographical sites located eastward, 
and the right side covers sites located in a westerly direction.7

It is of interest to note the presence of the strategoi8: in the middle part, the strategos 
is Leo, in the right, Vardanes and Ioannes, and in the left, Kordiles and Gregoras. 
They are presented as assistants subordinated to the three head dignitaries. All the 
strategoi seem to be from Byzantium, as their names are either Christian-Greek or 
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Iranian (which suggests a probable Armenian origin). But more important for our dis-
cussion is the figure of a strategos as such. In this specific context, scholars are inclined 
to see strategoi as Byzantine military commanders at the service of the Bulgars, and 
this is at least partially true. Let us not forget however that due to the particularities 
of the administrative system of themata, the strategos was not only a military com-
mander but also a governor of the province (thema) in which he commanded the army. 
Such too is the voevoda in the countries of central, eastern, and southeastern Europe 
during the Middle Ages and the Modern Period; this being a position based on that of 
the Roman strategoi, and the name of which is a calque of the Greek term “strategos” 
precisely in Bulgaria.9 I believe we have reasons to see in the text of the Khambarli 
inscription the earliest testimony to the beginnings of the reception of this institution 
in Bulgaria based on the Roman one and probably under the influence of Byzantines 
in the service of the Bulgars.

Importantly for our discussion, the inscription refers to the territorial organiza-
tion of the state, though perhaps not of the whole state. Indeed, the mentioned geo-
graphical reference points are all south of the mountain Haemus and do not include 
sites from the state’s basic territory, which was situated between the mountain and the 
Danube. The fact requires explanation, which is not the task of the present article. The 
reason might lie in an insufficiency of the description given in the text, or the text’s 
focus on the military campaign, or something else. Thus, we come to our basic prob-
lem, regarding the orientation of the state, implied by the presence of the left and right 
sides. If we consider the cities as points of orientation, the direction we are looking 
for is southward. Assuming that the text refers to the organization of the army only 
during a military campaign against the Byzantine Empire, there is no problem here: 
the Bulgarian state is located to the north of Haemus and the direction of attack (and 
of defense) is southward, so naturally the right-wing is to the west, and the left, to the 
east. This explanation is logical enough, but does not take into account the territories; 
moreover, it seems to assume a contemporary view for a distant past with a different 
culture. There is a temptation to adopt such a “logical” (especially from a present-day 
viewpoint) explanation, especially as the natural direction of attack of the Bulgars for 
the purpose of plunder and various gains is from north to south, toward the Byzantine 
Empire. This direction can also be viewed as traditional for the people of the steppe 
during the centuries in which their eyes were turned toward the rich territories of 
China.

But should we look for this kind of explanation? The directions of the world have a 
sacred, not utilitarian, meaning. They are related to the sacred structure of the uni-
verse, in other words, to the respective religions of the various peoples, and also to the 
cult and rituals linked to that structure as visible manifestations of the faith. Paying 
reverence to divinity is not simply a solicitation by a prayer of divine favor or protec-
tion from anger or calamities. The cult recreates the unity of the world as focused on 
the sacred, which we may define as some kind of divine presence realized through 
hierophany or Divine Providence. The structuring of space requires a reference point, 
and the sacred orientation provides such a point. Social organisms and their related 
spatial characteristics are undoubtedly sacred, especially for premodern societies. We 
may include under this category the dwelling with its internal organization (especially 
the heart), the temple, the city, the native land, the “fatherland.” For the tribe, its land 
was the whole world, and this certainly passed into the state as heir to “our land.” In 
other writings, on several occasions, I have tried to ground the sacred character of the 
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state, which is displayed in various ways but is always sacred in terms of both space 
and historical mission. I believe in the case of the Khambarli inscription we have this 
kind of phenomenon, and I find the task of discovering its message is relevant for dis-
cerning this phenomenon.

In order to attain the message, we must make a brief overview of the meaning of the 
world’s directions according to the various ways in which they are defined. Foremost, 
we should ask how the fourfold division of the world originated. In modern terms, 
these are the cardinal directions east, west, south, and north. Of course, the first basis 
for such a division that comes to mind is related to the celestial bodies. At least two of 
the cardinal directions coincide etymologically in many languages with the rise and 
setting of the Sun. When considering more carefully and analyzing the possibilities of 
using an orientation related to the Sun, to other stars, and planets, we notice these are 
not very certain and unproblematic reference points. So, the answer should rather be 
sought in the parts of the human body, and specifically in the parts of the individual 
who is seeking to determine directions and organize the cosmos, the world.10 Only then 
do the ideas of “forward,” “backward,” “to the left,” “to the right” become the four 
directions of the world. These directions, however, are relative when defined based on 
the human body, as they depend on the direction in which the person is turned. Ar-
thur L. Frothingham already proposed and argued the thesis concerning the absolute 
value-based determination of the directions, and especially of “the right,” defined by 
the constancy of the sacred direction.11 Boris A. Uspenskiy devoted special attention 
to the religious and value characteristic of the right and left; according to him, they 
are not relative, as the right is absolutely dominant.12 However, while agreeing with 
the basic arguments of the authors, insofar as they refer to the right hand of God and 
the axiological dominance of the right in terms of absolute value, I would nevertheless 
say that this view applies to a specific culture. In other cultures, such is not the case. 
Moreover, when the geographical directions are defined based on “right” and “left,” 
the two are not always taken as related to each other. Insofar as the directions of the 
world (east and west) could be defined as left and right, it is clear that the direction of 
the face, of the gaze, is of importance, and this direction is determined based on ritual 
and religion.13 In these cultures, this direction is that of prayer, of communion with the 
divine. The direction is determined entirely based on religious principles, which, how-
ever, especially in primitive societies, are often related to various natural phenomena. 
The Sun, for example, with the light and warmth that it gives, is certainly perceived 
by all cultures as something good. The same can be said for other natural objects such 
as water (the river), fire, the mountain, etc., although some of these may at times turn 
into destructive elements.

Thus, a permanent trend emerges according to which the sacred direction of prayer 
is east or south. We find these directions used in the activities of religious cults and 
quasi-religious courtly rituals in different, mutually unrelated cultures. Researchers 
have traced concrete manifestations of, and concrete reasons for, the choice, and these 
are quite varied (the direction of the sanctuary, the direction of Jerusalem, the direc-
tion of Mecca, etc.), but they originate very often, if not always, from some manifesta-
tion of a solar cult.

The inscription we are discussing is a Bulgar monument of the pagan age, and its 
study should be pursued within its own context, the culture of the Eurasian steppe. 
This culture combines multiple influences, of which the strongest is certainly the na-
tive as well as that of China. There was also an influence stemming from the Iranian or 



Sacred space of the state and its direction 309

Indo-Iranian Aryan peoples, with whom the steppe nations met in Central Asia. In the 
context of coexistence in this certainly vast area, we may point to cultural exchange 
with the Finno-Ugric peoples as well. Let us see what the data on the listed cultural 
communities tell us, taking into account the two basic elements: first, the basic sacred 
direction, and second, the importance of the division into left and right part!

The Turkic tradition proper is quite complex, insofar as in addition to its own roots, 
and it has been strongly influenced by China. The traditional sacred direction of the 
steppe peoples was eastward, and this is convincingly proven by the Kul Tigin in-
scription (eighth century) from the valley of the river Orkhon in Mongolia, where we 
find a clear description – moreover, one based on values – of the world ruled over by 
the khagan: “Forward, (in the direction of) the sunrise, rightward in (the land of) noon, 
backward (in the lands) towards sunset, leftward – in the midnight lands, everywhere the 
peoples (living) in these lands are subject to me.”14 The face is turned eastward toward 
the sunrise, and this is obviously the sacred direction, which leads and defines. The 
other directions, in addition to being defined according to religious-value-related- 
astronomical features such as sunset, noon, or midnight, are also defined based on the 
sides of the human body facing eastward: the right side, the backside, and the left side. 
I would point attention to the value-based difference between the right and left. The 
inscription contains no explicit indication, but it seems certain to me that the higher 
value is set on the right side not because of any intrinsic quality of “the right” but 
because of the sacred character of “noon” compared with “midnight.” Here we may 
adduce the many arguments related to the opposition between the light and dark, day 
and night, known and unknown, life and death, etc. In a sense, this text is reminiscent 
of the Khambarli inscription, although the direction is different. Obviously, in tradi-
tional Turkic culture, formed in its own environment in the steppe, the eyes looked 
eastward, toward the sunrise.15 As for the opposition of right vs. left, in this context, 
the former was obviously predominant for the Turkic peoples.16 At the same time, 
however, we find other examples where the eyes are turned to the south. 

According to some researchers, the direction of the face toward the noon Sun is such 
an ancient element that it is no less important than the orientation, i.e., the direction 
of the eyes, toward the sunrise.17 The cultural development of the different Altaic peo-
ples was not identical and at times the various communities had different orientation 
points. In any case, the prevalent stance among scholars is that the southward sacred 
direction among steppe peoples appeared under Chinese influence; hence, it appears 
to be typical for a later age, and especially among certain peoples, such as those of the 
Tungusic group, and above all among the Mongols, for whom the southward direction 
is certainly dominant.18

As the direction of the sarakt in the Khambarli inscription is southward, it is worth 
looking for possible influences that may have determined this. Let us begin with the 
Finno-Ugric peoples, with whom the Turkic peoples of the steppe were in contact 
at the dawn of their history. I will make a preliminary remark that this contact is 
not very reliable, inasmuch as the Ural peoples were neighbors that primarily came 
under influence rather than exert influence. The sacred direction of the Finno-Ugric 
peoples was largely influenced by the geographic features of their areas of habitation. 
The harsh conditions of the north determined their preference for the south. Among 
other nations, we may observe some hesitation due to side influences or temporal and 
regional particularities, but for the Ural peoples, the sacred direction was invaria-
bly the southward.19 Also of interest is the geographical division into right and left, 
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which follows the archaic, and very typical, the predominance of “right” respectively 
of “good,” “sacred,” and “masculine,” as opposed to “left,” “bad,” “feminine,” etc.20

It seems Iran is of greater interest for our discussion; great world civilizations were 
formed there and certainly exerted influence on their neighbors. Several different tra-
ditions are interwoven there! Indo-European cultures were usually turned toward the 
east, and elements of this can be discovered among the Iranians as well, although the 
contrary opinion has also been stated that the east was not important for them and 
was never their dominant sacred direction.21 The elements in question refer to lexical 
traces, to some more ancient texts, to the orientation at the entrance of temples, etc.22 
Nevertheless, the basic sacred direction in Iranian culture is the south, which is cer-
tainly linked to the Zoroastrian cult of light, fire, the Sun, warmth, and corresponds 
to the upper part of the vertical division typical for the earlier period.23 It is worth 
noting that this prevalence of the southerly direction in Iranian religion and culture 
is somewhat contrary to the reverence for the north in India, but not quite. In fact, 
among the Iranian nations, there is a strongly marked, alternative reverence for the 
north, which – as in the case of India – is related to the notion of the Holy Mountain, 
of the Аxis mundi, and the Polar Star. It is characteristic of the Manichaeans and the 
different dualistic and gnostic sects, which had a strong presence in Iranian culture.24 
We should note that the subsequent dissemination of dualistic heresies in Europe had 
an undoubted influence in favor of the north as a sacred direction, which is not always 
easily recognizable as a religious deviation.25

Although the cultures and religions of the Iranian plateau provide very interesting 
material for our discussion, I would say that, for many and various reasons, I do not 
see Iranian culture as underlying the southward orientation described in the Kham-
barli inscription. The zone of contact between Iran and the steppe, a zone located 
in Central Asia, and the reverence for the daevas in this region, do not provide very 
strong reasons for seeing the dominant sanctification of the south. Thus, taking into 
account the writings of other authors, we should look to China in our search for influ-
ence. The Celestial Empire and the whole far east were looking southward, and China 
had a doubtless, and enormous, influence on the steppe, of whose culture the Bulgars’ 
culture was a part.26

Since the earliest times, for thousands of years, the Chinese devoted the greatest 
attention to spatial positioning in ritual practices. Rituals organize the world in a cer-
tain way, and that was the way in which they saw the world. It was said that the king-
dom of Shang (IInd millennium BC) was divided into five parts, corresponding to the 
center (the capital city Shang itself) and the four directions of the world.27 In this case, 
the emphasis certainly falls on the center. In early religious representations, the God 
of the center (where mankind resides) becomes the supreme divinity; and according to 
some scholars, the strong solar orientation of Chinese beliefs led to the definition of 
only three directions (sunrise/east, noon/south, and sunset/west), to which the north 
was added only later.28 Thus, the southern direction gradually became dominant, and 
a man turned toward the Sun at noon has on his left side the east/sunrise, which was 
linked to the Sun and the male principle; and on his right side, the west/sunset, linked 
to the Moon and the female principle.29 Chinese culture devised trigram schemas as a 
very clear geometrical visual expression of this structuralistic vision that unites south, 
east, left, festive, male as opposed to north, west, right, funereal, feminine. We can see 
this opposition and become aware of it through an extremely pure logical and visual 
construction.30 I am referring to the “sanctification” of the southern direction of the 
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face during prayer, given that the left side is obviously dominant (in religious and value 
terms) over the right side.31 The initial reason for this division was the solar cult, but 
this orientation gradually seeped into practically all elements of Chinese culture. The 
southward direction is sacred, because there the Sun is at its highest, and a man facing 
southward has the east/sunrise on his left side. Chinese culture (similar in this to many 
other cultures) turns its back to the north, and partially to the west, as it certainly as-
sociates these directions with death, darkness, and cold. Hence is derived the qualifi-
cation of the leftward direction as lucky, which is not very typical for various cultures, 
but which further developed into the rejection of the right hand as the hand of weap-
ons, and the rejection of domination through force, which is deemed unacceptable.32

We already noted the well-researched fact that Chinese culture exerted enormous 
influence on the steppe for more than 1,000 years, from ancient times until Genghis 
Khan, and even after that. The Bulgars certainly originated from the vast expanses 
of Eurasia and carried the traditions of the steppe nations, so that it is worth com-
paring our inscription with the indicated beliefs and value orientations. It becomes 
immediately salient that there is a division into the center, left part, and right part. Of 
course, in this case, the dominant position is that of the center, as shown by the fact 
that the khan’s brother is placed in command there. The higher rank of the person 
indicates the more worthy position in the space he occupies. In this particular situa-
tion, “center” is not opposed to “left” or “right” but to the periphery. Such too is the 
structuring of space we may expect.

Let us examine the “left” and “right” side! At the right is the city of Beroae, well-
known and corresponding to Stara Zagora today, as well as the unfamiliar Doultroi-
noi, a name that is an uncertain reconstruction by the editor of the inscription. At the 
left, there are Anchialo, Debelt, and the unfamiliar Ranoulae, again, an uncertain 
reconstruction by the editor. Leaving aside the last mentioned, we find two cities on 
the Black Sea coast, which gives us a geographical picture of the sarakt. Thus, we can 
determine that the left side corresponds to the eastward direction, and the right side, 
to the westward. In order for these to be the “left” and “right” sides, the person must 
be facing southward. The data we traced so far should not tempt us to make a super- 
interpretation, insofar as looking in the direction of the southern, noon Sun is com-
mon to many cultures, as is likewise the special axiological importance of the center. 
However, can we find here some special hierarchical ranking of the left and right sides? 
On this point, the text itself gives no indications that might be deemed unquestionable. 
I would like to go deeper into the contents of the inscription in order to look for such 
indications, remaining fully aware that my conclusions would not be unquestionable.

Before proposing any solution to the problem, I would like to note that neither the 
geographical data – territories or cities – nor the named Christian strategoi, nor any 
mentioned strategic positions, nor the fact that the right side is listed in the text before 
the left side, enable us to see any predomination in value of one of the directions. Let 
us consider the persons who have been placed in command of the “left” and “right” 
sides! These are the boila kavkhan Iratais for the left part and the itzirgou boilа Tou-
kos for the right part. I believe the different positions of one or the other might suggest 
some answer. Both are well-known dignities from the time of the First Empire, but 
they are poorly documented and remain enigmatic even with respect to their particu-
lar duties in the governance of the state. Vassil Gjuzelev has devoted several studies 
to them, collected in a separate book published about a dozen years ago.33 After a 
thorough overview of the sources and etymology of the designations of these dignities, 
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the author concludes that both refer to institutions in the tribal organization of the  
Bulgars – institutions that continued to exist in the emerging and the formed Bulgar 
state. There is no doubt about their origin in the traditions of the steppe peoples. 
Regarding the boila kavkhan, the asserted view is that this was a high-ranking rep-
resentative of the government whose dignity was unique in the state, was held for life 
and inheritable, and was second in rank immediately below the ruler. Initially, this 
position was connected with the relations between the clans in the tribe or the wider 
tribal structure.34 The assumption has also been made that, among the Bulgars, simi-
lar this to the Khazars, there was a double ruler’s institution (a sacred ruler and an act-
ing ruler, the latter being of a lower position than the former, but wielding the actual 
power), where the boila kavkhan might have been the real ruler of the country.35 The 
itzirgou boilа was third in rank in the state (below the khan and the boila kavkhan); 
this position involved military command and especially the governance of an internal 
region.36 The question as to the correlation between these two institutions is of great 
relevance for our discussion. The answer is generally not problematic: all authors have 
indicated boila kavkhan as the higher rank. We may note that in certain cases, the two 
dignitaries are presented in the same context and with a higher position given to the 
kavkhan: the cases in question are the campaigns of 837 and 924 г.37

The Khambarli inscription gives no direct indication of the predominance of one 
dignitary over the other, but the text does not aim to present such information. V. 
Gjuzelev offers his interpretation of the text. According to him,38 it refers to the di-
vision of the state territory between the two high-ranking dignitaries and the ruler’s 
brother. Though this does not become quite clear in his discussion, it seems the histo-
rian views this division of the territory only in the context of, and in connection with, 
a specific military campaign; in other words, he sees the military and territorial divi-
sion as an interconnected and integral whole. He deduces this from the traditions of 
the Bulgar tribal organization and the structure of the horde of the supreme leader, a 
structure that, seemingly, is understood to be a military arrangement consisting, nat-
urally, of a right flank and a left flank.39 In the concluding part of his study, however, 
Gjuzelev presents a different, though not contrary, thesis regarding the division into 
left and right parts.40 Reasserting that the division of the territory (either the newly 
conquered or the whole) is on a military – administrative basis, the author claims (it is 
unclear on what grounds) that for two separate reasons (defined by the author as “the 
governance” and “the nomadization”) the internal region of the tribal union, or the 
emerging state, among the Turkic peoples, was customarily divided into the left and 
right part, occupied respectively by the tribe of the khagan/khan and by the “father-in-
law’s tribes,” which would mean the tribes of origin of the ruler’s wife. Thus, the boila 
kavkhan proves to be the head of the father-in-law’s tribes. As such, according to the 
Khambarli inscription, he ruled the left (eastern), or less important, part of the sarakt. 
The right part, evidently more important, was occupied, according to Gjuzelev, by the 
tribes of the khan himself and was under the command of the itzirgou boilа Toukos. 
Several questions arise, which I cannot answer in the context of the author’s thesis: (1) 
what was the role of the khan’s brother, who in this case occupied the central part, and 
why was he, or the khan himself, not the one leading the khan’s tribes, instead of the 
itzirgou boilа? And in this situation, what about the central part? (2) Assuming, as the 
author claims that the position of the boila kavkhan is unique, for life and hereditary, 
how is it that he is the constant, for life, and hereditary leader of the “father-in-law’s 
tribes”? I assume that the “leader” of these tribes does not signify the “father-in-law.” 
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But this would imply that the khans always married women from a single tribe or 
group of tribes, of which the boila kavkhan was the hereditary leader – this is some-
thing about which we have no information. (3) If the itzirgou boilа was the governor 
(toparchos) of the inner region, why does he lead the right part? In general, for what 
reason (if we do not count the supposed dominance of the “right” part) does Gjuzelev 
connect precisely the western regions with the ruler and the eastern with “father-in-
law’s tribes”? I situate these questions, additionally, in the context of the claim that the 
Khambarli inscription refers to a temporary, not permanent, situation in the territo-
rial division of the state.

It seems to me that the assumptions I have pointed out in V. Gjuzelev’s book are the 
result of a logical conclusion based on inexistent information, so I will permit myself 
not to accept them without reservation. The division into the eastern and western 
parts was characteristic of the early (and not only early) Turkic political formations, 
and the eastern part, with its leader, undoubtedly stood higher in rank.41 In our case, 
“eastern” is the “left” part. This observation, combined with the application of the 
Chinese coordinate system of structuring the world, would enable us to understand 
the text of the Khambarli inscription. It is evident that the face/gaze of the person 
defining the direction is turned southward. This is also the sacred direction in Chinese 
culture, turned toward the noon Sun. This culture, as many others for that matter, 
reveres the center as well, the central place, which might correspond to the part as-
signed to the khan’s brother in the Khambarli inscription. Chinese culture ascribes the 
dominant, lucky position leftward, not rightward. And this principle is confirmed in 
the Khambarli inscription, though not directly. We might find some indication in this 
respect in the fact that the “left side” is put under the leadership of the boila kavkhan, 
who according to all researchers is of a higher rank than the itzirgou boilа, who is 
assigned to the right side. Thus, we have an almost complete, though not known in 
most of its details, overlap with the value-spatial coordinate system of the culture that 
had exerted a continuous and strong influence on the steppe, the land of origin of the 
Bulgars.

In his program study on the sacred directions, B. L. Gordon writes that the choice of 
the preferred direction of the gaze and the face was always determined by doctrinal (we 
may also call them “religious”), and not utilitarian, reasons and arguments.42 I believe 
this is so in our case as well. The southward direction of the eyes is not predetermined 
by some practical consideration, as a specific direction of military action in a specific 
war or military campaign, nor by the traditional direction of attack, for the purpose of 
plunder, from the north to the richer south, whether the latter be Byzantium or China. 
The southward orientation (if I may use this internally contradictory phrase, as “ori-
entation” means “turning to the east”) stems from religious views formed in China 
and obviously, at least partially, accepted by the steppe; this orientation has its origin 
in the high noon Sun. The same is true as concerns the division into the left and right 
side, determined by the southward direction of the face, and as concerns, the higher 
position of the left side, determined by the rising Sun.

At the beginning of this article, I specified that my aim was to raise certain ques-
tions more than to answer them. At the end of the article, we see that this is indeed the 
result. The Khambarli inscription, one of the most important objects – in institutional, 
legal, and political terms – of the Bulgar epigraphic legacy, testifies to the first rudi-
ments of territorial division of the Bulgarian state in the course of formation. Many 
details of the structure of the state remain mysterious for us due to the lack of sufficient 
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data. In any case, it becomes clear that the state had directions and parts that were 
mutually connected and were defined entirely based on the values of the society and 
its faith, and not on a purely practical basis. This conclusion seems to be a sufficient 
achievement, provided I have succeeded in demonstrating it. Here, I will not attempt 
to assert or put in doubt various theories, such as that of the Aryan-Iranian origin 
of the Bulgars or the view that they were continuers of a local tradition. We have no 
data on this, and I will not invent them or refute the inexistent. The larger question is 
whether culture is built upon a certain practice or has some spiritual foundations, but 
this question is situated in a sphere outside my specific research interests in this article.

What I would dare claim, in connection with the methodology of the study of sa-
cred space, or hierotopia, is that, in the case of a large tribal formation, the state, or 
prestate, has significant spatial parameters. It is a sacred organism that unites into an 
integral whole the protective divinity, the nation, the ruler, and the land within a sanc-
tified space that is “oriented” according to the absolute, and religious, criteria and can 
thereby encompass and give meaning to its component parts. The state is sacred in its 
establishment, and its spatial parameters must correspond to its sacredness. I think 
that this is the message we can read in our inscription, while the more specific and less 
certain conclusions we may leave to future research.
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And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the East; and there he put the man 
that he had formed. Out of the ground the Lord God made to grow every tree that is 
pleasant to the sight and good for food, the Tree of Life also in the midst of the garden, 
and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil – so the Book of Genesis describes the 
creation of Paradise (Gen 2:8–9). After these few verses, all we know about the site 
of this magnificent garden is that it is situated somewhere in the East1; it is a garden 
pleasing to God, as he comes here to walk in the cool of the day (Gen 3:8). According 
to another tradition, however, represented for example in the prophesy of Ezekiel, 
Paradise is not only a garden planted at the dawn of creation to shelter the first man 
but also God’s dwelling situated on the top of the highest mountain: it is the holy 
mountain of God (Ez. 28:13–15).2 A similar idea is stressed in the book of Psalms, 
where the mountain of God’s holiness is associated with Mount Zion (Ps 48:1–2),3 
though here we do not find a direct parallel between the Garden of Eden and the 
place of God’s dwelling. Indeed, although the theme of the Holy Mountain of God is 
undoubtedly very significant in many books of the Old Testament – see, for example, 
the importance of Mount Zion in the prophecy of Isaiah, or the role of Mount Sinai 
as a place of theophany in the Pentateuch – the idea that the Garden of Eden, Adam’s 
first household and the abode of God, is situated on the top of a Holy mountain is 
not commonly encountered in these books. This theme was truly elaborated only 
in the literature of the Second Temple period and some later Jewish and Christian 
pseudepigraphal texts.

Most of the acknowledged Second Temple period texts representing Paradise as a 
mountain have been studied well enough in the last decades.4 Nevertheless, we will 
recall here a few essential aspects of the representation of Paradise in those texts, in or-
der to better understand the development of this theme in the later Christian sources.

Two major sources depicting Paradise on the top of the mountain are 1 Enoch and 
the Book of Jubilees. In 1 Enoch, the vision of Paradise appears in one of its oldest 
parts, the Book of Watchers.5 The representation of Paradise is extremely complicated 
in this composite work; some researchers propose to see even more than one Paradise 
described by the author (s) of this vision.6 While it is not the task of this article to un-
ravel such a tangle, we can state however that this book portrays a representation of 
the abode of God in a garden on the mountain top7:

And (there was) a seventh mountain in the middle of these (mountains), and in 
their height they were all like the seat of a throne, and fragrant trees surrounded it.

15 Back to the top of the Mountain.  
A Syrian protological theme in 
the late antique and medieval 
representations of the world to come
Zinaïda Yurovskaya
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In the next fragment the meaning of this mountain is revealed to Enoch by archangel 
Michael8:

This high mountain which you saw, whose summit is like the throne of the Lord, is 
the throne where the Holy One, the Lord of Glory, the Eternal King, will sit when 
he comes down to visit the earth for good. And this beautiful fragrant tree – and no 
(creature of) flesh has authority to touch it until the great judgment when he will take 
vengeance on all and will bring (everything) to a consummation for ever – this will 
be given to the righteous and humble. From its fruit life will be given to the chosen.

Therefore, the throne on the top of the mountain, surrounded by fragrant trees, is the 
eschatological throne of God, and the magnificent tree, growing close to it, is the Tree 
of Life. This tree, however, will be transplanted in some eschatological time to the 
North,9 “by the house of the Lord, the Eternal King.”

The Tree of Knowledge, or the Tree of Wisdom, as 1 Enoch designates it, is growing 
in a different place – in the Garden of Righteousness. This is the tree that Adam and 
Eve had eaten the fruit from and that was the cause of their expulsion from the Garden 
of Righteousness.10 Eibert Tigchelaar proposes to see in these two different places the 
heirs of two different but coexisting traditions11; and, according to Tigchelaar, this 
variation of places does not really signify the simultaneous coexistence of two Edens. 
Whatever reason had provoked the authors of 1 Enoch to separate the Tree of Life and 
the Tree of Wisdom, it is important for us to note that the image of the paradisiacal 
garden on the top of the mountain was not unfamiliar to its authors; that assertion is 
also supported by another text of more or less the same period, The Book of Jubilees.

According to the Book of Jubilees, Eden “is the holiest in the entire earth,”12 “holy 
of holies and the residence of the Lord”13; it is one of four holy places on earth – and 
all these holy places are mountains14:

For there are four places on the earth that belong to the Lord: the Garden of 
Eden, the mountain of the east, this mountain on which you are today – Mount 
Sinai – and Mount of Zion (which) will be sanctified in the new creation for the 
sanctification of the earth. For this reason the earth will be sanctified from all its 
sins and from its uncleanness into the history of eternity.

Yet, the Garden of Eden in the Book of Jubilees is not only a mountain but also a sanc-
tuary, a place of sacrifice: before Adam left the Garden, he15

burned incense as a pleasing fragrance (…) in the early morning when the sun rose 
at the time when he covered his shame (with clothing out of skins).

This ministry was taken over by Enoch, who was later carried by angels to the Garden 
of Eden on the top of the mountain16:

He was taken from human society, and we led him into the Garden of Eden for (his) 
greatness and honor. Now he is there writing down the judgment and condemnation 
of the world and all the wickedness of mankind (…) He burned the evening incense 
of the sanctuary which is acceptable before the Lord on the mountain of incense.17
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Both Adam and Enoch thus have a ministerial duty in the Temple, which is the 
Garden of Eden at the top of the mountain.18 As James Scott remarks,19 Adam and 
Enoch, offering incense in the Garden of Eden, “are doing so in the primeval sanc-
tuary, which is analogous and a precursor of the eschatological Temple on Mount 
Zion.” Indeed, the Book of Jubilees’ author (s) situate the eschatological Temple on 
the top of Mount Zion20; but, is it relevant to sustain that the Temple/Garden of 
Eden is a precursor of the eschatological Temple and not the same ideal Temple, the 
abode of God? Following the text of the Book of Jubilees,21 it is difficult, in fact, to 
make a clear distinction between the Temple from the time of creation, i.e., the Gar-
den of Eden, and the eschatological Temple; it seems even less plausible to assert 
that the eschatological Temple on Mount Zion “surpasses the Eden of the past,22” 
as Martha Himmelfarb proposes. There is a strong temptation, as Annette Reed 
correctly notices,23 to apply here the later division between earthly and heavenly 
paradises, but there is no real evidence of such distinction in 1 Enoch or the Book 
of Jubilees. More conspicuous, at least in the Book of Jubilees, is the tendency to 
link protology and eschatology, when Endzeit gleicht Urzeit.24 This assimilation of 
the beginning and the end does not suppose a different Eden, different Temple, or 
a different Adam, but, as Beate Ego rightly notices,25 it represents the return of the 
same but cultured Adam, aware of his priesthood, to his primordial abode, which 
is the Temple and the dwelling of God. A similar vision of Adam appears in some 
Qumran texts26: here Adam, i.e., the man, has to return to his primordial glorious 
state, and the only place for this restored man is the garden of Paradise, the place 
where he was initially put by God, the place of God’s abode. The image of this 
eschatological Paradise largely depends here on the comprehension of the nature 
of the first man: glorious Adam, Adam-priest, has to return to the Garden-Temple 
created for him.27

This positive, joyous vision of Adam and Paradise was not prevailing in the later 
patristic literature, but it had a long and interesting development in the Syrian Chris-
tian tradition. A lot has already been written about the influence of Judaism, and the 
Jewish culture in general, on the formation of Syrian Christianity28; the depiction of 
Paradise in the Syrian Christian poetry, exegesis, and apocryphal literature is another 
witness to this intercultural exchange. Indeed, the representation of Paradise and 
Adam that we find in profoundly theological poetry and exegetic treatises of Ephrem 
the Syrian, for example, is very close to what we see in the Book of Jubilees or, for ex-
ample, in the Qumran tradition.29

The Paradise of Ephrem the Syrian is indeed a very high mountain; the summit 
of the mountain is reserved for God’s Presence.30 This mountain is also a magnifi-
cent garden, the beauty of which is a product of nature, continues Ephrem, so it is 
definitely a sensual and material place.31 According to Ephrem, only souls reunited 
with their bodies can enter into Paradise (the bodies of the righteous are very subtle, 
however, much finer than our present bodies32); the souls of the righteous have to wait 
for their bodies in a sort of faubourg du Paradis, as it was called by Ignacio Ortiz de 
Urbina,33 which is also a delightful place, full of blooming trees and wonderful fra-
grances, where souls have a reduced existence, close to sleep,34 or the life of an embryo 
in the mother’s womb.35 After the resurrection of the flesh, these souls, reunited with 
their bodies, will enter primordial Paradise, the Paradise created for Adam,36 which is 
the place of eschatological beatitude.
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This Paradise is also the Temple, of which the inner Tabernacle was hidden from 
Adam and Eve by the Tree of Knowledge, as if the Tree was the veil for the sanctuary37; 
to enter the inner Tabernacle, Adam had to keep the commandment38:

God did not permit Adam to enter that innermost Tabernacle; this was withheld, 
so that first he might prove pleasing in his service of that outer Tabernacle; like a 
priest with fragrant incense, Adam’s keeping of the commandment was to be his 
censer; then he might enter before the Hidden One into that hidden Tabernacle.

As Sebastian Brock correctly notices, in his introduction to the Hymns on Paradise,39 
for Ephrem, Adam and Eve did not have full grace before the fall but only their dis-
obedience prevented them to gain the full glory and to enter the inner Tabernacle; 
however, Adam’s heart was pure, superior to the flower buds of Paradise, and his glory 
was splendid, as he was the image of Paradise’s Planter.40

A very similar vision of Paradise and the role of Adam in it appears in another 
Syrian source, the Book of the Cave of Treasures. This apocryphal text, whose date is 
unsure (between the third and the sixth centuries), was for a long time attributed to 
Ephrem himself.41 Paradise here, as in 1 Enoch, is situated on the top of the highest 
mountain, so when Adam and Eve were expelled from it, they went down42

from that holy mountain [of Eden] to the slopes which were below it.

The concept of Adam’s glory is simpler and less theologically profound than in 
ephremian works, but Adam is still shown as a superior being, venerated by entire 
creation, including the angels43:

God formed Adam with His holy hands, in His own Image and Likeness, and 
when the angels saw Adam’s glorious appearance they were greatly moved by the 
beauty thereof. For they saw the image of his face burning with glorious splendor 
like the orb of the sun, and the light of his eyes was like the light of the sun, and 
the image of his body was like unto the sparkling of crystal.

The primordial Paradise of The Book of the Cave of Treasures is at the same time the 
Temple, where Adam was the priest; it is also the place of eschatological beatitude, as 
far as it is the Church itself44:

Eden is the Holy Church, and the Paradise which was in it is the land of rest, and 
the inheritance of life, which God hath prepared for all the holy children of men. 
And because Adam was priest, and king, and prophet, God brought him into Par-
adise that he might minister in Eden.

Allegorical understanding of the Church-Paradise is not unfamiliar to Ephrem’s works 
either: the participation in the Holy Communion, according to this nisibene hymnogra-
pher and theologian, represents the idea of the mystical opening of Paradise in the pres-
ent time, i.e., the time preceding the general Resurrection.45 It is important to remember 
though that in the ephremian thought as well as in the thought of many other Syrian au-
thors,46 this Paradise is the Paradise of Creation, the Paradise of Adam and Eve. Thus, 
according to the Syrian Book of Steps (text likely from the living community of Syrian 
asceticism and dated from the last quarter of the fourth century47), the “Perfect ones” 
are living in the realized eschaton of the original Eden while Adam had not yet sinned.48
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The interrelation and cohesion of these two notions: perfection of Adam and identity 
of primordial and eschatological Paradise seem to be very important for early Syrian 
Christian cosmology and anthropology. Primordial Paradise was created for Adam, a 
complete and glorious being; it is the place that also deserves to be the place of his escha-
tological beatitude. If the primordial Paradise is thought to be a mountain, the eschato-
logical Paradise has to be the same mountain, as it is the same Paradise. A confirmation 
of this thesis can be seen in Syrian Christian art of that time. Indeed, both these themes: 
Adam in glory and eschatological Paradise as a mountain are present here: on a fifth- 
century floor mosaic with a paradisiac scene from the Church of Holy Martyrs at Tayibat 
al-Imam, an eagle, symbolizing, in all probability, Christ49 is seated on the mountain, 
representing Paradise, as four rivers are descending from its slopes (Figure 15.1).50

Few mosaics representing Adam in glory are also dated from the fifth century.51 On 
the floor mosaic from the North Church at Huarte, Adam, seated on the throne at the 
top of the composition and dressed as a priest, is giving names to the animals – a mo-
ment, as we have seen in ephremian hymns and in the Book of the Cave of Treasures, 
which fully reveals the power of the divine gift of reason received by Adam and his ho-
liness (Figure 15.2).52 An unusual aspect of this mosaic, perhaps not decisive but worth 
noticing, is the structure of the image itself. The composition is schematically close to the 
representation of Orpheus charming the animals53; but if in the orphic scene, animals 
are usually laying, standing calmly around Orpheus, or approaching on horizontal lines 
toward him,54 here all animals are depicted ascending to Adam as if they were ascend-
ing a mountain. The only parallel to the mosaic from Huarte is the sixth-century floor 

Figure 15.1  Paradise. A fragment of a floor mosaic from the Church of the Holy Martyrs, 
Tayibat al-Imam, Syria, 5th century. Photo by Jane Chick/Manor al-Athar, 
in Judith S. McKenzie et al., Manar al-Athar Photo-Archive, Oxford 2013–, 
available at http://www.manar-al-athar.ox.ac.uk.

http://www.manar-al-athar.ox.ac.uk
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mosaic from the Church of St. George at Houad on the Orontes (Syria) where all animals 
are ascending in the same manner to the eagle, symbolizing Christ.55

The presence in early Christian art in Syria of these two themes: glorious Adam and 
eschatological Paradise on the mountain seems to be well-attested therefore. Would 
it still be legitimate to extend this association of glorious Adam with his return to 
the paradisiac mountain that we find in Syrian tradition of the third – fifth centuries,  
to the later images of Paradise? We certainly have to take into consideration that 
around the end of the fourth century the idea of the identification of primordial Par-
adise with the place of eschatological beatitude, the realm of heaven, was generally 
refuted by Christian authors in the East as well as in the West.56 This dissociation 
allowed acceptance of the opening of Paradise, mentioned in the Gospel of Luke (Lk. 
23:43), and at the same time negation of the opening of the heavenly Paradise. In such 
a manner, one could abstain from the idea of a complete transformation of the World 
after the Death and Resurrection of Christ. John Chrysostom, for example, in his Ser-
mons on the Book of Genesis, visibly depreciates the Paradise of origins, separating it 
completely from the kingdom of heaven, the place of eschatological beatitude57:

For it is not in Paradise that God promises to install us, but in the heaven itself (…) 
If he promises to us the kingdom of heaven but has installed the thief in Paradise, 
he did not yet reward him for good deeds.

Figure 15.2  Adam naming the animals. The floor mosaic from the North Church, Huarte, 
Syria, 5th century. Trace drawing by Pierre and Maria Teresa Canivet from 
Canivet, P., Canivet, M.T., Hūarte: sanctuaire chrétien d’Apemène (IVe - 
VIe s.), volume 122 de la Bibliothèque archéologique et historique, Institut 
Français d’Archéologie du Proche-Orient, Paris: P. Guethner, 1987, t. 1, 138.
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In the fifth century, Syrian poet and theologian Narsai of Edessa also underlines 
the difference between the primordial Paradise and the place of the eschatological 
beatitude. According to Narsai, Eden is but the waiting room for the righteous (as well 
as for the thief from Lk 23:42–43), where they will stay until the final resurrection.58 In 
one of his homilies on the creation, he exclaims59:

In respect to its (creation) end, my spirit forced me to tell what I have seen: it is 
more sublime than the time of its beginning. Its end is sublime, because it consists 
also of the restauration; in respect to the restauration, I say that it is more sublime 
than the beginning.

The life which Adam could have led had he not broken the commandment – continues 
Narsai – is not the same life the righteous will lead in the kingdom on high. Though 
Adam is a marvelous creature,60

God called the first Adam, by metaphor, by the name of the image. And the image 
was realized in Christ, the second Adam; here this word came to an end Let us 
make man in our image.

What a striking contrast with Ephrem’s vision of Adam: following Adam’s wish to 
be like God (that is why he ate the fruit from the forbidden tree), God brought his 
Son into the world to finally unify divine and human nature and deify Adam.61 Al-
though there is only one century between Narsai and Ephrem (furthermore, Narsai 
was Ephrem’s big admirer) their anthropology and cosmology, essentially as a result 
of a general effort of the Eastern Church to unite different streams, are already re-
markably diverse.

That said, we have to acknowledge that despite the utter refutation of the concept of 
apokatastasis and the radical change in regard to Paradise and Adam in the Christian 
doctrine, the idea of the return to primordial abode after the final resurrection did not 
disappear completely from the later Christian literature. Romanos the Melodist, for 
example, a sixth-century Greek Christian poet of Syrian origin, describes the eschato-
logical beatitude as the return to primordial Paradise62:

The immaculate beauty of the fast is the purity, mother of temperance: it springs 
the source of philosophy and procures the crown; it assures us the Paradise, 
it brings those who fast to the house of their Father, from which Adam was 
expelled.

Did Romanos, being Syrian, follow the tradition of the full restauration that we ob-
serve in the Syrian theological thought of the third to fourth centuries, or it is a for-
mal recall of an established expression? It is difficult to say, but even much later, for 
example, in the thirteenth-century revision of 4 Enoch, we find this idea of the return 
to primordial Paradise63:

And I ascended to the East, to the Paradise of Eden, where the repose for the 
righteous is prepared.
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It is also noticeable that during the entire medieval period, the position of the East-
ern fathers with respect to the identification of Paradise and the Kingdom of heaven 
was not always so strict as it was in the works of John Chrysostom or Epiphanius of 
Salamis,64 for example. In one of the most important dogmatic works of the Eastern 
Church, An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, John of Damascus represents Par-
adise as a place that possesses a double nature65:

Some, indeed, have pictured Paradise as a realm of sense, and others as a realm 
of mind. But it seems to me, that, just as man is a creature in whom we find both: 
sense and mind blended together, in like manner also man’s most holy temple 
combines the properties of sense and mind, and has this twofold expression: for as 
we said, the life in the body is spent in the most divine and lovely region, while the 
life in the soul is passed in a place far more sublime and of more surpassing beauty, 
where God makes His home, and where He wraps man about as with a glorious 
garment, and robes him in his grace, and delights and sustains him like an angel 
with the sweetest of all fruits, the contemplation of Himself.

Paradise of the last days does not seem to be different from primordial Paradise, at 
least John never specifies it in his works. Though some Eastern fathers continue to 
represent Paradise and the Kingdom of heaven as two different places,66 the idea of a 
return to the primordial abode was always present in Eastern theology and literature.

Would it be possible to perceive this primeval idea of Paradise in the visual theology, 
i.e., iconography? Does an image of Paradise-mountain survive in the later Christian 
art? A closer look at the Byzantine and early medieval Western art evidences that the 
theme of primordial Paradise on the mountain as the place of eschatological beatitude 
did not completely disappear here either, at least in the modus of citation of the early 
Christian images.

An image of primordial Paradise on the mountain is not unusual in early medieval 
art. Ninth – eleventh century Psalters with marginal illustrations, following some lost 
preiconoclastic, most probably Syrian models,67 are an interesting example of such an 
image. A miniature from the eleventh century Bristol Psalter,68 illustrating Ps 8:6–8 
(You have made him (man) to rule over the works of your hands; put all things under his 
feet; All sheep and oxen, yea, and the beasts of the field; The fowl of the air, and the fish 
of the sea) is the closest to the composition that we find on the Syrian mosaics, rep-
resenting Adam in glory. However, Adam here is not seated on the throne in priest’s 
clothes, but standing in a light shepherd’s tunic on top of the mountain, whereas dif-
ferent animals are depicted on the lower margin of the page, looking up at the first 
man (Figure 15.3). The idea of Adam-priest disappears, but the mountain is still there.

Another very interesting variation of this composition comes from a ninth-century 
Carolingian manuscript – it appears in the miniature illustrating the same Ps 8:6–10 
from Stuttgart Psalter.69 Here, Adam, naming the animals, was replaced by Christ: he 
is seated on top of a mountain, surrounded by animals, birds, and sea creatures.70 The 
composition was probably influenced by the image of Christ the Good Shepherd, but 
nonetheless, replacing Adam by Christ, the authors of that visual glossa, gave to the 
mountain of Paradise an eschatological turn, moving it from the primordial times into 
the timeless and eternal present. To understand this image Ernest De Wald proposes to 
appeal to the commentaries of Augustin and Cassiodorus on Psalm 8:4, where the words 
“man” and “son of man” were interpreted as “Christ.”71 This exegetic tradition could 
of course be determinative for the formation of the image; even still, this substitution of 
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Adam by Christ undoubtedly refers to Paul’s antithetical parallel: Christ, the New Adam 
(1 Cor 15:45). We will return to this miniature on the following pages; this composition, 
however, did not have any development in posterior Christian art.72 On the contrary, the 
image of Adam seated on the paradisiac mountain and giving a name to the animals, 
survived for a long time; we find it even in the sixteenth century, on the fresco from the 
St. Nicolas Anapafsas monastery in Meteora (Figure 15.4) for example.

If on the miniatures from Byzantine and Carolingian Psalters we can perceive only a 
remote reflection of the Syrian tradition, a few miniatures, representing Adam and Eve 
on the mountain of Paradise from two Byzantine twelfth-century manuscripts, con-
taining Homilies of Iakovos, a monk of Kokkinobaphos,73 seem to be directly based 
on the text (and illustrations?) of the Syrian Book of the Cave of Treasures. In these two 
almost identical manuscripts (the primacy is still discussed74), the text of the Lamenta-
tion of Adam from the second Sermon75 is accompanied by two full-page miniatures, 
facing each other and conceived, as correctly notices Kallirroe Linardou, as a whole.76 

Figure 15.3  Adam naming the animals. Miniature from the Bristol Psalter, London, Brit-
ish Library, Add. 40731, fol. 16r. © British Library Board. All Rights Reserved.

Figure 15.4  Theophanis Bathas-Strelitzas, Adam naming the animals. Fresco from the 
St. Nicolas Anapafsas monastery in Meteora, 1527. The image in the public 
domain.
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The first one represents the Expulsion of Adam and Eve from Paradise, Sacrifices 
of Cain and Abel, and The Killing of Abel (Figure 15.5); the second miniature is an 
image of deserted Paradise, protected by a cherub (Figure 15.6)77; both images follow 
quite closely the text of the Book of the Cave of Treasures. On the first miniature, en-
titled “Lament of the First Parents on the Expulsion from Paradise,” Adam and Eve 
are seated on top of the paradisiac mountain, still naked, but covering themselves 

Figure 15.5 E xpulsion of Adam and Eve from Paradise. Miniature illustrating the second 
Homily of Iakovos Kokkinobaphos, Paris, Bibilothèque Nationale, cod. gr. 
1208, fol. 49v. © Bibilothèque nationale de France.
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with leaves; below, they are represented again in the small house that looks like a cave, 
described in the Book of the Cave of Treasures78:

And when Adam and Eve had gone forth from Paradise, the door of Paradise was 
shut, and a cherub bearing a two-edged sword stood by it. And Adam and Eve 
went down (…) over the mountains of Paradise, and they found a cave in the top of 
the mountain, and they entered and hid themselves therein.

Figure 15.6 P aradise deserted. Miniature illustrating the second Homily of Iakovos 
Kokkinobaphos, Paris, Bibilothèque Nationale, cod. gr. 1208, fol. 50r. © 
Bibilothèque nationale de France.
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The cherub, guarding an empty mountainous Paradise, is depicted on the following 
page. These two compositions could, undoubtedly, follow the illustrations of the ear-
lier manuscript containing the Book of the Cave of Treasures; unfortunately, we don’t 
have any illustrated manuscript of this Syrian Apocrypha and at the moment can only 
speculate about the origins of this iconographic scheme. The story of Cain and Abel 
on the Kokkinobaphos miniatures is, however, another indication to the Book of the 
Cave of Treasures, as far as it also takes place in the mountains, as it describes the 
Syrian Apocrypha79:

And it came to pass that when Adam, the first priest, and Cain and Abel, his sons, 
were going up to the top of the mountain, Satan entered into Cain [and persuaded 
him] to kill Abel his brother (…); and because his offering was rejected and was not 
accepted before God, whilst the offering of Abel was accepted, Cain’s jealousy of 
his brother Abel was increased. And when they came down to the plain, Cain rose 
up against his brother Abel, and he killed him with a blow from a stone of flint.

Following this, or a very similar text, the author of the Kokkinobaphos’ sermons’ il-
lustrations, contrary to the biblical narration, settled all the story in the mountainous 
landscape. This particular detail could also be a link between Kokkinobaphos minia-
tures and presumed illustrations of the Book of the Cave of Treasures.

The image of a hilly, mountainous primordial Paradise and its suburbs, which must 
be a reflection of the above discussed Syrian preiconoclastic tradition, is not in fact a 
rare feature in Byzantine art – we find it on numerous miniatures illustrating eleventh –  
twelfth century Octateuchs, for example.80 This type of representation of primordial 
Paradise seems to be well absorbed by Byzantine artists. But what about eschatologi-
cal Paradise? Is there a place for mountains in the Kingdom of heaven? 

We have to return here to the ninth-century Psalters, haeres of the earlier preicon-
oclastic tradition.81 Quite close to Byzantine representations of primordial Paradise 
is the image of Heavenly Jerusalem from the ninth-century Utrecht Psalter, often 

Figure 15.7 He avenly Jerusalem. Miniature illustrating Ps 145:2 from the Utrecht Psalter. 
Utrecht University Library, Ms 32, fol. 81v. © Utrecht University Library.
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following the same preiconoclastic prototypes as Byzantine Psalters with marginal 
illustrations. Here, there is an image of hills and mountains enclosed by high walls, 
representing the New Jerusalem (Figure 15.7)82; in that manner, the paradisiac land-
scape is inserted inside the walls of the Holy City. However, this unusual image did not 
have an important posterity; a more popular iconographic scheme, appearing in the 
same Psalter, offers an image of one mountain inside the New Jerusalem’s walls with 
Christ or a Temple on its summit, as for example on the illustration to the Ps. 47 (48): 
2–3.83 This mountain certainly represents eschatological Zion, mentioned in the 
Revelation of John (Rev. 14:1), but its origin can definitely be traced to the pre-
iconoclastic tradition of the representation of eschatological Paradise, as far as this 
mountain, related to the Second Temple Literature theme of the only Paradise and 
God’s  mountain-dwelling, reappears in diverse compositions linked by their theo-
logical core.

Very different in style, but similar in concept image exists in the Stuttgart Psalter: 
on the miniature illustrating the same Ps. 47 (48):2–3, Christ is sitting on the moun-
tain at the entrance to the New Jerusalem.84 The miniature illustrating Ps 8:6–10 
from the same Psalter, as it was noticed earlier, also pictures Christ sitting on top 
of a mountain, instead of Adam, and naming animals.85 A noteworthy parallel is 
an illustration to Psalm 89 (90) from the Theodore Psalter, where Christ is seated 
on the throne at the mountain top, which has to be Mount Sinai, as far as Moses 
is represented at its base.86 Here, we can recall the Syrian floor mosaic from the 
Church of Holy Martyrs at Tayibat al-Imam (Figure 15.1) where there is an image 
of Christ, represented as an eagle, seated at the summit of the eschatological para-
disiac mountain.

Other possible witnesses of the existence of such composition are the late antique 
images of the Lamb on the top of eschatological Zion. This is, of course, an illustration 
to a verse from the Book of Revelation (Then I looked, and there was the Lamb, stand-
ing on Zion, Rev. 14:1), but four paradisiac rivers are flowing down along its slopes,87 
referring to the paradisiac mountain so that it might be a replication of its earlier 
images. In much the same way, on some fourth-fifth representations of traditio legis, 
Christ is standing on the mountain with four rivers – as in the destroyed apse mosaic 
from San Pietro,88 or the mosaic from the mausoleum of Santa Costanza in Rome 
(where Christ, in quite an unusual way, is represented not standing on the mountain 
but hovering above it). These mosaics are also proving that in the fourth to the early 
fifth century in the Latin Christian thought and iconography, there was not yet a clear 
distinction between Paradise and New Jerusalem.89 An early ninth-century apse mo-
saic from the triclinium of Pope Leo III in the Lateran palace that represents Christ 
standing among the apostles on the same paradisiac mountain with four rivers seems 
to be a citation of these earlier images (Figure 15.8).

An interesting parallel to the image of Mount Zion inside the New Jerusalem walls 
from the ninth-century Carolingian miniatures is an early fifth century roman mo-
saic from Santa Pudenziana where, behind enthroned Christ and surrounding him 
apostles, there is an image of New Jerusalem.90 Inside the Holy City’s walls, there is a 
mountain, but on its top, there is neither a Temple nor Christ in glory, like in the Utre-
cht Psalter, but a triumphal Cross. Here, the eschatological mountain is represented by 
Golgotha. Taking into account contemporary patristic texts, it is absolutely not sur-
prising, as far as in the early Christian world, Golgotha was often taking over the func-
tion of the center of the universe, appropriate to the Old Testament’s eschatological 
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mountain. It became the cosmic mountain, the umbilicus mundi with the Tree of Life, 
lignum vitae on its top91:

He [Christ] stretched out His hands on the cross that he might encompass the ends 
of the world; for this Golgotha is the very center of the earth. It is not my word, 
but it is the prophet who had said You has wrought salvation from the middle of the 
earth (Is. 49:6).

In the comments on Isaiah attributed to Ephrem the Syrian92 (It will happen in the final 
days that the mountain of Yahweh’s house will rise higher than the mountains and tower above 
the height, Is. 2:2), the author writes about the real sacrifice that was offered on the top of 
this mountain, i.e., the sacrifice on the Cross. The sacrifice offered by Adam on the top 
of the paradisiac mountain became the prototype of the sacrifice on the top of Golgotha.

The eschatological vision of the primordial Paradise-mountain was also related to 
the Mariological theme. Sergei Minov had already noticed the existence of a typo-
logical connection between Mary and Paradise in Syrian theological literature and 
hymnography93; the association of Paradise with the Virgin continued in Byzantine 
literature as well. In the fifth century, Proclus of Constantinople calls Mary “the 
spiritual Paradise of the second Adam.94” In the Akathistos Hymn that Leena Pel-
tomaa dates as mid-fifth century,95 the Virgin is associated with a living temple96 that 
was also an allegorical image of Paradise in Syrian poetry.97 The parallel Maria –  
Zion is founded in multiple Byzantine texts,98 and the now destroyed fragment of the 
Constantinopolitan eleventh century Physiologus, the Virgin was compared to another 
holy mountain – Mount Sinai.99 In that manner, Mary was associated not only directly 

Figure 15.8  Christ with the apostles. The mosaic from the triclinium of Pope Leo III, Lat-
eran palace, Rome, 9th century. http://romeartlover.tripod.com/Vasi46.html. 
Image used with permission.

http://romeartlover.tripod.com
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with Paradise, but also with its different aspects found in the Syrian tradition, such 
as the Temple and the mountain. This typological parallel was richly developed in 
the marginal miniatures of ninth – fourteenth-century Byzantine Psalters. Thus, as a 
commentary to the Ps. 67(68):16 (Why be envious, haughty mountains, of the mountain 
God has chosen for his dwelling? There God will dwell for ever) appears the image of a 
tall mountain, strait as a column, with a medallion depicting the Virgin and the Child 
on top (Figure 15.9). This image develops a very complicated commentary that repre-
sents the Virgin as Paradise, the place of God’s dwelling, as far as the artist makes an 
allusion to Daniel’s dream.100

Figure 15.9 D aniel’s dream. A miniature illustrating Ps. 67(68):16 from Theodore Psalter, 
London, British Library, Add. 19352, fol. 84r. © British Library Board. All 
Rights Reserved.
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Another miniature, commentating Ps. 77(78):68–69 ([The Lord] chose the tribe of 
Judah, his well-loved mountain of Zion; he built his sanctuary like high hills), represents 
the Virgin as the Temple at the top of Mount Zion.101 This multilayer visual commen-
tary contains thus the theme of Virgin-Church-Paradise expressed in the Syrian and 
Byzantine patristic literature.

All these eschatological and theophanic images, though very different by style, 
provenance, and detail, show that in the late antique and medieval art the new world 
to come could be represented not only by the precious heavenly city of New Jerusalem 
but also by the eschatological mountain. There was, of course, a well-established tra-
dition of the Holy Mount that could influence this iconographic choice, but all these 
images have some details referring to the primordial Paradise, such as the Tree of Life 
or four paradisiac rivers. This relegates the spectator not only to the theme of the Holy 
Mount but also to the mountain of primordial/eschatological Paradise of the Second 
Temple literature and Syrian hymnography. It would be a long stretch to conclude 
that the late antique and medieval authors of these images wanted to underline the 
identity of these two places or praise the beauty of primordial Adamic condition. That 
would definitely be an anachronism. We can state positively however that these artists 
were following some Palestinian or Syrian examples containing this idea (like the floor 
mosaic from the Church of Holy Martyrs at Tayibat al-Imam). With time, though, a 
lot of the details of primordial Paradise in pictures of the heavenly kingdom found a 
new allegorical explanation. In this way Paulinus of Nola, in his commentary of the 
apse mosaic of Nola’s basilica, explains four paradisiac rivers, running down from 
the slopes of Mount Zion: they are, Paulinus explains to us, four evangelists, bringing  
the life-giving waters of God’s Word.102

Annex

The theme of the Paradise on the mountain found a very peculiar development in the 
Russian art of the fifteenth to the sixteenth century in the iconographic scheme of 
the icon “All creation rejoices in you…,” based on the homonymous hymn of John of 
Damascus.103 Here, the Mother of God, surrounded by angels and a multitude of the 
righteous, is seated on the throne with the Christ-child on her lap; a Holy City that is 
represented by innumerous temples is behind her. The image illustrates in a very literal 
way the text of the hymn praising Mary as “spiritual Paradise” and “sanctified temple,” 
but the Holy City and the throne of the Virgin are situated on the top of the mountain 
(Figure 15.10). This mountain is certainly a sign of the Heavenly Jerusalem and a nod to 
Jerusalem terrestrial, but none less the visual scheme of the Paradise on the mountain 
was chosen. Another notable example of the elaboration of this theme appears on the 
sixteenth-century icon placed in the upper part of the altar door of Solvychegodsk’s 
Cathedral of the Annunciation (Figure 15.11). Representing Heavenly Jerusalem and 
referring to the 2Cor. 12:2–4, containing Apostle Paul’s paradisiac vision, the artist 
depicted a hilly, mountainous landscape inside the walls of the Holy City that astonish-
ingly reminds us of the vision of the New Jerusalem from the Utrecht Psalter (Figure 
15.7).104 With no doubt, the mountains on these Russian icons are belated witnesses of 
the early Christian tradition placing Paradise at the top of the highest mountain. 

It is possible indeed to find many more perceptible traces of this ancient tradition in 
the later Byzantine and Post-Byzantine art. Thus, the miniature from the fourteenth 
century Kiev Psalter, closely connected to the ninth – eleventh century Psalters with 
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marginal illustrations, represents Zion as a group of mountains with a tree on one of 
them (Figure 15.12).105 Being a comment to the Ps. 124(125):1, (Whoever trusts in Yah-
weh is like Mount Zion: unshakable, it stands forever. Jerusalem! The mountains encircle 
her: so, Yahweh encircles his people, henceforth and forever), this miniature reminds the 
vision of Paradise from 1 Enoch, cited before106:

This high mountain which you saw, whose summit is like the throne of the Lord, is 
the throne where the Holy One, the Lord of Glory, the Eternal King, will sit when 
he comes down to visit the earth for good. And this beautiful fragrant tree – and no 
(creature of) flesh has authority to touch it until the great judgment when he will 
take vengeance on all and will bring (everything) to a consummation for ever – this 
will be given to the righteous and humble. From its fruit life will be given to chosen.

Would it be a coincidence?

Figure 15.10  “All Creation rejoices in thee…,” from the Cathedral of the Assumption, Dm-
itrov, beginning of the 16th century. The image in the public domain.



Figure 15.12  Zion mountains. A miniature illustrating Ps. 124(125):1, Kiev Psalter, Russian 
National Library, St. Petersbourg, cod. OLDP, F6, fol. 181v. © Российская 
Национальная Библиотека.

Figure 15.11  Heavenly Jerusalem. An icon from the upper part of the altar door from 
the Cathedral of the Annunciation in Solvychegodsk, 1570. © Сольвычегодский 
Художественный Музей.
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Introduction

Architectural imagery, with all its attendant spatial properties and perspectives, so 
abounds in Byzantine religious literature that its scope and application are not easy to 
assess. In both the Old and New Testaments, the figure of the building is an important 
symbolic manifestation of the divine presence, whether it is the temple of Solomon, 
the visionary temple of Ezekiel, or the celestial Jerusalem. As sites of divine presence 
and access to the deity, these symbolic structures were identified with the body of 
Christ, understood to be the par excellence temple of the divinity (cf. John 2:19). As 
the figural “corner-stone” of a “living spiritual edifice” in which “the fullness of the 
divinity dwells bodily” (cf. Mt 21:42; 1 Pet 2:5; Col 2:9), the mystical body of Christ was 
a structure that extended to include the body of the mystic as the site and edifice of the 
mystical encounter: a living, representational space paradoxically contained by the 
divinity and simultaneously containing it.

This paper, which I am pleased to offer to my friend and colleague, Professor Alexei 
Lidov, studies the use of spatial and architectural concepts in Niketas Stethatos’s Life 
of Symeon the New Theologian (scr. ca. 1055), along with parallel passages in the writ-
ings of its subject, Symeon the New Theologian (ca. 949–1022).1 Symeon was an in-
fluential (and controversial) mystic, writer, and monastic leader, and Stethatos, his 
disciple and biographer, was one of the leading theologians of his age.2 Approaching 
the Life from a broad spatial perspective has the advantage of expanding reductively 
epistemological and linguistic conceptions of mysticism and of engaging multiple lev-
els of objects and discourse, including Symeon’s physical and social environment, his 
mystical experiences, and their spatialized representations. In exploring the conver-
gence of space and mystical experience presented in the Life, this paper endeavors 
to reveal new insights into the understanding and production of sacred space. The 
visionary experiences described in the Life are always embodied experiences that un-
fold within a particular space: the multifaceted place where encounters with the divine 
converge with their social, textual, iconographic, and architectural representations.

Space as light

In the Life’s complex hierotopy, the density of both the mystic’s body and the spatial 
structures it inhabits are transformed through the medium of light, which renders 
them ambiguously fluid and attenuates them in a manner analogous to the depiction 
of spatial forms in Byzantine icons (a subject we shall consider below). However, while 
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it is perhaps taken for granted that Byzantine spirituality is a “mysticism of light,” 
no writer before Symeon had emphasized the phenomenon of light to such a degree, 
nor with such emotional intensity.3 Dozens of his pages recount his striking personal 
encounters with the divine light, which he frequently construes in distinctively spatial 
terms, a descriptive mode to which the Life remains faithful.4 The convergence of 
space and light described in the Life of St Symeon has philosophical antecedents in the 
Neoplatonic tradition, and it will be helpful to consider those aspects of this tradition 
that are directly relevant to the argument of this paper.5

In the ancient Greek philosophical tradition, “space” denotes not primarily a void 
or vacuum but a quality of relation to “place” (τόπος), which fundamentally deter-
mines the nature of beings. This qualitative determination functions within a dynamic 
model of a universe animated by movements bearing things to their natural places, so 
that, for example, heavier objects are naturally drawn downward whereas an element 
such as fire rises upward. Thus, for Aristotle, the earth lies at the center of the cosmos, 
surrounded by water as its “place,” which in turn is located within the surrounding 
“place” of air and the concentric spheres of the fiery heavens.6

Neoplatonist philosophers, who sought to harmonize the ideas of Aristotle with 
those of Plato, criticized Aristotle’s concept of space as little more than a system of 
motionless boundaries, marking and measuring the limits of the objects contained 
within them.7 They therefore reframed Aristotle’s categories in more ontological terms 
by locating them within a doctrine of participation, which encompassed physics, met-
aphysics, and psychology.8 Rather than simply conveying bodies to particular loca-
tions, the notion of “place” was redefined as a bridge or medium between the levels of 
reality within a graded hierarchy, not only between the physical and the metaphysical 
but also between the incorporeal soul and spatially divided bodies. Movement between 
these realities required that the “spatial” intermediary between the two extremes, as it 
were, shared in the properties of both. This requirement was met by identifying space 
with light, an element that pervaded and bound together the entire cosmic system, 
reflecting the activity and presence of the intelligible as spatially extended into—or 
rather as—the sensible.9 Space, then, understood as a luminous body became the in-
termediary element between the physical bodies and the noetic world. At each level 
of being, there was a mediating light, while the light itself was “nothing other than 
participation in divine existence.”10

From here it is but a small step to the corpus Dionysiacum, with its outpouring of 
the transcendent divinity as diffusion of light productive of “spatially” organized hi-
erarchies of being. For Dionysios, the theophanic progression of the divine assumes a 
distinctively Christian character, insofar as the primal light of the divinity is Christ, 
who is the “light of the Father” and the “source” of all hierarchy.11 It is intriguing to 
note that the “positive” (or “cataphatic”) self-manifestations of the divine are known 
as θέσεις, a word that literally means “places” or “positions” in the sense of local-
ized determinations.12 Such “placements” encompass everything from the “location” 
of quality in a substance to the formal arrangement of a structure, making θέσις an 
equivalent of τάξις, which designates a rank, order, or hierarchical office or institu-
tion.13 The notion of θέσις is a mark of God’s providential care for creation, manifested 
in the harmonious order and placement of beings.

In the writings of Maximos the Confessor, the Dionysian notion of θέσις undergoes 
a significant modification. No longer designating a kind of static or stationary relation 
to God, the term comes to denote movement toward God, and ultimately divinization, 
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which is likewise referred to as a θέσις.14 This critical modification represents Maxi-
mos’s disinclination for rigid ontological orders functioning as impenetrable bound-
aries between the levels of reality that could not be traversed.15 If Dionysios coined 
the term “hierarchy,” Maximos avoids the term completely.16 Instead, the Confessor 
adopts a more “spatially open” model based on his celebrated doctrine of the logoi.17 
In this model, hierarchical super- and subordination are effectively collapsed and 
 conflated—like “stars vanishing at the appearance of the sun”18—into the immediate 
and dynamic continuum of Logos, logoi, and beings. This new model found expression 
in a novel ordering of reality, not into Dionysian hierarchies, but into the five divisions 
of being described in Ambiguum 41. Here, the primary division is into uncreated and 
created natures, which are transcended and unified in the person of the incarnate 
Logos.19 Consistent with this reconceptualization of the Dionysian universe, move-
ment across these new ontological boundaries was surprisingly simple and depended 
on the freely determined capacities of each participant.

Maximos nonetheless remained committed to the reality of “place” as an irreduci-
ble property of being (and it is no coincidence that the Greek word ἄτοπον designates 
what is strange, unnatural, and irrational). Space and time are the conditions for the 
very possibility of beings, apart from which beings cannot exist.20 “This is because all 
created beings came into existence relative to a “Where” and a “When,” by means of 
which they exist relative to an outward position and in terms of its motion toward its 
principle of origin.”21 Here, the element of “motion toward” is significant and indi-
cates that spatial and temporal determinations do not preclude the possibility of ra-
tional beings ecstatically “stepping outside” the boundaries of space and time toward 
their “principle of origin,” which is God. The most striking example of this is Maxi-
mos’ account, in Ambiguum 20, of the apostle Paul’s upward passage (cf. 2 Cor 12:2–4) 
through the angelic orders, terminating in a condition of absolute immediacy with 
God, beyond all negation, boundary, and limit.22 Dionysios rather tellingly avoids the 
Pauline verse in question, as well as any suggestion of upward movement through the 
hierarchy, which would problematically transgress, and allow a more perfect union 
with, the very divine activity that established creatures in their fixed locations within 
the hierarchy.23

If Symeon was directly familiar with Neoplatonic metaphysics, there is almost noth-
ing in his writings to indicate this. His reformulation of Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave,” 
with its distinctive juxtaposition of space and light, may perhaps appear to demon-
strate direct familiarity with the Platonic corpus.24 The celebrated myth, however, had 
long been absorbed into Christian discourse, and it seems likely that philosophical el-
ements in Symeon’s writings were mediated through the Platonizing Christian authors 
he is known to have read.25 For example, the notion of sacred space as the illuminating 
presence of the Holy Spirit was a central point in the theology of Basil of Caesarea and 
was also a topic in John of Damascus’s On the Orthodox Faith—two works that were 
undoubtedly known to Symeon.26 Yet, Symeon could not have been completely dis-
connected from the general Christian Neoplatonic cultural fabric of middle Byzantine 
Constantinople, which would soon experience a renaissance associated with Michael 
Psellos (d. ca. 1078) and John Italos (d. ca. 1082), along with the contemporary publi-
cation of the “Constantinopolitan edition” of the works of Maximos the Confessor.27 
And if Symeon himself did not participate directly in the Neoplatonic revival of the 
early Komnenian period, his disciple and biographer, Niketas Stethatos, was exactly 
contemporary with it.28
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The Neoplatonic metaphysics of space as light provides a suggestive, if not necessarily 
an immediate, philosophical framework for the spatial dynamics of the Life of Symeon 
the New Theologian. At the same time, it is clear that Symeon’s self- understanding of 
his visionary experiences—which was shared by Stethatos—is deeply rooted in the 
tradition of Paul’s rapture and ecstatic transport to the third heaven (2 Cor 12:1–4),  
a tradition supported by centuries of patristic and early Byzantine exegesis of the cor-
pus Paulinum.

Paul’s rapture

The influence of St. Paul on Byzantine spirituality has not yet been fully assessed and 
appreciated, although the great apostle has rightly been called the “model mystic for 
Symeon the New Theologian.”29 Symeon’s visions are indeed very closely modeled on 
the “rapture” (ἀρπαγή) of Paul (2 Cor 12:1–4), an event that in the Byzantine tradition 
had long been identified with Paul’s vision of the divine light on the road to Damascus 
(Acts 9:1–19; 22:6–11; 26:13–14).

Paul’s account is the only firsthand description of an ascent to heaven to have sur-
vived from the first century.30 It is tantalizingly brief—around 50 words—little more 
than an elliptical digression about “visions and revelations” embedded in a larger ar-
gument. In the tradition of ironic boasting, Paul writes of “a certain man” who was 
“caught up” into the “third heaven,” although he afterward states that this man was 
“caught up” into “paradise,” where he heard “certain ineffable words that cannot be 
spoken.” To complicate matters still further, the apostle repeatedly notes that he does 
not know whether this experience took place “in the body or out of the body.” We are 
consequently left to wonder about the precise relation of the “third heaven” to “para-
dise,” which may perhaps be one and the same destination, unless Paul is speaking of 
a two-stage ascent, or perhaps of two separate ascents.31 Moreover, further ambiguity 
arises over whether or not this was a spiritual or a bodily experience; we are told noth-
ing about the content, meaning, or purpose of the revelation, or why the words that 
were heard cannot be communicated to others.32

Despite these ambiguities—or perhaps because of them—this passage attracted 
considerable interest throughout the patristic and later Byzantine periods. On the 
whole, the Fathers of the Church accepted the account as entirely fitting and natural, 
recognizing in Paul’s rapture a paradigm for their own spiritual experiences, a con-
nection authorized by the influential Life of Antony.33 The connection itself, however, 
is much older and appears in a highly developed form already in Origen’s Commentary 
on the Song of Songs, which conflates the connubial “inner chamber” with the apostle’s 
“third heaven.” The Commentary survives only in a Latin translation, although the 
passage linking Paul’s ecstasy with Christian mystical experience is extant in Greek 
in the Catena on the Song of Songs compiled by Prokopios of Gaza (ca. 460–526).34 
From at least, then, the third century, spiritual writers interpreted Paul’s ascent as an 
expression of the highest level of mystical experience, and to this general rule, Symeon 
the New Theologian is no exception.

Two elements in this dramatic experience were at the fore of Byzantine spiritual-
ity: the perceptually overwhelming manifestation of divine light and the ambigu-
ous spatial location of the body because at the time of his rapture Paul confessed 
not knowing “whether he was in the body or out of the body” (2 Cor 12:3). In the 
Life, Symeon’s mystical experiences are explicitly and repeatedly aligned with Paul’s 
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rapture, which is equated with the mystical experience of “ecstasy” (ἔκστασις)—a 
word that means “to stand or be outside of one’s self or place”—so that Symeon’s cell 
is flooded with light, which “flashes around him just as it once did with Paul,” and 
“catches him up” (i.e., in rapture), alluding directly to Acts 26:13.35 Moreover, Syme-
on’s mystical experiences both signal and require the displacement of the body, so 
that, like Paul, he enters an ambiguously liminal space, which is paradoxically both 
embodied and disembodied.36 The simultaneous embodiment and disembodiment 
of mystical experience reflect philosophical conceptions of space in which the body 
is at once a spatialized receptacle, while the negation of any bounded containment is 
localized within definable space.

The architecture of the self

Throughout the Life, the cloistral space of the saint’s cell is the basic structural unit 
that functions both as an extension of the saint’s body and a microcosm of the physical 
world. As the body is enclosed within its cell, the body itself is a cell containing the 
soul, which in turn contains the uncontainable divinity.37 Correspondences between 
the monastic body and its cell were not new, and Symeon would have learned of them 
from multiple sources, including standard monastic reading such as John Klimakos’s 
Ladder of Divine Ascent 27:

Strange as it may seem, the monk is a man who fights to keep his incorporeal self 
enclosed within the house of the body—the cell of a monk is the body that sur-
rounds him, and within him is the dwelling place of knowledge.38

The cell/body analogy could, moreover, be extended to include the furnishings of the 
cell, which are themselves the spatialized forms of the cloistered body projected out-
ward. The simple triad of floor, stool, and mat, for example, makes spatially and there-
fore steadily visible the collection of postures and positions when the body moves in 
and out of. These furnishings objectify the locations of the body that most frequently 
hold the body’s weight; they objectify the body’s continual need to shift within itself 
the locus of its weight, as well as its need to become wholly forgetful of its weight 
and to move weightlessly to larger mindfulness.39 Spaces and physical structures are 
thus endowed with spiritual meaning, as the structures and spaces of the soul are 
embodied in cognate physical symbols. In this way, the mystic’s body and its enclos-
ing cell give spatialized, observable expression to his inward spiritual state. As the 
invisible empties itself into visibility, and the incorporeal into corporeality, the spatial 
dynamics presented in the Life empower the transposition of spiritual undertakings 
and achievements into tangible, hierotopic forms. And so closely does the Life identify 
Symeon’s body with the space of his cell that when the latter is dismantled by Symeon’s 
persecutors, Stethatos notes that the “inanimate cell underwent a punishment equal 
to that of its owner.”40 Thirty years after the saint’s death, an epsilon—the fifth letter 
of the Greek alphabet—mysteriously appeared on a piece of marble in the saint’s cell, 
foretelling the translation of his bodily remains during the Fifth Indiction.41 Similarly, 
Symeon’s restoration of the monastic church of St. Mamas is described by Stethatos 
as an outward image of Symeon’s efforts to reform and renew the inner lives of his 
monks, a spiritual project spatialized in the physical rebuilding of fallen and dilapi-
dated monastic structures.42



348 V. Rev. Maximos Constas

Ecstasy and displacement

As described in the Life of Symeon, mystical experience does not simply generate the 
emplacement of the body but brings about its transcendence: the ecstatic displacement 
of the mystic into a realm outside the limits of the body’s proper spatial location. In 
the Life, this transcendence is typically expressed through the attenuation and even 
disappearance of the physical space of the cell. As Symeon’s cell is “flooded with light 
from above,” the physical space of his cell is “dissolved” (ἀφανισθέντα), whereas the 
saint is (like St. Paul) “caught up into the air” and “completely forgets his body.” Af-
terward, in reverse order, the saint is “contracted back into himself” (συσταλέντος 
πρὸς ἑαυτό), back into his body, and back into the space of his cell.43 This is a formula 
that Stethatos repeats throughout the Life, so that later, while Symeon is praying in his 
cell, the “roof of the house is lifted away” (τῆς στέγης ἀρθείσης τοῦ οἴκου) as a “cloud 
of light” descends from heaven and settles above his head. During another visionary 
moment, while the saint is standing at prayer inside (ἔνδον) his cell, he “seemed to be 
outside in the open air” (αἴθριος ἔξω), and “the building and everything else disap-
peared (παρήρχοντο), and he seemed no longer to be inside.”44

These experiences are also recounted in Symeon’s own writings, where they are 
presented in exactly the same language and imagery. Three passages, in particular, 
stand out as central to the argument of this paper and merit full citation. In Hymn 25, 
Symeon, describing a mystical vision, states that: “I was not aware I was within the 
house; it seemed I was sitting in the dark open air, and I was utterly oblivious even of 
my own body.”45 In Catechetical Discourse 16, Symeon notes that the divine light:

Is radiant like the sun, and I perceive all creation enclosed within it. It shows 
me all that it contains, and enjoins me to respect my own limits. I am enclosed 
between walls and under a roof, yet it opens the heavens to me. I raise my eyes to 
contemplate the realities on high and everything appears as it was at first.46

Finally, In Ethical Discourse 5, he notes that:

Light appeared to me, and the walls of my cell immediately vanished, and the 
world disappeared, and I remained alone in the presence of the Alone. And I do 
not know if this my body was there, too; I do not know if I was outside of it.47

The common thread that runs through these three passages is the transformation of 
Symeon’s state of mind or consciousness—including a loss of awareness regarding 
the reality of his own body—which is paralleled in the perceived physical transfor-
mation of the space of his cell. Such experiences are not without precedent in patristic 
literature, but the high concentration of such experiences is unique to the writings of 
Symeon.48

The saint as the icon and iconic space

These literary descriptions of a sainted figure standing in a ground of light devoid of 
architectural framing are analogous to the artistic forms and compositional features 
of Byzantine icons. In Byzantine iconography, sacred events, as a rule, are never de-
picted within closed, confined spaces, even if historically they took place indoors. 
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For example, the Annunciation, the Last Supper, and Pentecost, which all took place 
indoors are traditionally depicted “outdoors,” in the open air, often set before sche-
matic clusters of buildings and other architectural forms, or simply within a field of 
golden light. That these events historically took place indoors is typically denoted by 
a red cloth draped over the upper edges of the architectural forms. In addition, the 
overwhelming manifestation of light characteristic of Symeon’s visionary experiences 
would seem to correspond to the general absence of shadows in Byzantine religious 
art.49 As a rule, bodies do not cast shadows within icons, because the sacred persons 
and events have no external source of light. Instead, the lighted forms and surfaces 
that one sees are illumined from a source within the icon, not least from the icon’s gold 
surface, which literally reflects light making the icon a source of light.50

Henry Maguire has recently argued that imagery from the natural world, which was 
common in late-antique religious art, was increasingly avoided by middle Byzantine 
artists, who tended to place sacred figures against architectural backgrounds, which 
he suggests function as projections or metaphors—like cast shadows, in a sense—
of the enframed saintly bodies.51 Maguire further notes that in some iconographic 
scenes, the figures are disengaged from their architectural setting having become less 
tied to physical surroundings and less earthbound.52 He concludes that, after Icono-
clasm, the first role of architectural forms was to indicate, by their relative presence 
or absence, the spiritual status of the person or scene. The second role is the complete 
absence of architectural forms, which indicates a sense of spiritual transcendence, 
a higher spiritual place, an image of divine glory, in which there was no room, so to 
speak, for architecture.53 Here, of course, one thinks of Yeat’s poetic image of “sages 
standing in God’s holy fire, as in the gold mosaic of a wall.”54

In this way, the saint or mystic is an icon, a model or image of sanctity for others, be-
coming a sacred site for the faithful and a visible example of liminality, existing visibly 
within the world but nonetheless representing something beyond it. It is worth noting 
that Symeon himself was directly involved in the design and production of icons, par-
ticularly of his spiritual father, Symeon the Elder. The icon proved to be popular, and 
local religious leaders requested copies of it. It also proved to be controversial, and 
when the cult of Symeon the Elder came under attack, resulting in the theft of the icon 
and the slandering of the saint, Stethatos deemed the affair a “new Iconoclasm,” and 
its proponents were naturally compared to Iconoclasts.55 During his lifetime, Symeon 
the New Theologian, while in his cell, was observed to be suspended six feet in the 
air, rising to the “same level as a large icon of the Deesis” hanging close to the ceiling.  
A bright and radiant light emanated from Symeon’s body, and his hands were raised 
in prayer, like a figure in an icon.56 After his death, Symeon himself was depicted in 
an icon, the face of which was seen to glow a “fiery burning red.”57 These passages 
suggest that the form of space envisioned in the Life, the “place” of the sainted body, 
is a fully iconic space, at once a hierotopy and a heterotopia, virtualizing the inherent 
liminality of the icon, and seeking to represent, in literary form, something of the 
spiritual visions experienced by the saints.

Conclusion

The Byzantine religious mind had deep confidence in the harmonious order of things, 
which included a view of physical space that did not exist in isolation from the meta-
physical space of spiritual experience. As we have seen, both spheres co-existed in a 
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creative tension between (ungraspable, abstract, and immaterial) space and (material, 
localized, and circumscribable) place. Among the modes of spatial expression charac-
teristic of Byzantine monasticism, solitary enclosure was prominent, marking both the 
narrow compass of the monastic cell and the separated expanse of the desert. In nei-
ther case did such isolation necessarily leave the monk socially or physically isolated, 
and this was especially true of the monasteries in which Symeon lived, which were 
located within or near a large urban center.

Monastery walls also constitute symbolic, representational spaces, and the deci-
sion to enter monastic life involved physical separation and enclosure as the outward 
sign of the monk’s separation from the world and spiritual enclosure in God.58 Such 
enclosures lent themselves to multiple representations: the soul dwelling in God, or 
God in the soul. Alternatively, the same enclosures were permeable boundaries, as 
if the walls and windows of the monk’s cell or the monastic church were understood 
as porous skin or a permeable membrane: a threshold between the inner microcosm 
and outer macrocosm. From both points of view, the body is central to the respective 
spatial representations of mystical experience. Symeon may seem to minimize the role 
of the body, the actual or at least conscience presence of which is not guaranteed, or 
which at the very least is ambiguous. And if the mystic’s rapture into overwhelming 
light brings with it a forgetting or loss of the self, then the body must also be forgotten. 
But the body cannot be completely ignored: it is God’s creation and has a role to play 
in serving God. Thus, the seeming diminishment or loss of the body does not issue in 
a call to set aside the body or discard all material associations. Symeon himself was a 
builder and beautifier of churches, and the life of the coenobium is a shared and highly 
social life, in which the human beings are fully interdependent.59

The nature and authenticity of mystical experience has probably always been a prov-
ocation to those who have no experience of it and may likewise puzzle even those who 
have had such experiences. To the modern reader, what the saint describes might seem 
akin to visual hallucinations and perceptual distortions, both of which are forms of 
psychosis that are common primarily in schizophrenics. Yet, the most common types 
of schizophrenic hallucinations are auditory. Visual hallucinations are second in fre-
quency and occur when perceptions that are perceived as real occur in the absence of 
any external stimulus, such as a room “flooded with light from above,” or whose “walls 
and roof are lifted away.” Such hallucinations are typically terrifying for the one who 
suffers them, whereas for Symeon they were accompanied by feelings of ineffable tran-
quility, sweetness, and bliss. The loss of self described in these accounts might seem 
comparable to what psychiatrists call depersonalization and derealization—extreme 
forms of disassociation from one’s self or body—yet, these tend to occur as a result 
of severe trauma, and are normally linked with dissociative disorders ranging from 
schizophrenia to post-traumatic stress.60

The relationship between the saint and his cell is another fascinating phenomenon. 
Some neuroscience research suggests that when a person is intimately attached to a 
physical object (such as a professional musician with his instrument or a racecar driver 
with his vehicle) the brain’s somatosensory map physically expands to accommodate 
the object as if it were an actual appendage (as in cases of phantom limb pain). Inter-
nal body maps can be flawed, or at least incorrectly scaled, as it were, producing false 
perceptions of one’s body. Individuals with eating disorders, for example, report see-
ing an overweight person when they look at themselves in the mirror, suggesting that 
their mind’s body map (for whatever reason) is smaller or contracted. On the opposite 
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end of the spectrum are over-expanded maps. It is thought that road rage might be 
attributed to a map extending beyond the body to encompass the entire vehicle so that 
a threat to the latter causes the brain to react as if the body itself had been violated. 
In the case of Symeon, long years of intense prayer and spiritual experiences in his cell 
may have extended his internal map to the space of the entire cell, so that the vandal-
ism of the cell was equal to an attack on the saint himself.61

In the end, Symeon’s mystical experiences, like all mystical experience, cannot but 
be elusive and paradoxical, being both embodied and disembodied: embodied in that 
such experience requires a body as locus and conduit, but disembodied in that the 
experience is spiritual, not physical. The simultaneous embodiment and disembod-
iment of mystical experience point to a conception of space that renders the body a 
receptacle and site of mystical experience, but at the same time something open and 
generative, moving the self beyond the notion of space itself. In this, we might see an 
analogy to the dual nature of light, thought to be the medium of these experiences, 
which behaves as both a particle and a wave.

The Life of St Symeon the New Theologian is a rich and in many ways a unique 
source for the understanding and production of sacred space in the middle Byzantine 
period. Moreover, while the Life has been studied from various perspectives, its cou-
pling of space and mystical experience remains largely unexplored. In studying the 
spatial dynamics put forward by the Life, in particular the abolition of spatial per-
spective in the ecstatic vision of the divine light, this paper has argued that accounts 
of such visionary experiences may have influenced, or at the very least encouraged, the 
depiction of space and spatial perspective in Byzantine iconography.
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tion, ed. Richard J. Finneran (New York: Scribner, 1996), 193. The poem was written in 
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356 V. Rev. Maximos Constas

Studies Presented to Robin Cormack, eds. Antony Eastmond and Liz James (Farnham: Ash-
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 57 Ibid., 143 (Greenfield, 355).
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 59 Ibid., 34: 
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