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Introduction
The canonical appearance of unchanging forms in Byzantine art is based on
an economic doctrine that takes charge of the circulation of different gazes
involved, as well as the question of abstraction itself. The problems of formal
resemblance, of essential similitude, and of imitation (homoiôsis, homoousi,
mimesis) appear as so many openings to action, so many horizons for
knowledge, directions for active contemplation or efficient evangelization,
while the servitude of reproduction and representation, as well as the
imagining of illusory forms and the production of fictions, are radically
excluded. In truth, Byzantine art never stopped “moving”… exactly like Alice
on the other side of the looking glass, who discovers that she must run
continuously in order to stand still.
– Marie-José Mondzain1
There is no inert matter, only active energy – Otto von Simpson2

The Nativity of the Mother of God was not a ubiquitous dedication, nor was it a subject
commonly portrayed on façade entrances of Byzantine or post-Byzantine churches. Through the
gentle rendering of the birth of Mary, with figures of Anna and Joachim in fluid forms and softly
glowing pastels, the façade entrance of the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor at Ferapontovo, built
in 1490 and painted between 1500 and 1502 (fig. 1.1), introduces the visual, physical, and
metaphysical model for the entire interior and exterior wall-painting cycle (fig. 1.2). Traversing from
the façade into the interior, this study describes how Master-iconographer Dionisy (ca. 1450- ca.
1520) “the Wise,”3 took to wall-painting at the Ferapontovo-Monastery in the Vologda Region of
northern Russia, working with the structure to emulate a lively spatiality through transparency,
fluidity, and circular movement.

1

Marie-José Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy: The Byzantine Origins of the Contemporary Imaginary (Stanford.:
Stanford University Press, 2005), 65.
2
Otto Georg von Simson, The Gothic Cathedral: Origins of Gothic Architecture and the Medieval Concept of Order,
(University of Michigan: Harper & Row, 1964), 7.
3
The Paterikon of St. Joseph Volokolamsk Monastery lists Dionisy as “Dionisy the Wise.” Dionisy was trained as a
traditional iconographer on wood panel. He is known for numerous icons on panel, including those of the Cathedral of the
Dormition at the Kremlin, The Ascension Monastery, St. Paul Obnorsk Monastery, Savior Priluki Monastery, St. Cyril
Belozero Monastery, Spas-Kammeny Monastery, and Ferapontovo Monastery. Museum of Dionisy’s Frescos, Severstal:
Severniy Polomnik, http://www.dionisy.com/. Accessed September 3, 2019.
1

In this study, I will consider the intellectual precedents for Dionisy’s transparent and dynamic
wall-painting cycle—from Platonist philosophy to the Pseudo-Dionysian corpus, to Hesychasm,
which together developed the spiritual and visual world of post-Byzantine northern Rus. I will follow
the sensual Chôra understood as the paradoxical ‘container of the uncontainable’4 in her/its
continuous strain from Plato to Pseudo-Dionysius to Dionisy, revealing how she/it is made manifest
in a transparent, circularly moving, and material essence through the wall-paintings’ inscription into
the structure. Dionisy’s wall-paintings energized the liturgical performance by emphasizing the
material surface of the sacred space through the circular movement and peripheral traces inherent to
Chôra.
Chôra, the ungendered but female-alluding entity, contains and describes the unrestricted
space in which non-being is transformed into being through movement, as first used by Plato in his
dialogue Timeaus (ca. 360 B.C.E). I will begin by discussing the origins and development of the term
Chôra as she/it was professed in the writings of Plato, Proclus, Plotinus, Pseudo-Dionysius the
Areopagite, St. John of Damascus, St. Symeon of Thessalonike and the wider monastic sphere. Chôra
was embraced in Byzantium through the foundational writings of Pseudo-Dionysius, during which
she/it acquired numerous materializations visually and symbolically, including as Mary’s sacred
womb, as the metaphorical space described by Plato, and as the place that lay outside a city’s walls. I
also understand Theodore Metochite’s mosaic and fresco cycles of the Chora Monastery in
Constantinople in the early fourteenth century as a literal interpretation of the term Chôra, and as a
visual precedent for Dionisy’s interpretation of Chôra almost two centuries later in the Russian north.
Further, Mary’s Christianized embodiment of Chôra is critical to the enactment and physical
depiction of Chôra in Ferapontovo’s structure and wall-paintings. Mary’s numerous appearances in
liminal spaces of the church,

4

Nicoletta Isar, “Chôra: Tracing the Presence,” Review of European Studies 1, no. 1 (June 2009): 49.
2

including entryways and the peripheral veil of the bottom register, recall metaphors of her as a
gateway to divinity, and as the realization of the in-between defined by the paradoxical Chôra.
Chôra’s presence became integral to the crossing movements of the liturgy and the revolving,
fluid narrative and painted surface of the sacred church structure. Structure and space in turn came to
function as conductors for the circular movements and traces that Chôra inscribed, and therefore
fifteenth century architecture is an important element to my argument. I connect numerous aspects of
the Nativity sobor to similar goals undertaken by Gothic architecture of approximately the same
period. Further, the entire built structure of a Byzantine church was described throughout Byzantine
ekphrasis as spinning into motion, which I argue was assisted by the presence and use of Chôra. I
also argue that the sobor’s material structure—particularly the mediums of Dionisy’s wallpaintings—emphasized the ‘livingness’ of the sacred physical elements of the church as a heavenly
hypostasis of earth. The technical, narrative, and symbolic elements of the wall-painting cycle all aid
and play into the vibrancy materials, creating a reverberating force-field that can still be seen and
experienced to this day.
Dionisy’s several layers of fresco and tempera, his prominent use of the colors blue and green,
and his rapid, emphatic, and transparent brushstrokes unified the wall-painting cycle into an overall
hazy state, purposefully softening outstanding colors and compositional forms. The wall-paintings
were integrated into the wall, inextricably tying together the structure and surface into a codependent,
dynamic entity: a physical manifestation of Chôra. The wall-painting’s process of creation is crucial
for understanding the resulting movement that defines the architectural structure of the sobor as an
animated sacred container. Dionisy’s wall-paintings created something akin to “vision,” which Fr.

3

Pavel Florensky used for defining the sacred image in his foundational theological work The
Iconostasis (1922)—a “membrane that does not require unveiling, it reveals what is in the beyond.” 5
In brief outline: chapter 1 reviews the basic structure of the Nativity of the Mother of God
church and describes a cursory layout of the wall-painting cycle. I also review the extant literature on
Dionisy and the Nativity church and pave my methodological path. I then discuss some relevant
biographical notes about Dionisy and his artistic and monastic milieu. In chapter 2 I delve into Chôra
as she/it was mythologized by Plato and was then transitioned into the Christian world with PseudoDionysius and the hesychasts. Then I look at theories of material, inscription, veiling, and the church
as an earthly heaven. I focus on three stipulations required for the sacralization of material and
structure: transparency, reflection, and circularity. I use the Chora Monastery in Constantinople as a
model for the aesthetic translation of Chôra. Chapter 3 works through the intricacies of the Nativity
of the Mother of God sobor, tying together the structure, process, pigments/colors, surface, and
iconostasis as emanations of Chôra. Finally, chapter 4 circles back to Mary as the Nativity sobor’s
emulation of Chôra and Mary as the structure itself. I end with a discussion of how Chôra is made
present at the sobor. A note on language: non-English words and transliteration are italicized,
excluding proper names. I have chosen to use the Russian word sobor when speaking about the
monument Dionisy painted. Sobor (собор) is used in reference to the main church in a monastery,
whereas a ‘church’ (храм) references any structure used for religious services. Sobor literally
translates to ‘collection,’ ‘conference,’ or ‘council’ (as in the Ecumenical Councils), and most closely
resonates with the term ‘cathedral’ used in the West.

5

Quoted in Fr. Maximos Constas, The Art of Seeing: Paradox and Perception in Orthodox Iconography, (Alhambra,
California: Alexandros Press, 2007), 237.
4

I. The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor in the Ferapontovo Monastery
The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor stands on the far Eastern side of the small
Ferapontovo Monastery complex. The rounded edges of the chalky white limestone building form a
cross-domed structure with three apses standing on a tall foundation (fig.1.3a, 1.3b). Exterior arches
cascade into small windows on each side, which are immediately beneath horizontal sections of
ornamental frieze. The ornamental areas include a band of ceramic plaques with plant and animal
motifs, zig-zagging brickwork, and embedded miniature vessels (fig. 4.11, 4.12). Four thin pilasters
rise up on each side of the tall walls, leading upward to the three rows of corbel arches (kokoshniki),
two of which are now hidden from view under a modern slanted roof (fig.1.4). The protective roof
covering also hides the lower portion of the drum springing from the center of the peaking kokoshniki
(fig.1.5). Four narrow vertical arched windows slice the sides of the drum. The church is topped by a
softly glowing silver cupola and cross made in a later eighteenth-century style, replacing the original
semi-spherical dome.
The church was originally entered by a steep set of stairs leading directly to the three portals
on the North, West, and South sides. The western façade is painted with the narrative of the Nativity
of Mary. The Archangels Michael and Gabriel flank either side of the heavy wooden portal entrance
set deep beneath a series of arches cascading into the interior, which alternate between goldornamented greens and blues representing the cosmos and earth (fig.1.6).
On the interior the walls are covered from top to bottom with the soft greens, blues, pinks,
purples, and subtle earth-tones that make up almost three-hundred compositions and figures. The
Pantokrator dominates the cupola, surrounded by the heavenly principalities (angels) and forefathers
along the edges of the drums, accompanied by the glowing windows flooded in light. Dozens of
saints in medallions with concentrically circular backgrounds flank the arches. The Gospels and
ecclesiastic teachings are at the top register, followed by scenes of the Akathistos of Mary on the
5

lower-window (belt) level.6 Below are the ecumenical councils and the great martyrs and warriors on
the pillars. John the Baptist/Forerunner and St. Nicholas the Miracle-worker flank the sanctuary in
the left and right apses. Larger scenes of the Mary fill the main space of the altar apse and the semicircular arches above the northern and eastern portals. Three windows open to the bright eastern light,
one in each apse. The Last Judgment fills the western wall, although a large portion of the
composition is now missing. The bottom-tier on the perimeter of the interior is filled with the ‘sacred
veil,’ an image rendition of the original Jewish tabernacle cloth, decorated by non-repeating circular
ornaments. The surface-area of the entire wall-painting cycle is approximately 600 meters square.
In 1738 the first known conservation effort was begun in the Nativity of the Mother of God
sobor. Records and visible traces indicate that the restoration was minimal, with small portions of
overpainting only found throughout the third tempera layer.7 Sometime before 1903 at which point
the then-disbanded monastery was turned into a convent, the male monastery had made plans to paint
over Dionisy’s wall-paintings. This is evidenced by the large hole made on the western wall for a
new window in the place of the original Deesis, where Christ was originally at center flanked by
now-partial images of Mary and John the Baptist on either side (fig.1.7), presiding over the Last
Judgment complete with the fiery stream, blazing inferno, four beasts from Daniels visions, and

6
An Akathist (Greek: Akathistos, meaning “not sitting”) is a hymn dedicated to a saint, holy event, or one of the persons
of the Holy Trinity. The Akathist most commonly referenced is dedicated to the Theotokos, written in the sixth century
(note: the same period as the Pseudo-Dionysian corpus). The hymn is structured in 24 stanzas. The Akathist Hymn and
Small Compline are sung on the first five Fridays during Great Lent. The Akathist Hymn became hugely popular in
Russian Orthodoxy. Two Greek manuscripts illustrating the Akathistos survive: gr. 429 at the Moscow State Historical
Museum (copied in the second half of the fourteenth century by Joasaph of Hodegon), and R I 19 San Lorenzo de El
Escorial, Bbiblioteca del Real Monasterio, from the end of the fourteenth/beginning of the fifteenth centuries. See
Inmaculada Pérez Martin, “The Escorial Akathistos: The Last Manuscript Illuminated in Constantinople,” in Italia
Medioevale e Umanistica LII, ed. Rino Avesani, Edoardo Fumagalli, Giovanna M. Gianola, Manlio Pastore Stocchi,
Nigel G. Wilson, and Stefano Zamponi. (Rome: Antenore, 2011).
7
V. N. Lazarev, Medieval Russian Mosaics and Wall-Paintings, XI-XV Centuries (in Russian), (Moscow: Art, 1973),
430.
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processions of sinners and the righteous below. However, the repainting plan never materialized,
leaving the remainder of the wall-paintings untouched for nearly one hundred years.8
During the early Soviet period, the Ferapontovo monastery was spared destruction, unlike its
nearby neighbor the Spas-Kammeny monastery, which was also painted by Dionisy (fig.1.8). In
1981, a Soviet funded conservation effort was begun, completed in 1999. The conservation process
was comprised solely of cleaning and stabilization, and the successful work enabled the monastery to
become a UNESCO heritage site in 2000.9 The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor retains one of
the few fully intact interiors of Russian wall-paintings from the pre-Reformation period that began in
1600.
Historiography
In 1898, Ivan Ivanovich Brilliantov was the first to publish a study of the Ferapontovo
monastery and Dionisy’s wall-paintings in his book The St. Ferapont Belozero Presently Disbanded
Monastery, a Palace of Captivity of Patriarch Nikon. Towards the 500th Anniversary of the
Monastery. 1398-1898. In 1911, Vasiliy Timofeevich Georgevskiy published Frescoes of the
Ferapontovo Monastery10, including forty-seven plates and some beginning art historical
observations of the works. In 1984, as a result of the conservation efforts begun two years earlier and
the opening of the wall-paintings to a wider public, the first Ferapontovo Compendium11 was
published—volume one of what would become sixteen volumes. The Ferapontovo Compendium
included research and information not only on Dionisy’s wall-paintings and the Nativity of the
Mother of God sobor, but also surrounding monuments within the monastery complex, and

8
Andrei Boldirev, “Russian Icons,” video interviews in Russian of Yelena N. Shelkova, director of the Museum of
Dionisy's Frescoes, Ferapontovo. #94. Ru-icon.ru. Accessed September 3, 2019.
9
Museum of Dionisy’s Frescos, Severstal: Severniy Polomnik, http://www.dionisy.com/. Accessed September 3, 2019.
10
V. T. Georgevskiy, Frescoes of the Ferapontovo Monastery, (in Russian), (Saint Petersburg: 1911).
11
Ferapontovo Compendium (in Russian), vol. 1- vol. 16. Moscow: Soviet Artist, 1984-2006.
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monuments outside of the monastery walls. This included studies on the local wood church, the
Kirillov-Belozersk monastery about ten kilometers away, the destroyed Spas-Kammeny monastery,
and other local points of interest. The Compendium also included research on important figures
related to the Monastery, including Sts. Ferapont and Kirill, the hegumens (abbots) of the monastery,
and other residents including Nikon, sixth Patriarch of Moscow (1605-1681), exiled to Ferapontovo
in 1666. Numerous studies focused on Dionisy and the wall-paintings at the Nativity of the Mother of
God sobor have been published since the Compendiums, including monographs on Dionisy (Lifshits
and Popov)12 and a thoroughly-researched and challenging collection of symposium papers from
1991 celebrating the sobor’s 500 years.13 Books and articles have touched on every aspect of the
wall-paintings: technique, materials, history and culture of Dionisy’s time, iconography, stylistic
concerns, and restoration and conservation history and methods. Some significant authors include T.
N. Michaelson,14 B. I. Prushev,15 E. I. Danilov,16 N. V. Gusev,17 G. V. Popov,18 M. A. Orlova,19 M.
S. Serebriakova,20 and M. G. Malkin.21 All the studies on the monument and Dionisy have been in
Russian, excluding Reverend Joseph William Bertha’s dissertation The Illustration of the Akathist
12

L. I. Lifshits and L. I. G. V. Popov, Dionisy, (in Russian), (Moscow: Northern Compendium, 2006.)
L. E. Lifshits, ed., Medieval Russian and Post-Byzantine Art: The Second Half of the 15th – Beginning of the 16th
Century. 500 Years of the Mural Painting of the Cathedral of Nativity of Holy Virgin in Ferapontov Monastery, (in
Russian), (Moscow: Severniy Polomnik, 2005.)
14
T.N. Michaelson, “Wall-painted cycle of the Ferapontovo Monastery on the theme of the Akathist,” (in Russian),
TODRL vol. 22 (Leningrad: 1966), 144-164.
15
B. I. Prushev, “Notes on the history of medieval Russian monumental painting,” (in Russian), (Moscow and Leningrad:
1941), 33-52.
16
E. I. Danilov, “Iconographic themes of the frescoes of the Nativity sobor of the Ferapontovo Monastery,” (in Russian)
in History of Russian and Western-European Art (Moscow: 1960), 118-129; Frescos of the Ferapontovo Monastery (in
Russian), (Moscow: 1970).
17
N. V. Gusev, “On the wall-paintings of the Nativity sobor of the Ferapontovo Monastery” (in Russian) in Medieval Art:
Monumental Paintings XI-XVII centuries, 317-323; “On the beginning stages of the master-works at the Ferapontov wallpaintings,” (in Russian), Medeival Art: Artistic Monuments of the Russian North, (Moscow: 1989), 69-73.
18
G. V. Popov, Paintings and miniatures from Moscow, middle XV-XVI centuries, (Moscow: 1975); “Travels of Dionisy
to Belozero” (in Russian), in Medieval Art: Artistic monuments of the Russian North, (Moscow: 1989).
19
M. A. Orlova, “Some notes on the work of Dionisy,” (in Russian), Medieval Art: Problems and attributions, (Moscow:
1977); “Towards a history of the creation of the wall-paintings of the sobor at Ferapontovo Monastery,” (in Russian) in
Medieval Art: Artistic monuments of the Russian North (Moscow: 1989), 46-55; “Façade paintings of medieval
architectural monuments” (in Russian) (Moscow: 1990), 211-228.
20
M. S. Serebriakova, “On the relationship between the exterior and interior wall-paintings of the Ferapontovo
Monastery,” (in Russian), in Ferapontovo Compendium, vol.1 (Moscow: 1985), 169-173.
21
M. G. Malkin, “Some elements of the exterior wall-paintings of the Nativity sobor of the Ferapontovo monastery and
their connection with the interior,” (in Russian), in Ferapontovo Compendium, vo. 1 (Moscow: 1985), 174-186.
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Hymn at the Ferapontov Monastery (2002)22 and a short section on Dionisy in Marina Pasichnik’s
dissertation Heaven-on-Earth and the Heavenly Jerusalem in Fifteenth and Sixteenth Century
Muscovite Church Architecture in the Uspensky Sobor (Assumption Cathedral) and Pokrovsky Sobor
(Cathedral of the Intercession) (2016).23 While the above studies have done a formidable job placing
Dionisy’s wall-paintings in context of Russia’s most famous period of iconography, a study of the
wall-painting’s broader contexts and preceding influence is still lacking: I hope my study will fill a
small portion of this wide gap.
Several methodological works steer my focus, including those of the art historians Jelena
Bogdanovic,24 Nicoletta Isar,25 and Bissera Pentcheva,26 who’s application of philosophy, philology,
and phenomenology to aesthetics and materiality provide the groundwork for contextualizing
Dionisy’s wall-paintings. L. Michael Harrington’s Sacred Place in Early Medieval Neoplatonism

22

Reverend Joseph William Bertha, “The Illustration of the Akathist Hymn at the Ferapontov Monastery” (PhD diss.,
Graduate School of the State of New York at Binghamton, 2002).
23
Marina Pasichnik, “Heaven-on-Earth and the Heavenly Jerusalem in Fifteenth and Sixteenth Century Muscovite
Church Architecture in the Uspensky Sobor (Assumption Cathedral) and Pokrovsky Sobor (Cathedral of the
Intercession)” (MA Thesis, University of Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand, 2016).
24
Jelena Bogdanović: “Framing Glorious Spaces in the Monastery of Hosios Loukas,” in Perceptions of the Body and
Sacred Space in Late Antiquity and Byzantium, ed. Jelena Bogdanović, 166–89, (New York and London: Routledge,
2018); “Rethinking the Dionysian Legacy in Medieval Architecture: East and West,” in Dionysius the Areopagite:
Between Orthodoxy and Heresy, ed. Filip Ivanovic. (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2011.)
25
Nicoletta Isar: “Chôra: Tracing the Presence,” Review of European Studies 1, no. 1 (June 2009): 39–55; “Chorography
(Chôra, Chorós) -- A Performative Paradigm of Creation of Sacred Space in Byzantium,” in Hierotopy: The Creation of
Sacred Spaces in Byzantium and Medieval Russia, ed. Alexei Lidov, (Moscow: Indrik, 2006); “The Vision and Its
‘Exceedingly Blessed Beholder’: Of Desire and Participation in the Icon,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 38 (Autumn
2000): 56–72; “’Xoros of light’: Vision of the Sacred in Paulus the Silentiary’s Poem Decriptio S. Sophiae,” in
Byzantinishce Forschungen, Internationale Zeitschrift für Byzantinistik, ed. Walter E. Kaegi, Jr. Volume XXVIII,
(Amsterdam: Adolf M. Haffert, 2004.)
26
Bissera V. Pentcheva, “Moving Eyes: Surface and Shadow in the Byzantine Mixed-Media Relief Icon,” RES:
Anthropology and Aesthetics 55/56, no. Absconding (Spring-Autumn 2009): 222–34; “Hagia Sophia and Multisensory
Aesthetics,” Gesta 50/2, 2011; “The Performative Icon,” The Art Bulletin 88, no. 4 (December 2006): 631–55; The
Sensual Icon: Space, Ritual, and the Senses in Byzantium, (University Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State
University Press, 2010); “Rhetorical Images of the Virgin: The Icon of the “usual miracle” at the Blachernai.” RES 38
(Autumn 2000): 34-55; “Visual Textuality: the “Logos” as Pregnant Body and Building,” RES: Anthropology and
Aesthetics, no. 45 (Spring 2004): 225-238.
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(2004)27 is the basis for describing the spatial elements of the sobor’s dynamic structure, including its
wall-paintings and liturgical performance.
Dionisy “the Wise”
The arching lintel of the south entrance to the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor is inscribed
as follows (fig.1.9):
In the year 7008 [1502] in the month of August, on the 6th, the day of the feast of the
Transfiguration of our Lord Jesus Christ, the decoration of the Church was commenced and
was finished two years later on the 8th of September, the day of the feast of the Birth of our
Most Holy Mother the Theotokos. The decoration took place under the rule of Ivan
Vasilyevich, Orthodox Tsar of all the Russias and of Vasiliy Ivanovich, Tsar of all the
Russias, and in the name of the Archbishop Tikhon, and the painters were the icon painter
Dionisy and his children. O Lord Christ, King of all, O God, do not permit them to suffer
eternal torments. 28
Dionisy and his sons Feodosy, Vladimir, and Andrei spent the two summers of 1502 and 1503 in
Ferapontovo painting the entirety of the interior as well as the outside western portal entrance, and
the tomb of St. Martinian exterior of the church to the north-east.29 By the turn of the century,
Dionisy was at the peak of his career as an iconographer, well established in the circles of the
Moscow School of Painting and beyond; his prestige reached into the spheres of nobility, at times
involving him in political issues and campaigns.30 In 1481, Dionisy was commissioned by Ivan III of

27
28

L. Michael Harrington, Sacred Place in Early Medieval Neoplatonism, (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2004.)

Reverend Joseph William Bertha, “The Illustration of the Akathist Hymn at the Ferapontov Monastery” (PhD diss.,
Graduate School of the State of New York at Binghamton, 2002), 51.
29
St. Martinian of Belozero, c. 1397-1483 was brought up in St. Cyril Belozero (White Lake) Monastery, and eventually
became a monk. He then transferred to the St. Ferapont Belozero Monastery (Ferapontovo). Martinian became hegumen
of the Ferapontov monastery in 1435 and was eventually elevated in rank to hegumen of St. Sergius Lavra in Moscow as
Tsar Vasiliy the Dark’s personal confessor. Martinian died on Sunday January 12, 1483 at the age of 86 with 70 years of
monkhood behind him. He was buried near the church to the left of the altar, where Dionisy later painted his wallpaintings of the Saint’s life. The Museum of Dionisy’s Frescos, Severstal: Severniy Polomnik, http://www.dionisy.com/.
Accessed September 3, 2019.
30
Ivan III was embroiled in a heretical debate regarding the morality of monastic possession beginning in 1444. On the
one side was Nil Sorsky, a monk who had traveled to Constantinople and learned the theology of Hesychasm, after which
he returned to the St. Cyril of Belozersk monastery to proclaim his withdrawal from the community in opposition to
monastic possession. Sorsky moved to a village three miles from Ferapontovo. Ivan III was also on the non-possessor
side, as he was interested in obtaining monastic held lands for the Tsardom. On the other side of the possession debate
were two powerful ecclesiastics, Archbishop Gennady of Novgorod and Hegumen Joseph of Volokolamsk, who was a
10

Moscow, known as the ‘Grand Prince of all Rus’ to paint the iconostasis of the Dormition Cathedral
of the Kremlin, newly built by the Bolognese architect and engineer Rodolfo (Aristotele) Fioravanti
(ca. 1415 or 1420 - ca. 1486).31 The icons included the Deesis, the main bottom-tier scenes (the
Transfiguration, the Resurrection, the Theotokos, etc.), the festal-scene tier, and the prophets.32 Only
two icons from this commission survive: St. Metropolitan Peter and St. Metropolitan Alexius (fig.
1.10, 1.11) For the Dormition Cathedral Dionisy was paid 100 rubles, an unprecedented amount for
the time.33 The commission led to other opportunities farther afield. Dionisy went on to paint the
fresco cycle and approximately 100 icons at the Josef Volokolamsk monastery near Moscow.34
Contemporary iconographers at Volokolamsk described Dionisy as “a wise painter,” “clever and
exquisite,” “not an ordinary iconographer,” and “not merely a recorder of images but one who brings
them to life.”35 In 1484, Ivan III’s brother Andrew Vaseelivich the Younger commissioned Dionisy
to paint the Spas-Kammeny monastery near White Lake in the northern Vologda region,36 bringing
Dionisy physically closer to Ferapontovo.

close friend of Dionisy’s. The two aggressively fought the non-possessors and eventually won over the heretics,
establishing monastic possession throughout Russia in 1503. During the fifty-nine year long debate, Ivan III and Joseph
of Volokolamsk managed to involve numerous members of the nobility, Ivan’s children who used the debate in their fight
for a claim to the throne, and other members of the monastic and spiritual community, including Dionisy. Bertha argues
that due to Dionisy, Ivan III, and Volokolamsk’s close relationships, Dionisy’s interest in hesychasm, and the fact that the
debate was coming to a close by the time Dionisy was painting the wall-paintings at Ferapontovo, Dionisy included many
images reflecting the heretical debate in the wall-paintings. Bertha, The Illustration of the Akathist Hymn, 19-42.
31
Ibid., 62.
32
Oxana Petrovna Bynina, “The Nativity of the Mother of God Sobor of the Ferapontovo Monastery: In Response to the
Question of the Date of Construction,” (Kirillo-Belozersckoe Readings, n.d): 10.
33
L. E. Lifshits, G. V. Popov, Dionisy, (Moscow: Severniy Polomnik, 2006), 30. See also Museum of Dionisy’s Frescos,
Severstal: Severniy Polomnik, http://www.dionisy.com/ for a discussion regarding monetary value: “To put the actual
value of this amount (100 rubles) into perspective, one should consider that at those times a village with a large plot of
land could be bought for 20 rubles. The Pskov chronicle mentioned that in the 15th century bread prices oscillated
between 87 and 250 poods (one pood is 16.38kg) for 1 ruble. According to the chronicle, in 1465, 80 workers were hired
to put up a wall and were paid 175 rubles for three-yeas of work, which is a little more than 2 rubles each. Decorated
helmets used by Russian horsemen at the end of the 15th century were very expensive and they were bequeathed in wills
with an indication of the price. At the beginning of 16th century a certain helmet cost 20 altyns, whereas chain-mail was
pawned for 70 altyn (over 2 rubles in silver).” Accessed September 3, 2019.
34
L.E. Lifshits, G.V. Popov, Dionisy, 32.
35
Bertha, “The Illustration of the Akathist,” 64.
36
Lifshits, Dionisy, 34.
11

Dionisy’s work was patronized by some of the most powerful hierarchs, among them the
archbishop of Rostov Joasaph, Grand Prince Ivan III, and Joseph of Volokolamsk. In the first written
source identifying Dionisy, the Life of Pafnuty of Borovsk compiled by Vassian Sanin in 1515,37
Dionisy and his workshop master Mitrofan are described as the most desirable and accomplished
iconographers, having proved their worth with the completion of the Pafnuty monastery circa 1477.38
While Russia’s northern White-Lake regions are lauded for their beauty and meditative
landscape, Dionisy was not in the area solely seeking an ascetic life. Dionisy first traveled to the
Kirillov-Belozersk Monastery and subsequently the Ferapontov Monastery ten kilometers to the north
in order to fulfill a lucrative commission for the Grand Prince Ivan III and the highly-influential
aristocratic Archbishop of Rostov Joasaph, who ordered the building of the Nativity of the Mother of
God sobor in 1490.39 Not only did Dionisy have high status ties with Moscow’s nobility; the artist
himself was a descendent of the Tsarevich Peter of Orda, who had ruled over Rostov until 1390.40
Before and throughout the period of Dionisy’s full-scale commissions for both iconostases
and wall-painting murals, the iconographer was extensively involved in the rapidly developing
spiritual and artistic world of the competing centers in late fifteenth century Rus. 41 At the Simonov

37

For more on Sanin see N. I. Pak, “Genre-Stylistic Peculiarities of the Life of Paphnuty Borovsky,” in Literature of
Ancient Russia, ed. Nina Trofimova, (Moscow: MPGU, 2019), 168-174.
38
Lifshits, L. I and L. I G. V. Popov, Dionisy, (Moscow: Northern Compendium, 2006), 7.
39
Gennadij Popov, “Issues Arising from the Study of Dionisy's Work,” in Medieval Russian and Post-Byzantine Art: The
Second Half of the 15th – Beginning of the 16th Century. 500 Years of the Mural Painting of the Cathedral of Nativity of
Holy Virgin in Ferapontov Monastery, ed. L. I. Lifshits (Moscow: Severniy Polomnik, 2005), 24; Rostov was born Count
Ivan Mikhailovich Obolonskiy. Irina Shalina, “Dionisy's Inscription and Characteristics of the Wall-paintings in Northeastern Sections of the Nativity of the Virgin Cathedral, Ferapontov Monastery,” Medieval Russian and Post-Byzantine
Art, ed. Lifshits, 173.
40
Lifshits, Dionisy, 10. See also Museum of Dionisy’s Frescos, Severstal: Severniy Polomnik, http://www.dionisy.com/
for a discussion of the discovered geneology of Dionisy. Accessed September 3, 2019.
41
There are ten sobors known to have included paintings by Dionisy: The Paphnutius Borovsk Monastery, The Sobor of
the Nativity of the Virgin, 1467-1476; The Moscow Kremlin, The Sobor of the Dormition, 1480-1481; The Saviour
Kammenny (Spaso-Kammeny) Monastery, The Savior Transfiguration Sobor, 1481; The Moscow Kremlin, The
Ascension Monastery, The Ascension Sobor, 1482; The St. Joseph Volokolamsk Monastery, The Sobor of the Dormition,
after 1485; The Chigasov Monastery, The Savior Transfiguration Sobor, late 1480s; The St. Paul Obnorsk Monastery,
The Trinity Sobor, 1500; The St. Cyril Belozero (Kirillo Belozersky) Monastery, The Dormition Sobor, 1497; The St.
Ferapont Belozero (Ferapontov Belozersky) Monastery, The Sobor of the Virgin Nativity, 1502; and the Saviour Priluki
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Monastery, the largest spiritual center of Moscow, where both Theophanes the Greek (ca. 1340 – ca.
1410) and Andrei Rublev (ca. 1360 – ca. 1430) had worked and resided, Dionisy studied directly
under the staretz “great elder" Mitrofan (unknown, ca. 15th century). Dionisy and Mitrofan worked
together on Dionisy’s first interior: the Pafnuty-Borovsky monastery (fig.1.12a, 1.12b) completed
between 1467 and 1476.42 Through St. Sergei of Radonezh’s (ca. 1314-1392) spiritual unification in
the fourteenth century, strong contacts between the Simonov Monastery and the workshops of Rus’
other principalities continued through the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.43 Radonezh’s unification
is credited with an extremely productive period of artistry that claims Theophanes the Greek, Andrei
Rublev, Danil Chorny (ca. 1360 – ca. 1430), and Dionisy.
While the acknowledgement of Theophanes and Rublev’s artistic output is crucial for
grounding Dionisy’s work, the aesthetic and symbolic elements of Dionisy’s icons and wall-paintings
are distinct from those of his predecessors. Maria Pasichnik argues that Dionisy’s main divergence
from his predecessors in the wall-paintings at the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor is the inclusion
of Tsar Ivan III’s patronage of the messianic theme that saw Moscow as the “New Jerusalem,”44 and
in which divinity and power were naturally bestowed upon the earthly realm. Pasichnik opposes
Dionisy’s rendition of bustling ecumenical councils and portraits of Dionisy’s contemporaries as
opposed to the deeply individual and emotionally introspective images typically ascribed to
Theophanes and Rublev, which signal that divinity is experienced and seen through prayer and
intercession.45

Monastery, the Saviour Transfiguration Sobor, 1503. Museum of Dionisy’s Frescos, Severstal: Severniy Polomnik,
http://www.dionisy.com/ Accessed September 3, 2019.
42
Lifshits, Dionisy, 12, n.5.
43
Lifshits, Dionisy, 25.
44
For more on Moscow as the “Third Jerusalem” or “New Rome” see D. B. Rowland, “Moscow-The Third Rome or the
New Israel?” The Russian Review, vol. 55, no. 4 (October 1996).
45
Marina Pasichnik, “Heaven-on-Earth and the Heavenly Jerusalem in Fifteenth and Sixteenth Century Muscovite
Church Architecture in the Uspensky Sobor (Assumption Cathedral) and Pokrovsky Sobor (Cathedral of the
Intercession)” (MA Thesis, University of Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand, 2016), 32.
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Dionisy did appropriate the expressive portraiture and nuanced characterizations developed
by Theophanes and Rublev, applying the style to portraits of his contemporaries, each with
distinctive expressions.46 However, Dionisy also rendered completed scenes with detailed
architecture and landscapes following the Byzantine tradition rather than the typically abstract
backgrounds of the Russian style. Collective prayer, depicted throughout the sobor’s wall-paintings,
was a practice popularized in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.47 Yet Dionisy
restructured prescribed religious imagery into singularity, dynamism, and a reflection of the liturgy
and liturgical participants, who are reminded of historical events as a lens for the present through
hymns and images. Various scenes across historical time ranging from the Old Testament to events
contemporary to Dionisy are all made to exist within one structural space, flowing from one narrative
to the other across the sobor’s walls. When viewing the northern wall in its entirety, participants
would have seen a range of narratives, from singular celestial figures, saints, Old Testament prophets
and other characters, the figuration of a hymn, contemporary personages, and liturgical elements such
as the sacrificial chalice (fig. 1.13). The images, together with the colors, and technique of the wallpaintings created a holistic vision, achieving the effect of spreading beyond the perceived boundaries
of the church’s walls to the heavens themselves.

46
Tatiana Tsarevskaya, “The Novgorod Monumental Painting of the Third Quarter of the 15th Century,” in Medieval
Russian and Post-Byzantine Art, ed. Lifshits, 33.
47
Alexandr Preobrazhensky, “The Theme of Collective Prayer in the Wall-paintings of the Nativity Cathedral,
Ferapontov Monastery,” in Medieval Russian and Post-Byzantine Art, ed. Lifshits, 245.
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II. Plato, Pseudo-Dionysius, and Hesychasm
The general visual program enacted at the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor can ultimately
be traced back to the Platonist philosophical dialogues. Connecting the sobor to and through a
Platonist anagogical, visual, philological, and philosophical lineage justifies my understanding in this
paper of Dionisy’s wall-paintings as embedded deeply in a far-reaching and long-lasting sacralized
perspective of reality.
The Platonists, including Plato, Proclus, and Plotinus, heavily influenced the sixth century
teachings of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite (late 5th- early 6th century), who wrote extensively on
the ontological and anagogical manifestations of divinity in Christianity. Dionysius the Areopagite in
turn affected the teachings and practices of the Hesychast monastics and Byzantine liturgical model
overall, especially the forms professed by the hesychast theologians St. John of Damascus (676-749)
and later St. Gregory of Palamas (1296-1359). Many of these writings were well known among the
monastics of the Russian north, copies and translations of which were transmitted to monasteries such
as the Simonov by St. Sergius of Radonezh and other Russians who had gone on pilgrimages to the
Byzantine empire. I contend that these precedents flowed as a powerful stream of concepts from
Ancient Greece through Byzantium, making their way to Dionisy, who in turn incorporated and
processed the systems of thought through the wall-paintings at the Nativity of the Mother of God
sobor.
Indeed, Plato’s detailed characterizations of creation and hierós (Greek for “sacred”)
established a central tenant for divinity: dynamism. Dynamic movement is at the core of the
aesthetics and realization of Dionisy’s wall paintings.
The Platonists describe the celestial bodies and their movements as circular. In the Timeaus,
the movements of the Gods are circular: towards a center, away from a center, and following
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curvilinear paths.48 Plotinus describes the world’s genesis as an emanation of a luminous central
source, surrounded by other sources of light concentric to the original:
There is, we may put it, something that is center; about it, a circle of light shed from it; round
center and first circle alike, another circle, ought from light; outside that again, not another
circle of light but one which, lacking light of its own, must borrow. …Thus all begins with the
great light, shining, self-centered; in accordance with the reigning plan (that of emanation)
this gives forth its brilliance.49
Proclus wrote extensively on the system of ‘progression-return,’ using the concept of chorós to
describe the movement physically.50 The process is envisioned in terms of circularity. Knowledge of
all things is at the center while everything else rotates on the outlying concentric circles. The path for
obtaining divine knowledge oscillates between emanating outwards and returning inwards to the
center, the naval source: the omphalos. Platonist dynamism is particularly forceful in Chôra,51 an
eternally moving and morphing entity comprising all things known and unknown, visible and
invisible. Chôra’s movement is ultimately circular.
According to Plotinus, consciousness tends to distract from the actions and performances
enacted in the process of emanation and return.52 In desperation to obtain nous—wisdom—the soul
risks losing sight of the true goal of unity with God. Andrew Louth explains this as an “ec-centricity
(out-of-centeredness),” caused by the attention paid to the self and how the self is acting, rather than a
soul that energizes toward the divine.53

48

Plato, Timeaus, trans. Benjamin Jowett,http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html:34a. Accessed September 3, 2019.
Nicoletta Isar, “’Xoros of light’: Vision of the Sacred in Paulus the Silentiary’s Poem Decriptio S. Sophiae,” In
Byzantinishce Forschungen, Internationale Zeitschrift für Byzantinistik, ed. Walter E. Kaegi, Jr., Vol.XXVIII,
(Amsterdam: Adolf M. Haffert, 2004): 219. Plotinus, The Enneads, III.1.17,
http://classics.mit.edu/Plotinus/enneads.4.fourth.html. Accessed September 3, 2019.
50
Isar, Chorós as Light, 220.
51
Sometimes transliterated as Chôra/Chôra, Plato uses the term χώρα in his chapters on Space in Timeaus, see section
51a. Plato, Timeaus, trans. Benjamin Jowett. http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html:51a. Accessed September 3, 2019.
52
Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition: From Plato to Denys, (Oxford: Claredon Press, 1981),
43.
53
“The evil that has overtaken them has its source in self-will, in the entry into the sphere of process, and in the primal
differentiation with the desire for self ownership. They conceived a pleasure in this freedom and largely indulged their
own motion; thus they were hurried down the wrong path, and in the end, drifting further and further, they came to lose
even the thought of their origin in the Divine. A child wrenched young from home and brought up during many years at a
distance will fail in knowledge of its father and of itself: the souls, in the same way, no longer discern either the divinity
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Further, Plotinus’ system of unconscious vision depends on what Nicoletta Isar calls “likeness
between the seer and the seen,”54 which she derives from The Enneads, the writings of Plotinus as
collected by his student Porphry: “To any vision must be brought an eye adapted to what is to be
seen, and having some likeness to it. Never did eye see the sun unless it had first become sunlike, and
never can the Soul have vision of the First Beauty unless itself be beautiful.”55 I will refer to this
process of forming direct connection with images through unconscious vision as the “system of
likeness,” pivotal for understanding the movement and aliveness of the wall-paintings at
Ferapontovo. Taking Isar’s dense and thorough analysis of Plato’s characterizations of Chôra as my
foundational definition of a particular visualization of dynamism, the in-between, and containment, I
will show how these elements manifested themselves in the wall-paintings and structure of the
Nativity of the Mother of God sobor.

Plato’s Chôra
Chôra plays a key role in the process of creation in Timeaus. In order to enact the transition
from the eidos—the essence, the invisible world of Being—to eikon—the visible image of this Being,
the known and ordered cosmos—Plato requires a third entity for facilitating this transition: Chôra.
Receiving eidos and eikon, Chôra is understood as the womb or matrix (ekmageion), within which
creation forms. As creation is infinite, Chôra is paradoxical: she/it is the containment of the
uncontainable. By preceding creation, Chôra is “invisible and formless, all embracing.”56 The
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intelligible and phenomenal churning within Chôra’s space is only momentary and never retained:
rather, it is transformed through movement into a leftover trace. This revealed trace is analogous to
the ‘in-between’—that which is present and not present, clear and hazy, a remainder of what once
was distinctive. Chôra’s limits are limitless, but her/its womb’s expansions are made visible in her/its
trace, something akin to residue from any sort of contact or even more accurately—stretch-marks.
Chôra’s constantly morphing edges are the periphery of the churning eidos and eikon, contained
within Chôra’s ever-mutating womb.
Isar discusses the dense philology of Chôra (chôros) as it was used in the Hellenic and
Christian worlds. Chôra is often translated as “space,” differentiated from “place.” This notion of
space inherently involves movement by way of expansion and contraction. Spatial movement is often
enacted collectively, as in a choir or a choreographed dance. While sacred place (topos) is objective,
already existing, and already sanctified, sacred space (chorós) is enacted liturgically, and must be
experienced rather than existing as a static entity. 57 Chôra’s movement is always in some form
circular, and always leaves a trace (graphè) within the space. In short, Chôra contains within her/it
the hierós or all the elements related to the sacred, which she/it enlivens through her/its circular
movement.58
Correlations between Mary and Chôra are evident immediately from certain terms related to
both. Mary’s belt or cincture, a sacred relic called the zônê in Greek, is a circular textile that binds her
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chiton in place around her womb area.59 Marie-José Mondzain describes a different but related
definition for the word zônê: a morphing periphery that touches both the inside and the outside of
Chôra’s womb, containing the uncontainable.60 The zônê is the in-between, the result of eidos and
eikon, visible and invisible, known and unknown, dualities that were processed into similar and
dissimilar groups by the sieve that is also used to describe Chôra.61 In a monument such as The
Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, for example, the zônê is neither the wall-paintings nor the
structure, but the transparent element created by a combination of the two. This is achieved through
an overall hazy, soft state churned into motion by the rapid brushstrokes rendered on a surface that
inherently emphasizes the architectural structure, allowing visibility of both simultaneously.
Transparency is the visible trace of Chôra, the in-between, the element that depicts both the visible
and invisible at once.
Chôra is definitively circular. The moving process of becoming is at the core of Chôra’s
definition: Bissera Pentcheva defines the Chôra as a sacred space where the divine becomes manifest
through circular movement.62 Paul the Silentiary’s (d. 575-580) ekphrasis of Hagia Sophia in
Constantinople serves as an example of the circular and physical trace Chôra leaves on her/its
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containing structure, mirroring the moving bodies within.63 The Silentiary moves through the interior
in a circular path, following both structure and light: “Thus the evening light revolves round the
temple, brightly shining. And in a smaller, inner circle you will find a second crown bearing lights
along its rim, while in the very center another novel disc rises shining in the air, so that darkness is
made to flee.”64 As Paul moves into his ekphrasis of Hagia Sophia’s ambo, he goes on: “…its surface
is covered, as it were, with eddying whirlpools, in places resembling an infinity of circles, while in
others they stray from under the circles into winding curves…”65 Concentric circles and fluid lines
remind us of Plotinus’ discussion of emanation and return, like ripples that expand across the surface
caused by a pebble thrown into water.66
Isar points to yet another related definition of Chôra, where the “crossing movement” (‘X’ or
‘+’) corresponds to the Greek letter ‘x’ (chi), used in the philology of Chôra, chorós, and other
variations of the word.67 I find it pertinent that the crossing movement, used often in the church, is
directly tied the human body and to the structural space. The crossing movement was used on the
micro-level, when participants would make the sign of the cross over their bodies in coordination
with various prayers throughout the liturgy and also before prostrating themselves infront of a sacred
image.68 The crossing movement was also used at the macro-level, when ecclesiasts and monks
crossed and circled throughout the church at various proscribed moments in the liturgy, such as when
they would process around the periphery blessing the church with incense, and when the narrative
and dynamism of the wall-paintings led the eye across the surface in a circular pattern. Chôra
similarly inscribes the space with sacred form through her/its inherent movements of crossing.
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Chôra’s movements are not solely along the linear elements of the ‘X’ and ‘+’ forms but are also
circumnavigant. We can imagine how both cross-forms rotate on a central point (a point is analogous
to the omphalos), spinning and inscribing a circular trace along the edges of their spin. Thus, Chôra’s
dynamism emulates outwards through the crossing movement, and then returns back to the omphalos,
the circular center of all existence.
By the ninth century, Patriarch Nikephoros of Constantinople reified the Platonist Chôra onto
the Christian version of the divine womb: the body of Mary. Mary became understood as the
containment of the uncontainable God and was often depicted over entryways and other liminal
spaces. Chôra was reincarnated in Mary’s human womb, extending the Platonist understanding of
Chôra/space definitively into the Christian world.69 Theodore Metochites (1270-1322), the wealthy
donor and restorer of Constantinople’s Chora Monastery, directly related the Christian mystical
understanding of Chôra to the Mother of God in his dedicatory poem:
To thee (the Theotokos) I have dedicated this noble monastery which is called the precious
name Chôra” / “And I had this hope especially in His mother, the virginal and all-holy Hold
(Chôra) most broad of Him who is unholdable through and beyond all things. In her name did
I build this monastery” / “But thou, Oh Lady, hast become the instrument of this great miracle
(the incarnation) which gave life to mortals; and it is to bring a shrine (as a gift) to thee that I
erected this monastery, calling it Chôra after thee, the one who contained the uncontainable,
to thee the shrine of the immortal God.70
Christianized in Byzantium, Chôra continued her/its role as the container and revealer of the divine
incarnation, manifested by the sacred image as well as the sacred liturgy.71
Chôra helps establish the centrality of the liturgy and the liturgical participants in enacting
sacred space, and even more prominently establishes the inseparability of space from liturgy. Chôra
relies on the movements of the liturgical performance and visual systems for her material expression,
especially relying on the system of likness between viewer and image. As ecclesiasts and monks
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circulate throughout the interior of the church, their gazes and bodies inherently enact the connections
between the narratives throughout the wall-paintings and the metaphoric and symbolic
representations of various figures placed throughout the cycle. “Mimesis” is perhaps the most
accurate term used by the Platonists and Byzantinists, describing what we today call “performance.”72
Mimesis represents a state that is both present and absent. As Isar theorizes, the liturgy relies on the
movement performed (chorós) by the human body, bringing the resultant chorós (sacred space) into
existence. “Space and beholder fused together in a single vision in which everything moved round
like a chorós”73—this is what we now come to think of as “choreography” or a “choir”: mover and
movement gathered into one entity.
The inseparability of participant and structure is echoed in the sacred image, which is based
on a system of likeness between viewer and viewed. In the sense of liturgical and spatial
inseparability, we come to see Chôra for what she/it originally embodied: an “ontological continuity
between Being and becoming.”74 Chôra is neither eidos nor eikon, but is the process that coalesces
both into and within her/its own sacred space through mimesis. This space of “sacred containment” is
where the entirety of the universe exists and comes into being.75 Within Chôra the process, the
performance, the participants, and the visual world all become sacralized.
Another description of Hagia Sophia, this time from the twelfth century, helps us understand
the perception of space in Byzantium and its ties to Chôra. The ekphraesis describes the space’s
interior as “an immense space (euruteta), having a hollowness so capacious that it might be pregnant
(egkumonein) with many thousands of bodies.”76 Here, the analogy of the structure as the pregnant
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womb of Chôra/Mary is enacted and multiplied by the imagined liturgical participants, themselves a
contracted imitation of the process and state of Chôra. The living, breathing, material state of Chôra,
as mythologized by Plato and later reified onto the body of Mary, is a pointer to the bodily essence of
Chôra as she/it exists within every human. As Plato believed that the process of Chôra was enacted
within the human body,77 so too the notion could be expanded and contracted to all bodies: Mary, the
Church as a living structure, and human liturgical participants. We will now delve deeper into the
Chôra’s continuation in Christianity through Mary and the Church as a metaphor for Mary, a
transition that was based on the writings of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite.

Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite
Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite is the key bridge between Platonism and Christian theology:
his writings facilitated the transposition of Chôra onto the figure of Mary. The Areopagite in turn
became a foundational source for practitioners of Hesychasm and the creators of Byzantine sacred
images. For both Pseudo-Dionysius and the Hesychasts, the physical was an essential vehicle for
divinity. As the continuation of Platonist Chôra and her manifestations in Byzantium after the fall of
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Constantinople in 1453, we will see how Russia solidified and further developed the living sacred
image.78
In contrast to John Meyendorff, Jelena Bodganović assigns key importance to the
transmission of specifically Pseudo-Dionysian thought, and therefore Platonist thought, as having
directly influenced Christian thought of all periods.79 Testifying to its continuing authority, the sixth
century Pseudo-Dionysian corpus was translated into Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, Latin, and Old
Church Slavonic during the central and late middle-ages,80 distributed widely in many copies and
editions.81
Pseudo-Dionysius’ theology was apophatic, meaning it required the denial and negation of
understanding in order to come closer to divinity. The Platonist Chôra fits well into the core
apophatic theology of Pseudo-Dionysius, since both Chôra and apophaticism consistently negate any
element that attempts to define it: knowledge or ignorance, visibility or invisibility, presence or
absence. Negation is the essence of the in-between, as exemplified by the inscription assigned to the
Mary at the entrance to the Chora monastery in Constantinople, an inscription which became the
most concise definition of Chôra (fig. 2.11): chôrêtòn kai achôrêton, “that which occupies space and
does not occupy space” or “container of the uncontained.”82 By inscribing this paradoxical phrase in
a liminal space, the creators drew attention to the in-between. The image and inscription are neither
on the interior nor the exterior, and to enter into the sacred space the viewer must lose sight of the
container from the outside.
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The Pseudo-Dionysian writings were readily incorporated into Eastern monastic Hesychasm,
as both were rooted in early-Christian contemplative practices. While it is difficult to come to an
agreed-upon definition for the term “Hesychasm” due to its broad historical and disciplinary reach,83
some cursory definitions include concepts such as: eastern mysticism, a life of solitude and
contemplation, prayer of the heart, prayer of the mind, the body and soul as an integrated whole,
spiritual transformation leading to acquisition of the likeness of God (theosis), theology of light, and
so on.84 Both the Pseudo-Dionysian corpus and the hesychastic practice became especially prevalent
among monastics, gaining dogmatic status through St. Gregory of Palamas’ extensive discussions of
the writings in the fourteenth century.85 Palamas’ active lifetime coincided with the translation of
numerous hesychastic texts including the Pseudo-Dionysian corpus into Slavonic, which were
diffused into Russian monastic and even lay Christian spheres.86 Hilarion Alfeyev notes that “the
Slavs were primarily inspired by the most mystical work of Symeon [the New Theologian]”87—
Palamas’ direct hesychastic follower. In the fourteenth century Sergei of Radonezh facilitated the
monastic turn in Russia, corresponding with a leading figure of the Hesychast movement at the time,
Patriarch of Constantinople Philotheos Kokkinos (ca. 1300 – ca. 1379).88 Radonezh is still considered
one of the most important spiritual leaders of Russian orthodoxy to this day.
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Both Pseudo-Dionysius’ teachings and hesychasm had direct aesthetic ontological and
anagogical effect,89 particularly manifest in religious imagery.90 A core of Pseudo-Dionysius’
apophatic theology—the attainment of total knowledge of the nous through the negation of perceived
knowledge (apophatic theology is often described as negative theology)91—is essentially the same
process of emanation and return described by Plotinus.92 The desired center—the omphalos—
becomes Mary as Church and Mary’s womb as Chôra. In a way, apophatic theology reinforces the
existence of the material and structural elements (Mary, Church, etc.) but allows their negation along
the narrowing path toward the center. The liturgical participants must acknowledge the physical in
order to realize their position within the divine cosmos.
The best-known elements of Pseudo-Dionysius’ writings are announced by the titles of his
three books: The Divine Names (outlining the infinite forms encapsulated by the singular godhead),93
The Celestial Hierarchy, and The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy. The Celestial Hierarchy is divided into
three layers, each with three subsequent divisions: the seraphim, cherubim, and thrones; the
dominations, powers, and authorities; and the principalities, archangels, and angels.94 All these bodies
are referenced throughout orthodox hymnology, their names recited and their presence evoked during
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the liturgical performance. The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy follows a similar system of grouping: the
sacramental rites, which include myron (oil), synaxis (the Eucharist), and Baptism; the sacred
ministers who are hierarchs, priests, and deacons; and the laity, including monks, the baptized, and
the catechumens (also known as the penitents or the possessed).95 The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy is
manifested daily and physically in the church, with images, materials, objects, and bodies standing in
for the overarching hierarchy outlined by Pseudo-Dionysius.
The hierarchies are meant to embody the threefold process of purification, illumination, and
perfection (or, to use Pseudo-Dionysius’ apt material and structural metaphors from the Celestial
Hierarchy, “founding, building, and bringing to completion”)96 with each system of triads fulfilling
their purpose in the process.97 This process is understood as the “ascent,” but not an ascent along the
hierarchy (since each body has its own divinely-ordained place in the system and there should be no
desire to stray), but rather “a more perfect union with the divine energy of a particular place within
the hierarchy.”98 This version of ascent differs greatly from ascending to a higher ground as the
ultimate goal: a crucial difference between the architectural and visual structures of the Gothic and
those of the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor specifically, or Byzantine architecture generally.
While Gothic architecture manifested the concept of Pseudo-Dionysius’ hierarchy through its
vertical, attenuated, and elongated forms, Byzantine churches’ centralized, circular, and compact
symbolic forms (cross-in-square) corresponded more to Pseudo-Dionysius’ version of a unitary
centripetal hierarchy, accounting for ultimate assimilation with divinity:
The aim of Hierarchy is the greatest possible assimilation to and union with God, and by
taking Him as leader in all holy wisdom, to become like Him, so far as is permitted, by
contemplating intently His most Divine Beauty. Also it moulds and perfects its participants in
the holy image of God like bright and spotless mirrors which receive the Ray of the Supreme
Deity—which is the Source of Light…99
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The Pseudo-Dionysian process is more accurately seen as obtaining a purified reflection of that
which is already within each body in the form of the mirroring soul. This is done by way of
emanation and return: a circling back to the omphalos.

The Material
The physical, material world was central to Pseudo-Dionysius’ writings, which in turn
brought attention to the structural foundations of a church building as well as the material elements
used in the Byzantine rite. Pseudo-Dionysius is the first known writer to deem the Eucharist an ‘icon’
of Christ, elevating the material bread and wine into a divine essence.100 Pseudo-Dionysius further
promotes the physical world as a critical element in the process of divinity: “It is quite impossible
that we humans should, in any immaterial way, rise up to imitate and contemplate the heavenly
hierarchies without the aid of those material means capable of guiding us as our nature requires.”101
Pseudo-Dionysius was open to Theourgia, the possibility for inducing magical operations with plants
and animals, enacted through the Sacraments of the Liturgy: something akin to “Christian magic.”102
This included material rites and sacraments used every day by the Church: bread, wine, water, oil,
incense, painting, music, etc., all understood as mitigations of the divine through material things.103
At the heart of the process of divination were the senses, which the Platonists believed could
be used to elevate the soul, and which also were believed to simulate divinity in the material world.104
The nous could not be acquired without the senses: in Pseudo-Dionysius’ words “sense-perceptions
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themselves are echoes of wisdom.”105 Since God is Beauty and causes everything, then matter, a
byproduct of God, could not be considered a negative, but rather a pathway for obtaining divinity.106
Thus, the material structure of a church and its wall-paintings that followed the Pseudo-Dionysian
and hesychast tradition did not aim to allude the viewer into believing that they were akin to windows
presenting another world outside of their own, but rather the structure and wall-paintings were made
to emphasize their sensual tangibility in order to facilitate the sensory perceptions necessary for
experiencing divinity. Andrew Louth points to what he calls an “ontological gulf between God and
his creation, a real difference of being” in the Christian mystical tradition,107 one that is remediated
by anagogical matter and methods of interaction with material. The very definition of mysticism
depends on the human negotiations with matter, including their processes of creation, their
performances within structural matter, and their use of materials.
Most simply defined as union with God, mysticism depends on what humans think of God,
which stems from humans’ sensual experience of God.108 The nous—that which mysticism sets its
aim at obtaining—is indirectly translated from the Greek meaning “mind” or “intellect,” although
more accurately the word should be understood in its action form, as the verb ‘to noeta’: “I think,
therefore there is that which I think.”109 In this sense, the thoughts are the proof of reality, not the “I”.
These thoughts manifest themselves materially as images. Louth likens nous to “an organ of mystical
union”110—a physical, active, tangible way and state of being. Thus, the mystical strands of
hesychastic practice and Pseudo-Dionysius’ writings represent an affinity for the physical over the

105

Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, The Divine Names, VII..2, 868BC, quoted in Ivanovic, “Images of Invisible
Beauty,” 15. See also Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, The Ecclessistical Hierarchy VII.1.2, 553CD for PseudoDionysius on the body. See this passage for how Pseudo-Dionysius’ thoughts stem from Proclus and Plotinus’ discussions
of Beauty.
106
Ivanovic, “Images of Invisible Beauty,” 15.
107
Louth, The Origins, xiv.
108
Ibid., xv.
109
Ibid., xv.
110
Ibid., xvi.
29

conceptual. For Plato, to obtain knowledge one must participate in the realm of Ideas and Forms—the
Divine World—precluding any intellectual awareness of possible ideas of divinity.111 While this
process of participation is called theoria, “the act of contemplation,” theoria is performed by a
present being, requiring immediacy and action.112
For John of Damascus, a proto-hesychast whose work evolved directly out of PseudoDionysius’, there was absolutely no possibility for denying the material world: “If you say that only
intellectual worship is worthy of God, then take away all corporeal things: lights, the fragrance of
incense, prayer made with the voice. Do away with the divine mysteries ... bread, wine ... the sign of
the cross. All these things are matter!”113 The sacred nature of images could not be divorced from
their material ingredients, but rather relied on the material structure of things to convey their dynamic
and enveloping system of likeness.
In his sensual description of Hagia Sophia, Paul the Silentiary subjugates the physical world
to the Church/Mary: "The hills of Proconnesus have gladly offered their back to the life-giving
Queen to cover the entire floor, while the polish of Bosporus stone shimmers gently, black with an
admixture of white."114 In the Byzantine rite, the material gifts given by the physical world are
returned with blessings: on the feast of Theophany—rivers, springs and the sea; on the feast of the
Transfiguration—grapes; the Euchologion prayer consecrates various objects and processes, such as
sowing, threshing (the metaphor Plato uses to describe the process of Chôra—see above), winemaking, fish-nets, and the cleansing of vessels.115 For Origen of Alexandria (ca. 184 - ca. 253),
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baptism marked the beginning of the path toward attaining divinity through water: thus wells became
an enduring symbol of reprieve.116 Vessels and wells are prominent motifs throughout Byzantine
imagery, often depicted in conjunction with Mary and references to Chôra.
In the writings of John of Damascus we find hints that reveal the presence of Platonist
thought, specifically terminology associated with physical manifestations of Chôra, transmitted into
Christian doctrine. Ultimately, John of Damascus exemplifies the centrality of the physical in
Christian theology, easing the mind in what he sees as a futile attempt at moving past “all things
corporeal”117 by reminding:
The invisible things of God, since the creation of the world, have been clearly perceived
through the things that have been made. For we see images in created things initiating to us
dimly reflections of the divine; as when we say that there is an image of the holy Trinity,
which is beyond any beginning, in the sun, its light and its ray, or in a fountain welling up and
the stream flowing out and the flood, or in our intellect and reason and spirit, or a rose, its
flower and its fragrance.118 [emphasis mine]
As I emphasize above, the sacred state of material according to Damascus is embedded with certain
stipulations. First, sacred material must be transparent, neither visible nor invisible, revealing both
presence and absence of divinity as if through a haze or a thin veil: “dimly.” Second, sacred materials
function as mirrors, copies, impressed inscriptions that are and are not the prototype of the divinity:
“reflections.” And third, divinity transcends any semblance of time, and is therefore circular: “beyond
any beginning.” Transparent, reflected, circular elements are all core descriptors of Chôra, and Chôra
assists in fulfilling all three stipulations for sacred material by becoming manifest in the wallpaintings at the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Before discussing Chôra at the Nativity sobor, I
would like to present two pertinent intermediaries—Gothic architecture and the Chora Monastery of

116

Louth, The Origins, 56.
St. John of Damascus, 26.
118
St. John of Damascus, 26.
117

31

Constantinople—that represent the transmission of Platonist, Pseudo-Dionysian, and hesychast
thought from Ancient Greece through Byzantium and onto the post-Byzantine Russian north.

The Gothic Connection
One useful parallel, exemplifying the aesthetic and ontological results of the senses
centralized by mysticism and manifested physically in space and structure, is Gothic architecture.
Continuing its influence well into the late fifteenth century, Gothic architecture paralleled
Byzantium’s Palaiologan Renaissance, to the extent that many Gothic values and visual forms are
emulated at the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. As a direct correlation between Chôra,
Dionisy’s wall-paintings, and the Gothic, it is helpful to note that Gothic architecture was influenced
by Platonist cosmology, especially the dialogue Timaeus, which emphasized the mathematical and
aesthetic consequences of Platonist thought.119 Further, Abbot Suger, great patron of the Gothic arts
who rebuilt the Abbey of St. Denis and was influenced by concepts related to light, also looked to
Pseudo-Dionysius (erroneously thought to be St. Denis) and his theology of light.120
As Otto von Simpson explains in his study of Gothic architecture, the core of the structure lies
in the true cohabitation of function and form, structure and appearance, where one defines the other
directly.121 This is exemplified by the Gothic’s prolific use of stained-glass, which functioned as both
structure (function) and transformer of light (form). Gothic structure is based on geometry, which
Proclus deemed the ultimate source for beauty and divinity when applied physically. For Proclus, the
ultimate beauty of the immaterial concept of mathematics occurred when “it [geometry] touches upon
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matter, it produces a multitude of sciences; such as geodaesia, mechanics, and perspective: by which
it procures the greatest benefit to the life of mortals.”122 The cosmos was made manifest on earth
through architecture and ornament, with God as architect.123 The entirety of creation was made
tangible by materials, accepted as sacred matter, and used aesthetically through architectural order.124
Gothic architecture exemplified the application of moving entities and living functions in material
terms through upward-moving structures and theories of light as vehicles for divinity. The
consolidation of form and function continued its artistic manifestations from the Platonist to the
Byzantine and Gothic worlds onto the post-Byzantine Slavic north.

The Chora Monastery, Constantinople
The Byzantine monastic Church of the Holy Savior in the Chora (now Kariye Camii) in
Constantinople (Istanbul), re-constructed and decorated by Theodore Metochites between 1316 and
1321, serves as an exemplary visual precedent for the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. It is quite
possible that Dionisy knew of the church through drawings, textual ekphrasis, and other forms of
description, or even possibly from a pilgrimage of his own to Constantinople. Theophanes the Greek
brought a manuscript of Constantinople’s Churches to the Simonov Monastery after a visit to the
southern lands in 1425; copies of the manuscript were later found in the White Lake Monastery in
Kirillov-Belozersk, nearby Ferapontovo.125 The strong similarities in the visual layout, figural
renderings, and especially the sacred themes are too similar to be the result of coincidence.
Metochites was heavily involved in the hesychastic theories and controversies of his day and was
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admired by Gregory of Palamas for his writings regarding the practice of hesychasm.126 The Chora
Monastery can be understood as one vehicle representing the Platonist and Pseudo-Dionysian
anagogical manifestations outlined above and may have assisted in developing and then transmitting
their visual ontologies to the Slavic north.
Ousterhout’s descriptions of the Chora Monastery are almost identical to those that scholars
use to describe the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, including figures that are deemed
“mannerist” as if they “seem to fly.” Ousterhout dedicates a significant amount of his discussion to
architectural responses rendered by the mosaics and frescos, including cross-compositional references
throughout the architecture, functioning as an “interactive frame in which several interrelated themes
resonate.”127 In “Temporal Structuring in the Chora Parekklesion,”128 Ousterhout details the
parekklesion’s dedication to the sphere of incarnation, focusing on Mary and her attributes, including
the evidence of Byzantine hymnographers, material and literary symbols, and the stasis of time in
funerary spaces. Ousterhout concludes: “the parekklesion is not so much a wall-painting program set
into an architectural space as an architectural space that has become an integral part of its
decoration.”129 The parekklesion frescos are fully integrated with the structure and vice-versa, so that
one cannot be perceived or enacted without the other. The Chora church embodies the livingness of
structure and space, engaging with images of Mary that are later fleshed in the Nativity of the Mother
of God sobor.
The Chora Monastery was, according to Paul A. Underwood and Isar, a space for mysticism,
espousing the Mother of God as a foundational element for mystical belief and performance.130
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Emphasizing the significance of inscription/graphè, the walls of the Chora Monastery are inscribed
with dedicatory epithets to the Mother of God and to Christ. Set on the arch of the main entrance is
the Virgin Blachernitissa with Christ hovering in an amorphous orb of soft blue over his mother’s
womb; the image is inscribed as “Container (Chôra) of the Uncontainable” (fig. 2.1).131 One area
deeper into the interior, Christ Pantokrator is depicted over the entrance to the inner narthex,
inscribed as “Dwelling Place (Chôra) of the Living” (fig. 2.2).132 Immediately above Christ are the
vessels from the Miracle at Cana to the left, and the Multiplication of Loaves at center: here, both
reference the Platonist Chôra as container and as the process of threshing wheat.133 At the core of the
church, in the Naos, on either side of the Templon barrier, two large mosaics of the Mother of God
and Christ are inscribed “The Mother of God, the dwelling-place of the uncontainable” and “Jesus
Christ, the dwelling-place of the living” (fig. 2.3).134 Isar directs our attention to the apotropaic
qualities of such inscriptions, evoking what Leonid Uspensky explains as an iconicity that
“[establishes] an internal, sacred (mystic) identification.”135 The inscription is a literal and sacred
version of the inscription that Chôra enacts through her/its movement, which in turn is the trace we
are confronted with on the surfaces of the chorós/space/structure/Church.
The most definitive correlations between the Chora Monastery and the Nativity of the Mother
of God sobor are the Old Testament genealogies of Christ. The predecessors to Jesus, the forebears of
Christ, are represented in the altar apse and in medallions along the supporting arches of both
churches. Both monuments also engage in a pointed use of the Akathist Hymn.136 Scholars cite
multiple possible sources for Dionisy’s Akathist Hymn in the Nativity sobor: the Laudation of Holy
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Virgin with Akathist from the Assumption Cathedral of the Moscow Kremlin of the late 14th century
(fig. 2.4), and the traditional Balkan depictions of the Virgin Mary, stemming from Constantinople,
including The Virgin Nicopeia, and the Virgin Dexocratusa.137 The use of the Akathistos and the
Ecumenical councils as narratives for an entire wall-painting cycle is unknown in the Russian north
until the Nativity sobor, but was preceded by numerous Serbian wall-paintings.138
Paul A. Underwood, who in 1948 led the Kariye Camii’s restoration team, discusses the
Platonist influence on Metochites in his monumental four volume study,139 but neither Underwood
nor Ousterhout refer to Plato’s Chôra myth. Ousterhout’s omission of Platonism throughout his
narrative and history-focused studies most likely stems from the literal nature of the Chora
monastery’s frescos and mosaics. First, the works are rather exacting and narrow in their blatant use
of the term Chôra, correlating the inscription of the word directly to images of Mary and Jesus.
Further, the strategic placement of images of Mary and the Akathistos are clearly indicative of
Christianity’s literal interpretations of Mary as the Church. In the period of the monastery’s
construction the term Chôra was most commonly understood literally as a place of refuge and burial
for ecclesiasts and opponents of the iconoclastic emperors: on the periphery, or “in the fields.”140
Although the Chora Monastery did function as an aesthetic interpretation of Platonist and PseudoDionysian thought through the use of the word ‘Chôra,’ the church’s numerous Marian references,
and particular use of space through the placing of Marian imagery on peripheral areas, I contend that
the structure and wall-paintings of the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor enacted Chôra in a
manner more physically direct and multi-layered. In Ferapontovo, Chôra is presented in all her/its
circular movements, traces, and transparencies through the structure, techniques, and renderings
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particular to the northern monument. The following is a brief outline of possible modes and paths of
transition from the Chora monastery to northern Rus.

Applications in the Slavic North
Russian loyalty to the Byzantine legacy after the fall of Constantinople elucidates the
continuity between wide-reaching Platonist visual systems—including Gothic architecture--and their
emanations in the Slavic and Russian north.141 For almost five hundred years, from 988-1448, the
Russian church was an ecclesiastical province of the Patriarchate of Constantinople. Towards the
later end of the Byzantine empire, contact between the Russian Principalities and Byzantine lands
was a common occurrence (fig. 2.5).142 Byzantine practice, ethics, and ideological principles—
following the Greeks—continued on in the independent Muscovite Church even after 1453.143 While
John Meyendorff presents a fairly thorough account of the progression and development of Byzantine
thought beyond the fall of Constantinople to the Ottomans in his article “Continuities and
Discontinuities in Byzantine Religious Thought,” he categorically dismisses any possibility for the
transmission and implementation of Neoplatonist and Pseudo-Dionysian philosophy (or any
philosophical thought) in Russia:
What the Christians received from the Greeks was not Hellenic civilization, but Christian
religion. Of course, this religion was enshrined in a hymnography reflecting the Christian
Hellenism of the Church Fathers. The Slavonic language used by the Church kept some of the
flexible beauty of Greek poetic terminology, but theological and philosophical concepts were
often lost in translation. Secular philosophical knowledge would come to Russia not from
Byzantium, but from the West—primarily during the Enlightenment—which is one of the
important elements in the dramatic discontinuities which characterize Russian History.
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Meyendorff bases this statement solely on textual transmission and hymnography between
Byzantium proper and its ecclesiastical outposts, ignoring the visual as a possible form for conveying
ideas. Again: “Orthodoxy was adopted and developed in Russia, even if some of the theological
sophistication was lost in the translation of Byzantine texts.”144 Andrew Louth, however, recognizes a
possible connection between Byzantium and the Slavic church, characterizing imagery as a
transmitter or a “linguistic filter” by which religious images connected Greek and Slavic
Orthodoxy.145 Combined with what Meyendorff describes as “literal translation from the Greek,”146 I
argue that Byzantine visual programs such as those of the Chora Monastery successfully transmitted
Platonist and Pseudo-Dionysian philosophical discourse to Dionisy, which he then represented in the
wall-paintings at the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. The following sections continue describing
the intricacies of Chôra’s visual expressions through her/its processes of inscription and manners of
sacralizing material and structure through transparency, reflexivity, and circularity.

Chôra’s Trace
The iconophiles settled that the definition of the sacred image was its absence, materialized by
the imprint, and analogous to Chôra’s inscribed trace. Discourses of imprint and reflection were used
to discuss the materialization of this absence in sacred images. The absence of divine presence
paradoxically emphasized the physical essence of images.147 The imprint of the form onto/into
surface directly parallels the choral understanding of inscription—an embedding into and unifying
with the structure by way of the physical presence of absence.
Chôra leaves her/its trace as an inscription (graphè): an embedding into structure. The
distinction between inscription (graphè) and circumscription (perigraphè) stems from the Byzantine
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iconoclastic debates circa 750-828, led by the iconophile Patriarch Nikephoros of Constantinople (ca.
758-828). Circumscription, according to Nikephoros, is a process of limitation, a molding to the
requirements for ordered and systematic viewing: framing, bordering, limitations, boundaries, time.
Inscription is, on the other hand, the trace, the outline of Chôra, which cannot be framed and has no
limits, in Isar’s words: “This is a paradoxical space, chôrêton kai achôrêton, that is, ‘contained and
uncontained,’ in the space and outside the space, and the inscription, the graphè, is a trace that
defines a space that is and is not there: achôrêton.”148 The inscription becomes indiscernible from the
structure and surface it has inscribed and the Chôra is indiscernible from the space: both results
depend on the transparency of the surface and the structure.
Mondzain considers drawing most closely analogous to the inscription process that occurs
when Mary contains the uncontainable:
The actual womb of the Virgin was, properly speaking, the enclosure of that which is infinite,
limitless. Drawing is therefore the perfect feature for determining the space of that which has
none, the achôrêton. It makes manifest an unfathomable enigma: the virginal womb gives its
form and its borders, its limits and its characteristics to a son that she does not touch or
enclose.149
Similarly, the imprint was used to define the artistic process by which sacred images came into being.
According to Theodore the Studite (759-856):
The crafted icon modeled after its prototype brings the likeness of the prototype into matter
and participates in its form by means of the thought of the artist and the impress of his hands.
This is true of the painter, the stone carver, and the one who makes images from gold and
bronze; each takes matter, looks at the prototype, receives the imprint of that which he
contemplates, and presses it like a seal into his matter.150
The imprint process is thus doubled: first the prototype is seared onto the mind of the creator, after
which the iconographer reprints the image onto the surface. The artist is the mediator of the sacred
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image in the same manner that the viewer is a mediator between the image and its state of sacredness
in the system of likeness.
The author of the Life of Stephen the Younger found that delineations in sacred seals (the
original icon form) pointed to the materialization of the invisible.151 Similarly, in the famous story of
the Cloth of Edessa (the mandylion), the acheiropoietos continued impressing its sacred image of the
face of Jesus onto various surfaces that it came into contact with, including other cloths and tiles.
Herbert Kessler concludes that the uninhibited transition of the sacred image between materials
reveals the ultimate insignificance of the support.152 However, I find the transition between different
media essential for understanding the structure and material of the sacred image. By impressing itself
onto various material surfaces, the acheiropoietos points to the essentially sacred nature of all
material structures. Without the availability of a surface facilitating the sacred inscription, the image
would not become visible. The crucial pivot in the story of the mandylion’s transition across different
surfaces is the manifestation of the image within and through physical structure,153 whether it is
textile, ceramic, the body (Mary), or the architecture of the Church. The idea that the sacred image
pierced through and simultaneously coexisted with its material support and surface harkens back to
Mondzain’s definition of zônê—a space defined as the in-between and reliant on transparency
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between structure and image. Transparency—the first stipulation described by John of Damascus
(above) through the word “dimly”—is typified by the sacred veil, which I will now discuss in depth.

The Veil
As a means for understanding how Platonism and concepts of sacred physical materials
intersected with the painting practice in the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, I will begin with the
veil, commonly represented throughout Byzantium in a decorated church’s bottom register as an
illusion of a hanging cloth (fig. 4.9, 4.10).
Chôra manifested herself/itself as the womb, the trace, the inscription, and also the sacred
transparent veil: these are a set of sacred symbols that functioned as vehicles for divine illumination.
One facet of Mary’s embodiment of Chôra was through the veil metaphor, in which Mary
represented the visible but transparent veil that protected the Church. The veil also symbolized the
descent of divinity onto the earthly realm: in The Celestial Hierarchy, Pseudo-Dionysius writes, “It is
impossible for the divine ray to illumine us…except by a variety of sacred veils.”154 The veil as a
concept was meant to both hide and reveal divinity, and thus the veil is an element of the in-between.
For Symeon of Thessalonike, the iconostasis transposed Pseudo-Dionysius’ concept of veils,155 and
especially by the period of flourishing iconography in northern Slavic lands, the Jewish temple veil
became appropriated as the iconostasis. Later we will see how at the Nativity of the Mother of God
sobor the purpose of the iconostasis-as-veil was expanded to the periphery of the structure through
the painted veil of the bottom register.
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Before the iconostasis, the veil existed as a fabric icon screen or as stone-carved entablature
(fig. 2.6, 2.7).156 The iconostasis functioned as border between the metaphorical heavenly space of
the altar and the earthly space of the nave, but by connecting the iconostasis to the concept of the
sacred veil we see how this border was intended to be transparent while simultaneously inscribed
with sacred images. These sacred images can be traced back to the original Jewish Tabernacle cloth,
which was intricately tied with sacred materials, sacred space, and the liturgical performance enacted
for the creation of both sacred space and sacred material.
The veil that separates the holy space from the altar itself was woven from blue, purple,
crimson, and linen embroidered with images of the cherubim: this formulation reflected the colors of
the cloth that constituted the desert tabernacle of the Old Testament, described in The Book of
Exodus.157 In Jewish War Against the Romans, Flavius Josephus (37 – ca. 100) used cosmic
terminology to describe a veil that was embroidered with flowers and patterns by Babylonians as a
panorama of the heavens (fig. 2.8, 2.9, 2.10, 2.11, 2.12).158 The veil’s symbolism extended to the
colors it wove together: crimson represented fire, linen was the earth, blue as air, and purple as sea.
Thus, the veil became a stand-in for the sacred structures, materials, and substances that make up the
visible universe.159 In Jewish mysticism, the veil became a surface for a conglomerate representation
of past, present, and future time. In the Third Book of Enoch, Ishmael the high priest ascends to
heaven to see the history of the world on the reverse side of the veil, distinguishing between “our”
side of the veil—the interior where we are indebted to symbols and constrained time, versus the
“heavenly” side of the veil—where symbols were unnecessary and time no longer existed. The entire
cosmos, the eidos and eikon together, was projected and made known by the sacred veil, a woven
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cloth outlining and inscribing the periphery and again recalling Chôra. Transparent but
simultaneously functioning as a distinguishing material element between two spheres, the sacred veil
was analogous to the sacred structure that embodied the in-between.
In addition to explaining the colors of the veil as symbols of the four elements of the world,
Philo of Alexandria (ca. 20 BCE – ca. 50 CE), a late Hellenistic Jewish Philosopher, studied the
sacred veil in the vein of the Platonist belt/periphery of Chôra, as a boundary between the visible and
invisible worlds. Philo’s discussion of the interaction between the visible and invisible realms
contributed to later Byzantine theology of sacred images,160 in which they were understood as,
according to Lidov’s analysis, a “living spatial and transparent boundary connecting two
heterogeneous sacred realms” [emphasis mine].161 In Byzantium, the veil was represented on the
bottom register of church interiors, such as the one at the upper church of Boiana monastery near
Sofia, Bulgaria, from the 13th century inscribed, “curtain called veil” (fig. 2.12).162 The colors of the
woven veil were later reified onto the body and essence of Jesus as well as the narrative and
characteristics of Mary and the metaphor of Mary’s womb as loom, as in the De Adoratione by Cyril
of Alexandria:
The beauty of the multiform ornament of the church is Christ, who is one yet understood by
many riddles, such as the 'fine-spun linen' (Exodus, 26.31), for the bodiless Word was 'spun'
when he was knitted together with the flesh; and not just 'linen' but 'blue linen, 'for he is not
only from earth but from the heavens...and 'purple,' for he is not a slave but a King from God;
and 'woven from scarlet,' to indicate, as we said, his being knitted together with the flesh...for
scarlet is a symbol of blood.163
When a child, Mary was given a purple skein of wool to weave the temple curtain—the same curtain
that symbolizes the original Tabernacle and which would later be torn in two at the crucifixion of
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Mary’s son (fig. 2.14.) The skein of wool and resulting veil is also a symbol of the Logos, the
beginning of the Incarnation of God woven into physical existence by Chôra/Mary.
As an element of the cosmos, the tabernacle veil was never meant to be a static entity, so
much so that Pentcheva uses the noun as a verb: “tabernacling.”164 The process is evident through the
sanctification of matter, when pneuma (spirit) descends into matter: “In the course of the Byzantine
liturgy all three—the physical building, the offertory gifts, and the body of the faithful—become
living reverberant tabernacles, overshadowed by the Spirit, and thus all eikones.”165 The body and the
structure become sacred spaces through the enactment of the liturgy. This echoes an essentialist
definition of icon, in which the icon is a body penetrated by the divine pneuma,166 a process that
occurs within Chôra.167 In the Cheroubikon hymn, the empsychos of the body is made clear: “We
who mystically represent [eikonizontes] the cherubim and sing the thrice-holy hymn to the life-giving
Trinity, let us lay aside all worldly care to receive the King of All escorted unseen by the angelic
corps.”168 By becoming icons representative of the cherubim through liturgical hymns, the body is
transposed directly into the sacred tabernacle veil’s space, on which the cherubim were originally
depicted. The veil’s sacralization of structure and space added to the belief that the church was
understood as an simulation of heavenly space.
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The Church as an Earthly Heaven
The theological elements of the tabernacle veil point us towards the idea that the church
building, in conjunction with the liturgy, simulates ‘Heaven on Earth’; a theory ubiquitous in
Byzantium.169 The Divine Liturgy is celebrated with the heavenly entities, which are depicted and
evoked throughout the surrounding images. Procopius sees Hagia Sophia’s architectural structure
itself as facilitating the movement of the celebrant’s mind, which “is lifted up to God and soars aloft,
thinking he cannot be far away, but must especially love to dwell in this place that he himself [God]
has chosen.”170 The beginnings of Christianity in Russia are tied to the same concept: Prince
Vladimir’s convoys reported after their sojourn to the Divine Liturgy at Hagia Sophia in 987,
exclaiming: “we knew not where we were in heaven or on earth.”171 However, it is St. Germanos of
Constantinople (d. 730) who writes directly: “The church is an earthly heaven, in which the heavenly
God dwells and moves.”172 For Germanos, heaven is not simply simulated on earth, but rather the
Church functions as the material, visible form of Heaven, in which movement is a crucial element.
Heaven-on-Earth as a physical reality is a central tenet of the medieval and post-Byzantine
understanding of the Church.173 The church was marked as the space for interpreting the invisible,
breathing life into what was unseen, or the enactment of Chôra. Symeon of Thessalonike discussed
the Church structure and its effect on the Byzantine rite at length, understanding the structure as a
living-breathing image of the cosmos.174 The performance of the liturgy is connected to the
architecture directly, and is also determined by the participants in the church, their status as lay
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people or ecclesiastic members, the particular ceremony or sacrament, the time of day, and the
participant’s point of view and location inside the church.175
Symeon creates analogies between the tripartite narthex, nave, and sanctuary as images of
“earth, heaven, and the places beyond the heavens” or also “earth, paradise, and the visible heaven.”
Other times the tripartite division is a reference to the Jewish tabernacle and Temple of Solomon, or
the "three triads of angelic orders,” or the "clergy, the faithful and those in repentance.”176 The final
trinitarian analogy is one of the unity of the Holy Trinity. However, Symeon’s tripartite analogies are
overpowered by a second layer of his own interpretation, a dualistic one, based on the binary logic of
Platonism as well as the binary nature of God (knowable and unknowable) expounded by Gregory of
Palamas. Evoking the opposition between the visible and the invisible, Symeon combines the narthex
and nave together as a singular representation of the visible earth, divided by the icon screen from the
sanctuary representing heaven.177 Thus, Symeon is able to more freely refer to the unity inherent in
duality, when the visible and invisible come together to form sacred images and sacred spaces, with
the iconostasis functioning as the transparent veil between the two spheres. The iconostasis is not
meant to hide the sanctuary from the nave, but rather is akin to a screen or veil on which divinity is
projected through sacred imagery.
Otto Demus’ canonical study of Byzantine architecture already pointed to the concept of the
Church as living entity. Demus describes the church as an image of the Cosmos symbolizing heaven,
paradise/the Holy land, and the terrestrial world depicted in descending order from the cupola to the
lower registers, respectively.178 The relationships between these layers of the Cosmos are not
historical or narrative depictions of events in the past. Rather, the Byzantine church expressed the
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‘symbolic’ time of the liturgical cycle.179 Since this liturgical cycle is not an isolated event of singular
time but rather a repeated process, then the liturgical cycle of the Church is in itself a living entity.
The church and its structure gained paramount importance in Byzantium through PseudoDionysius’ understanding of sacred space. While hierarchical divisions are at the center of PseudoDionysius’ Celestial and Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, the author saw the church building as a unified
shared experience between laity and hierarchical priests, as well as the invisible angels and other
entities, to which I stipulate the inclusion of Chôra.180 Pseudo-Dionysius understood the walls of the
church as the boundary for the symbolic,181 thereby unifying everything within the structure into
one—a symbol of the sacred. Maximus the Confessor (ca. 580 – 662) would later find the church
itself to be symbolic, whereby every sacred structure is a version symbolizing the greater Church.182
Various academics from architectural historian Vincent Scully to historian/philosopher
Mircea Eliade183 have discussed the theory of a place’s inherent sacredness before the existence of a
temple.184 In this light, Christianity is understood to have taken the open-air altar of the Greeks and,
using the Old-Testament Jewish structure of the tabernacle, enclosed it within an encompassing
structure. In this sense, the place that the structure encloses was already sacred by the presence of the
altar.185 Sacred spaces focus their energies on what was inherently an extraordinary locality.186 The
sacred structure is not passive in its reception of divinity: rather, the sacred structure is an active
agent, gathering divinity into a consolidated formation through theophany and hierophany. The
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sacred temple structure becomes the primary point, the omphalos center within which and at which
all motion is revealed.187 This movement ties directly back to the concept of the church as Chôra. Just
as the sacred image occupies everything surrounding it and sacralizes it by its centrifugal force, so
too the church itself is in constant flux, alive and vibrating, emanating its sacred power both out and
in.188
Byzantine architecture was understood as a moving, living entity. Paul the Silentiary
describes the four central piers of Hagia Sophia as rising up “on well-curved airy paths”; dancing
columns; growing arches; springing conches.189 The movement of the church is inextricably tied to
the movement of the participant, in whose eyes the structure is constantly changing and flowing.190
The thesis of Bonna D. Wescoat and Robert Ousterhout’s study The Architecture of the Sacred:
Space, Ritual, and Experience from Classical Greece to Byzantium is that “in premodern historical
societies the architectural setting was an active agent in the ritual process; architecture did not simply
house or frame events, it magnified and elevated them and it could also interact with them and
engender the construction of ceremonial.”191 As architecture of a sacred space represented the
macrocosmic heavens and the microcosmic participants, reflections became an essential element for
the functioning of sacred structure as well as the liturgy.

Reflections
The depiction of mirrors in sacred images and the use of mirrors and mirrored surfaces in
sacred spaces and liturgy facilitate the enactment of the system of likeness, fulfilling John of
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Damascus’ second stipulation for the creation of sacred images: “reflections.”192 The soul was
considered a mirror reflecting the physical presence of God, which became fully known to the person
through self-knowledge (or emanation-return/centeredness).193 Circular discs, often held by angels,
represent the iconography of reflections.194 A wall-painting of the Anastasis at the Dećani Monastery
(ca. 1340) depicts angels holding such disc-mirrors reflecting the divinity of the space and of each
liturgical participant’s soul.
The system of likeness leads to personal identification with the sacred image. By integrating
the wall-paintings into the Church, liturgical participants are in essence enacting identification with
the physical structure. Through identification with the structure, there is an identification with the
Church as a body—the womb’s zônê, the living-breathing entity that is the Church. In turn, the
system of likeness leads to identification with Chôra as she/it manifests in the structure, as well as
identification with the dynamism inherent in choral movement. Thus, the final result of these layered
identifications reveals a likeness to and reflection of movement—particularly circular movement. The
participants who enacted the system of likeness with the structure are given in return the whirling
circularity that spirals back into their own omphalos.

Circularity
Circular movement is at the core of the liturgical performance, is crucial for creating sacred
spaces and, I would emphasize, circularity and movement also define the wall-painting cycle. The
wall-painting cycle reflects the liturgical processions established on doctrinal and mystical beliefs.
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Furthermore, church processions and liturgical movements traditionally occurred counter-clockwise,
against the direction of the sun, or more accurately, to meet the rising sun as a symbol of the
Resurrection.195 The deeply embedded circular movements of the liturgy and the monumental
imagery of the church structure do not allow for static viewing, but rather require the movement and
liveliness of the viewer’s eyes and body. Numerous Byzantine ekphrasis describe the church
structure itself as “whirling”196—a restless vision of a constantly evolving world. When the Patriarch
Photius of Constantinople (ca. 810/820 – 893) visited the Church of the Virgin of the Pharos in the
Great Palace of Constantinople, he was intensely awed at the generated movement of the space:
…with what joy and trepidation and astonishment 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. For the spectator,
through his whirling about in all directions and being constantly astir…imagines that his
personal condition is transferred to the object.197
While the circular structure of the church is evident physically, Photius originates the movement of
circularity in the viewer through the system of likeness: the Chôra exists within the body of Mary
which is the structure of the church, reflected and enlivened by the bodies of the liturgical
participants (Photius’ “spectator”) who’s individual states of inner movement are reflected back onto
the church structure.
Constant circular movement engages the image-viewer/participant into an image structured by
inverse perspective, or what Fr. Pavel Florensky coined as the “living-image.”198 This type of image
reveals a visual system that is unlike linear perspective, which isolates the viewer through its single-
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point system.199 The living-image pulsates, morphs, and is constantly, in Florensky’s words,
“twisting from all parts towards the beholder:”200 the living-image is a crucial element for the system
of likeness between structure and viewer. Modern scholar Mathew Gervase writes that the Byzantines
understood the eyeball itself as having a spherical shape and concave retina, facilitating a curvilinear,
moving visuality and, as Gervase states, Byzantium “could never have been satisfied with any system
of perspective which presupposed that the human eye was a flat object gazing immobile at a vertical
plane.”201 A mobile eye is crucial for apprehending and enacting the Byzantine space/Chôra.202
Byzantine ekphrasis consistently described buildings and interiors by way of always wandering,
moving eyes.203 The extramission of vision caused by moving eyes heightened the liveliness of wallpainting cycles while the intromission of vision caused by moving and vibrating objects and images
recreated the choral process within the eye and body.
What we refer to as “reverse perspective” in Byzantine image-structure allows the image to
envelop and involve the viewer in its process of Being. The Byzantine image opens onto and
envelops the space in front of it: “The ‘picture space’ of Byzantine art was primarily that of the
church or palace room in which it was placed, since art was considered a functional part of
architecture.”204 Such vision, which I will call “concave vision,”205 relies on the concavity of the
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depicted plane: a hemisphere seen from within. In Byzantine concave vision, the emphasis on
materials was made most apparent by the multiple viewpoints inherent in such an image: one
perspectival schema for each object rendered. The semi-circular nature of this vision recalls the
importance of circularity in the enactment of Chôra. Concave vision also involves and envelops the
viewer in its circular system of visual movement. Concave vision sacralizes space, reaching out and
touching through expansion and contraction, much like the movements of Chôra. The entirety of the
space that the concave image and Chôra inscribe—the interior, exterior, and surface/structure into
which it blends—become sacred. The word “divinity” understood as eidos, is etymologically tied to
the act of looking or seeing, which implies a presence, a viewer.206 The one enacting the looking is
the relation that the sacred image relies on to exist. The space that is sacralized by concave vision
extends to the viewer, meaning that the surface of the body is the limit of sacred space.207 By
participating in a space/structure that has been inscribed and thereby sacralized, the participant
becomes sacralized themselves by way of divinity—“looking” and offering oneself as the presence
necessary for the transaction.
The difference between the relationship a viewer has with the Pantokrator in the cupola’s
dome versus a Pantokrator depicted on a vertical panel icon is an analogy for the significance
assigned to the structure of the church itself. 208 The relationship between form and function is
significant. As one of the central images of the Byzantine church, the Pantokrator controlled and
emulated the space from his lofty position above all other images, similar to the Gothic crucifix hung
above the rood screen, commanding the vastness of the Gothic structure.209 When performing

206

Harrington, Sacred Place in Early and Medieval Neoplatonism, 25.
Ibid., 43.
208
Pantokrator in Greek translates to “the almighty,” “the all-powerful,” or “the all-ruler.” Thomas F. Mathews, “The
Transformation Symbolism in Byzantine Architecture and the Meaning of the Pantokrator in the Dome,” in Church and
People in Byzantium, ed. Rosemary Morris, (Centre for Byzantine, Ottoman and Modern Greek Studies, University of
Birmingham, 1990): 201.
209
Ibid., 109.
52
207

proskynesis in front of a vertical panel icon of the Pantokrator, one is offering oneself to the icon and
is engaging in a direct two-way transaction. However, a liturgical participant would not perform
proskynesis to the Pantokrator in the dome, as they would essentially be turning their back to the icon
and negating their offering.210 Instead, the Pantokrator in the dome, doubly empowered by the semispherical, circular structure of this portion of the church, envelops the viewer into themselves and
thereby sacralizes the viewer’s entire body, without requiring their conscious offering (fig. 2. 13).
In the treatises by St. John of Damascus, the church structure functions identically to that of a
sacred image, copying the heavenly prototype and imprinting its three-dimensional physicality on
earth:
Therefore the divine apostle says about the sacred things made in accordance with the law:
‘These things serve a copy and shadow of the heavenly sanctuary; for when Moses was about
to erect the tabernacle, he was instructed by God, saying, See that you make everything
according to the pattern which was shown you on the mountain.’211
In Florensky’s theory, the icon functions identically to that of the structure, since “the first problem
for the iconographer is to transform the panel into a wall.”212 The multi-layering process from which
the iconographer builds the supporting ground—the many layers of primer, followed by binders,
levkas,213 specified colors for certain images (such as dark earth tones for the central faces), and
olipha214—is a solution to this transformation, or a “symbiosis between the organic and the
inorganic.”215 This process is emulated by Dionisy in his wall-paintings, as described below. As such,
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the walls and structure of the Church are deemed organic elements, the foundations of which the
icon-structure must imitate.
As symbolic microcosms, church structures were spaces for compacting and restructuring
time into an amalgamation of past, present, and future by way of the structure and images.216
According to Robert Ousterhout, “any Byzantine church interior could be interpreted as an ‘emblem
of temporality’” in which the liturgical participant is in a space devoid of linear time.217 The lack of
temporality and the inherent closed-loop circularity of the church structure and image through the
system of likeness between viewer and viewed, with no clear beginning or end, fulfills John of
Damascus’ third stipulation for sacred material: beyond any beginning.

Performing the Sacred
Since materials and images were made sacred through transparency, circularity, and
reflexivity, these sanctifying actions are critical in the matrix of the sacred material. For sacred
material to function, there must be a direct and influential connection with the performance of the
liturgy. The Eucharist is ingested through the symbolic material forms of leavened bread and red
wine; Baptism is completed by total immersion into the water; confession requires physical contact
between the priest and the confessed at the end of the ritual.218 The physical connection between the
various sacred materials and liturgical participants is an extension of the process of sacralization
enacted by the material sacred image.
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In the Banquet of the Ten Virgins, Methodius of Olympus (d. 311) amplifies the importance of
the material, sensual world using the story of the five virgins as those who “keep undefiled the
fidelity of the five pathways of virtue—sight, taste, smell, touch, and hearing—because she has
preserved intact for Christ the five perceptions of her senses, causing holiness to shine forth from
every one of them.”219 In the discussion of Byzantine sacred images, the senses are the linchpin
facilitating the empsychos graphè or “living painting.” 220 According to Pentcheva, Byzantine culture
generally perceived the dynamic visualities enacted during the liturgy through atmospheric changes
such as flickering candles and moving lights and shadows as leading to what she describes as a
complex of “shifting sensations” that were “triggered through sight, touch, sound, smell and taste stir
the faithful. They are then led to project their whirling psychological state and sensual experience
(pathema) back onto the object to make the icon appear alive.”221 Note again the reference to circular
movement by “whirling.” The term “synthesis,” as Pentcheva also points out, is broken into syn,
“together,” plus aesthesis, “sensual apprehension,” revealing the importance of the senses working in
consort,222 allowing for a state of sacredness.
Transparency, reflections, and circularity were enacted through the material structure of
Ferapontovo’s sobor and Dionisy’s wall-paintings. As such, Chôra was enlivened and made manifest
within and throughout the sobor’s sacred space, extending the Platonist understanding of divinity,
Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite’s formulations of material and hesychasm, and the continuation of
Christianity’s mystical visualizations and physical applications in Gothic architectural monuments
and the Chora Monastery of Constantinople. The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor layered these
complex systems of thought, belief, and creativity into its own dense production of Chôra.
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III. The Wall-Paintings and Structure of the Nativity of the Mother of God Sobor
To best understand the integration of Dionisy’s wall-paintings with the physical and symbolic
structure of church and liturgy, I will discuss the techniques and processes used in the creation of the
Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. As a highly proficient work of artistry produced at the peak of
Dionisy’s career, the technical and material elements of the sobor and its wall-paintings played an
integral part in the aesthetic and liturgical functions of the church. Through multiple layering, an
emphasis on the colors blue and green, and expressive, transparent brushstrokes, Dionisy unifies the
wall-paintings into a haze, softening any sharp elements of color or form. The paintings become one
with the wall, functioning like a veil as described above, and reminding of the veiling theories
established by Pseudo-Dionysius. The wall-paintings simultaneously detract and attract attention to
their material and visual meanings, asserting the hesychastic processes of negative theology,
reverberating, pulsing, processing, and returning. For Dionisy, process becomes transparent and
wholly evident, revealing its movement and coming-into-being while emphasizing the architectural
and liturgical structure as the container of this ever-changing movement.

Structure and Process
As the literal container of the uncontainable, the architectural structure of the sobor forms the
basis and, as we will see, the ultimate revelation of Dionisy’s wall-paintings. Built by Rostov masters
in 1490 from a combination of limestone and brick,223 the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor was
constructed with an elevated floor arrived at by a steep set of stairs on the West and South sides
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leading up to the two entrances.224 The church is a typical cross-in square structure, with three
Eastern apses, the central one slighter wider and deeper than the flanking two (fig. 3.1). The sobor is
divided into three naves by four pillars holding high, narrow arches under a drum cupola. Circular
holes containing ceramic jugs were placed throughout the walls as sound resonators,225 which
Dionisy integrated into his wall-painting cycles by incorporating the gaps into the scenic
compositions (fig. 3.2).226 Approximately 300 figures and scenes fill the entirety of the painted
church walls, including the arches and the window and door lintels.227
It would have taken approximately two to three years for the limestone to cool and settle
before it was ready to paint. 228 However, it was not until the year 1500 that Dionisy began the
painting the cycle. While scholars have not come to a complete consensus regarding this ten-year
hiatus, Dionisy painted the iconostasis before he began the wall-paintings, in which time the icons
were finished, dried, and installed in their place in front of the altar. Thus, the western-facing pillars
of the Eastern crosswise section are unpainted, since they would have been blocked by the iconostasis
when it was placed in-situ. The iconostasis was then de-installed, making room for Dionisy and his
sons as they worked on the wall-painting cycle.229 The thick six to ten millimeter layer of limestone
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plaster in preparation for the wall-paintings is made up of an unprecedented mixture: rather than
following the typical process of using woven and sectioned linen nets, the plaster was mixed directly
with the crushed flax plant, forming a wall with greater plasticity.230 Woven linen nets layered in
horizontal planes reinforced the upright structure of the dried plaster and consolidated the form into a
strong, rigid surface. On the other hand, crushing flax into wet limestone created a body of substance
and greater surface malleability. Ferapontovo’s limestone also has a high level of magnesium,
allowing for even further plasticity of the plaster.231 The methods and structural makeup used at the
Nativity sobor were particular to Dionisy’s regulations,232 aiming for complete integration between
the structure’s working surface and the painting. The movement of the wall-paintings was not only
directed across the surface but was also directed inwards into the very structure of the walls: within
and through, as discussed in the section regarding the transferal of the sacred image across varying
material support.
After painting the outer western façade, Dionisy and his sons worked from the top of the
sobor, beginning with the cupola, spiraling their way down following the direction of the sun
(clockwise). The perimeter was painted first, followed by the apses. This is visible in the direction of
the overlapping edges of the plaster layers. 233 The size of each plaster layer is also unprecedented;
averaging ten to seventeen and a half meters square,234 compared to the typical six to nine meters
square in Italian wall-painting of the same period.235 It is evident that Dionisy and his sons had to
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work quickly to fill the large space, an assumption further supported by the obvious transparency of
the artists’ wide and rapid brushstrokes as well as the thin layers of paint (fig. 3.3). The fact that
Dionisy and his workshop had at least two summers to complete the commission, the large size of the
plaster layers, and the inherent necessity for speedy production becomes an intriguing point, further
supporting my argument that the artist’s primary concern was to create an image-cycle that was
intensely dynamic, transparent, and reflective of the circular, trace-like movements of Chôra.

Pigments
Dionisy used imported pigments for his work, funded by Rostov’s large budget.236 The
mineral of greatest quantity was limestone, most likely harvested from nearby Tver in Starets.237 The
range of colored pigments is fairly small: black was achieved through a mixture of limestone and
charcoal; yellow, pink, and red are from ochre; ochre and iron made brown; and blue was from
azurite. The wide range of blues and greens attests the aesthetic significance of these particular colors
tying the wall paintings into a holistic vision. The highly toxic and sought-after cinnabar, which was
used for vermillion, is found in very particular places of the wall-paintings: on the border lines
delineating the compositions, as a rosy highlight on certain faces (particularly the portraits of young
saints), and on the ornamental circles of the lower register veil. The significant use of manufactured
malachite, poznakit, and atachamite is unprecedented for this period in both eastern and western wall-
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paintings,238 pointing to the highly experimental nature of Dionisy’s work and the level of freedom
afforded to him.
M. M. Naumova239 and S. A. Pisareva’s240 article on the materials and techniques of
Dionisy’s wall-painting provides a revealing discussion of Dionisy’s use of pigment. First, it is
important to note that Naumova and Pisareva’s research proves the final layers of pigment were done
in egg-yolk tempera over the initial plaster and fresco layers.241 This furthers the theory that the wallpaintings were in fact created over the span of two summers rather than one.242 The tempera
technique allowed Dionisy to work in many layers, after he completed the initial graphing lines,
initial background color in fresco, and the outlines of figures and architectural features. Moreover,
Naumova and Pisareva disprove previously published work, which argued that the wide-range of
colors in the Ferapontovo wall-paintings were tied one-to-one with an equal number of separate
pigments used. Rather, the numerous hues of color exemplify Dionisy’s extensive experimentation
and use of mixed techniques. For example, dozens of different green and blue hues were achieved by
varying the thickness of the layers of underlying limestone plaster. Other times Dionisy would mix
his pigments with varying amounts of white limestone to achieve different hues, sometimes adding
cinnabar into the white limestone mixture as well.243 The same technique was found in the use of
ochre: no more than ten different minerals were discovered, whereas the range of hues is much
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higher.244 These processes not only allowed for a more homogenous color scheme overall, but also
integrated the actual structure of the church (limestone) with the pigment layers (mixed with
limestone).
Third, Naumova and Pisareva found that Dionisy used a mixed set of natural and artificial
pigments not found anywhere in the western European frescos nor in any Medieval Russian icons,
even though mixing natural and artificial pigments was a common occurrence in both arenas (fig.
3.4).245 Dionisy used natural pseudo-malachite (a dark-green phosphate of copper very similar to
natural malachite, which is a carbonate of copper), as well as an artificially created malachite (bright
and emerald-green), imported from Western Europe, and an artificial posnjakite (sky-blue, dark-blue,
greenish-blue). Two more natural pigments for blue, green, and blue-green colors were azurite (soft,
deep-blue, related to lapis lazuli but much more commonly occurring) and atacamite (bright green,
dark emerald-green, and blackish-green). Only on the western portal façade, Dionisy mixed natural
malachite, artificial malachite, and artificial posnjakite. This may provide an additional explanation
for the much softer and hazier state of the portal wall-painting as compared to the slightly sharper
colors of the interior, along with the wear caused by exposure to the exterior elements. Dionisy also
mixed dark blue azurite with yellow ochre to obtain certain green colors. Dionisy used a mixture of
wood charcoal and limestone beneath many sections of blue in order to create a richer color and—
here Naumova and Pisareva assume Dionisy had a very forward-thinking state of mind—as a sort of
back-up for the possibility that if the blue layer was lost, the overall tone of the section would remain.
246
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areas of blue (fig. 3.5). Evidently, Dionisy’s use of blues and greens was widespread and critical for
the wall-painting’s color scheme.
Finally, and most significantly for today’s viewers, Naumova and Pisareva explain that there
was no metamorphosis of pigments in the Nativity of the Mother of God wall-painting. While it has
been proven that azurite transforms into malachite when carbon molecules are replaced with water, as
evident in the scene of John the Baptist from the XVII century in the Rostov Kremlin, this is only the
case with artificial azurite.247 At Ferapontovo, there is no artificial azurite248 and therefore there can
be no transformation from blue to green. Naumova and Pisareva’s research provides strong evidence
that particularly the blues and greens visible to us today are true, albeit faded, remnants of the
original color scheme created by Dionisy in the summers of 1500 and 1501. The blue and greenbased color scheme of Dionisy’s wall-paintings is integral to the work aesthetically, unifying the
interior into a singular whole.

Emphasis on Surface
The technical processes and color palette of Dionisy’s work were also tools for rendering
concave vision, thereby further emphasizing the material surface, whether it is the surface of the icon
panel, the surface of the pigment, or the surface of the sobor’s walls. In Byzantine perspective
(concave vision), the point analogous to the “vanishing point” of linear perspective is not behind the
image but rather in front of the image. The point(s) in front of the image is the interior body of the
church, the participants, and the performers of the liturgy.249 Dionisy chose to layer the wall-painting
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colors in what we today would consider “backwards” order (“correct” visual ordering would match
the manner that light acts in space, so that those elements that are further away receive less light and
are therefore less visible and seem darker). Instead, Dionisy layered darker colors over lighter colors,
eliminating any possibility for shadows and illusionism. The scheme is most evident in the circular
medallions on the arches, where the bulls-eye graphic becomes darker closer to the center, also used
in the concentric circles behind Jesus in the Chora parekklesion’s Last Judgment fresco (fig. 3.6, 3.7).
In scenes of groups of people, he generally painted with light ochres, followed by a thin layer of
green, and thicker layers of green toward the center of a composition.250 From Theophanes the Greek,
Dionisy learned to render movement and light through highlights,251 which he most often rendered in
deep tones and generally used sparingly, leaving the surface less “embellished” than typically known
in Byzantine and post-Byzantine church interiors. Dionisy finished the surface of the wall-painting
with a unifying layer of white limestone or blue azurite, creating a sort of haze that moderated and
softened any outstanding sharp color or compositional elements. The entire program blurs together
into a mass of color and fluid form.
Dionisy continued the early tradition of rendering figures with thin elongated noses, small
mouths, slender fingers, fluid contour curves of the body, and long limbs. Dionisy’s figures are
placed in direct relation with their surroundings, and their stretched-out, fluid forms function as ties
between the earthly and heavenly realm, as in the scene of the Annunciation (fig. 3.8): Mary’s right
side forms a wide arch from her knee to her forearm, the curves of her burgundy maphorion closing
around her like a shell as her bulbous arm gestures upwards to the hovering archangel. Further,
Dionisy goes against Demus’ hierarchization of color, in which the lightest hues of gold tinged with
white are at the top, and richer colors are toward the bottom of the church. 252 Instead, Dionisy brings
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the very top zones, particularly the Pantokrator in the dome, directly down into the space by using the
same color schemes and unifying hue throughout the entire sobor. As a result, Dionisy literally
inverts the material of the church’s walls onto the interior space with the aid of fluid brushstrokes,
thin layers of pigment, and Byzantine perspective.
The image of Theodore the Arrow-Bearer on the western pillar has several losses allowing us
to better understand Dionisy’s painting process (fig. 3.9a, 3.9b, 3.9c). The preparatory drawing was
done directly on the wet plaster surface in light yellow-ochre boldly flowing lines.253 These lines are
visible on the rendering of Theodore’s shoes. Sometimes the preparatory drawing was corrected, even
though these lines were eventually covered over and could simply have been corrected by the colors
of the garments and background.254 This points to the importance of an accurate figural contour,
particularly accounting for the fluid curves of the bodies and their agreement with the surface and
structure of the architecture. Figures were then filled in with swatches of color followed by the
background, a soft shade of blues and greens.255 Any area of white is limestone in pigment form:256
the limestone structure of the church inherently become a part of the images. Dionisy mixed blue and
green pigments with charcoal and limestone to achieve different hues that gave body, depth, and a
velvet-like nature to the color and surface.257 As a result, Dionisy unified the interior through hue.
Following the first layer of pigment and water on wet plaster done in fresco, Dionisy achieved
unification akin to a soft gauzy veil covering over any bright colors through two more layers of
limestone and charcoal glaze.258 In some sections these layers were done in a light ochre, achieving
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an overall earthy tone.259 The final layers mimic the icon’s protective layer of olipha, as described by
Florensky, above. These layers are clearly visible in the fast-paced and wide vertical brushstrokes
followed by shorter strokes breaking apart any semblance of uniformity and providing a feeling of
movement, expressiveness, and texture throughout the entirety of the church. Dionisy’s surface is
wholly indicative of the material presence of the wall-paintings—an emphasis on the walls of the
Church as the primary surface—rather than an overall illusion meant to transport the participants
beyond the material presence of the Church. The hazy state of the numerous layers functions as a
transparent veil, smudging the sharpness of what would be a fully revealed image, reminding again of
Pseudo-Dionysian veiling theories.
In addition to the preparatory drawing done in ochre on raw plaster, the wall-paintings were
also formed with the aid of an incised “graphing” line. Theodore the Arrow-Bearer and an unknown
warrior exemplify the different uses of the graphing line: those carved simultaneously with the first
layer of pigment into wet plaster—performed free-hand and allowing for a more natural line—and
those carved after the second layer when the plaster is more dry—performed with a ruler for straight
lines and a circular stylus for the nimbuses (fig. 3.10a, 3.10b). A third line, extremely thin, was
carved when the second layer of limestone and charcoal pigment/plaster was completely dry. While
the graphing line was not used for contours and delineations between spaces, it was extremely
important and necessary for rendering interior details and is found consistently throughout the wallpaintings.260 Following the third razor-like line, Dionisy completed the third and final layer of the
wall-painting again in tempera, probably begun and completed in the second summer of his tenure. In
several places, there is no graphing line and no coloristic distinction between parts of bodies, objects,
and background elements. The narratives and figures move uninhibited between scenes and across
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thresholds. The obvious lack of delineations plays directly into Dionisy’s goal of embedding the
image as the inscribing trace of the moving Chôra into the surface and structure of the church.
Dionisy’s use of the color blue throughout the entirety of the Nativity of the Mother of God
wall-paintings is a crucial element in the unification of the imagery and the sobor. The great
martyr/warrior George on the northern side of the south-western pillar melts with his blue
surroundings, his right arm and elbow almost completely disappearing into the background (fig.
3.11). The martyr Marina, in a medallion on the western arch, grips a cross that is only visible by its
graphing lines and losses of pigment, while almost the entire image save Marina’s face and nimbus,
are painted with similar shades of blue (fig. 3.12). The forerunner Baptist John, here depicted with
angelic wings, fills the entirety of the left apse, his torso, wings, and head conforming to the curve of
the Church walls (fig. 3.13). John’s undergarment is painted blue as is the background, and his wings
(now with some losses) were once covered with blue highlights over the ochre underpainting.
The most revealing use of blue occurs within a powerful image of Mary, in the sanctuary apse
conch (fig. 3.14). While Dionisy’s blue predominates throughout the entire wall-painting cycle, it is
in the scene of Mary enthroned that the blue swatches of Mary’s clothing fully integrate with the
church structure. Prominently positioned on the Eastern altar apse is a large figure of Mary seated on
an armless chair and two pillows, one painted ochre and the one beneath in a light grayish blue, with
Jesus positioned at her center. The kneeling Archangels Michael and Gabriel flank the two figures on
either side.261 Mary’s right arm is lifted unusually high, her chiton revealing a triangular blue space
below her bended wrist, while her compressed fingers barely touch Jesus’ shoulder.262 Mary’s left
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arm rests down along her side, slightly brushing Jesus’ leg. The same blue space as that of the
triangular form continues on a diagonal to the left, joining with the bottom of Mary’s garment,
ambiguously falling short just above the footrest. The garment covering the Archangel Gabriel’s left
arm is again rendered with the very same blue. Finally, the background of the apse is painted blue,
with the rapid, uneven brushstrokes of the second unifying layer prominent throughout. The entire
image is painted with thin layers of pigment, simply and without many graphing lines or third-layer
embellishments. The core of the apse’s function rests on the exact sameness between the blue
sections within Mary’s garments (and the blue of Archangel Gabriel’s arm), and the blue of the
background. Mary’s body literally becomes one with the surface of the wall, as if she were
transparent or as if the wall was coming through her. Dionisy makes no distinction between portions
of Mary and the Church’s wall surface, retaining the same texture throughout, thereby pushing the
level of integration between the Church and Mary to the utmost extent.
In addition to the integration between background and figure through the use of blue, Dionisy
uses several other techniques to emphasize the material surface of the wall and the conflation of the
wall-painting, such as the curve of St. John the Forerunner and St. Nicholas in the apse conches, fully
conformed to the concave wall (fig. 3.15). Dionisy often breaks the ochre border lines meant to
distinguish between scenes by crossing them with figures’ limbs, such as the feet of the angels in the
scene of St. Basil teaching (fig. 3.16). In the cupola, the image of the Pantokrator fully fills the semispherical space, becoming one with the architecture. The arches are filled with medallions holding
Saints, reinforcing that the Saints are the spiritual and architectural foundation of the Church.263
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The concentric circles rippling out from behind the Saints continue the theme of circularity,
emanation-return, even functioning as the circular mirrors discussed earlier in the writings of PseudoDionysius. The integration of figures with structure is akin to Slobodan Ćurčić’s argument in
“‘Living Icons’ in Byzantine Churches: Image and Practice in Eastern Christianity,”264 which
describes numerous examples of Saints depicted within architecture—either in windows, doors, or a
physical part of the structure—as a reminder of their physical presence literally within the sacred
space. Along the four pendentives, the four evangelists fill the triangular spaces by conforming their
bodies to the contours of the architecture, very similarly to the compositions in the Chora
Parekklesion (fig. 3.17). On the opposite crosswise side of the sobor from the forerunner, in the right
apse, the image of St. Nicholas fills the entire space, both arms outstretched in blessing. The graphic
structure of his garment is painted in the same background blue, with the blue-background scenes
from his life directly beneath his apsidal image only delineated with an ochre border-line. The
graphic garments of the priests and forefathers are also elements for integration with the church
surface and architecture (fig. 3.18). The geometric cross, cross in square, and cross in circle
figurations on the garments reflect the very structure of the church as a cross-in-square, as well as the
cross itself, now projected onto the long figures’ forms.265
The forefathers in the main altar apse on the mid-section register,266 turning in supplication
towards the Mother of God seated above, reveal another element of integration between the wall
surface, wall-painting, and the liturgical performance (fig. 3.19a, 3.19b). Each of the forefathers is
holding an unfurled scroll inscribed with the words that are chanted in a whisper under the priest’s
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breath while the Eucharist is being prepared. 267 The inscriptions on the scrolls match the actual
prayer in exact order from left to right. The daily practice of the liturgy is literally inscribed and
becomes a singular part of the wall-painting and the surface of the wall. Further, the sobor’s sound
resonators embedded within the walls are crucial for the performance of the liturgy, allowing for
greater amplification of sound. The sound resonators literally embed the sound produced by the
liturgy into the walls of the church: sound and prayer become one with structure.

Iconostasis
The tradition of the iconostasis, which many agree became prominent only in the last years of
the Byzantine Empire and flourished in post-1453 Orthodox Russia,268 grew from the early custom of
attaching icons to stone chancel screens.269 This architectural feature was originally referred to as the
templon.270
Since my argument builds on the effects created by the wall-paintings of the sobor as they
were experienced in their original state,271 it is crucial to note that the sobor’s original iconostasis was
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also painted by Dionisy (fig. 3.20, 3.21, 3.22, 3.23).272 The Nativity of the Mother of God iconostasis
was created and finished before Dionisy began the wall-paintings. As such, the iconostasis formed
the central anchor while the wall-paintings functioned as the supportive background to the
performance and liturgical life of the church. While I am not focusing on the iconostasis, its
relevance is critical for understanding the wall-paintings.
The Resurrection icon of the Iconostasis would have been the first fully visible image seen
when entering the sobor, as it was directly parallel to the entrance (fig. 3.24). No other Resurrection
scene is depicted in the sobor,273 even though the Resurrection is based on a crucial moment in the
Akathist Hymn. The Resurrection icon is packed with figures, each exclaiming and fervently
discussing the miraculous scene unfolding in their presence. Adam and Eve are emphatically pulled
upwards by Jesus, who forcefully dominates a wood cross in a stance reminiscent of contrapposto,
surrounded by a wide, bright emerald green orb filled with ghostly phantoms of the heavenly bodies,
each holding their own glowing white orb. The panel is lit internally by the densely glowing reds and
oranges balanced by thick greens, a deep brown for the underworld, and ivory white surrounding the
image on the edges. Dionisy’s artistic expertise is also fully revealed in the Virgin Mary and Christ
Son iconostasis panel, with the tender rendering of Mary and Jesus’ faces, and the masterfully
executed yet highly unusual position of Mary’s blessing hand, and its unprecedented luminous and
jewel-like color palette set off by deep velvet green and brown fabrics, (fig. 3.25). The luminosity,
focus on color, and dynamic circular movements in the iconostasis icons set a precedent for the visual
program of the sobor’s wall-paintings.
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One icon from the iconostasis in particular, the panel of the Archangel Michael, reveals the
mastery with which Dionisy formed the contours of the Archangel’s garments in order to activate the
gold background (fig. 4.36a). Dionisy copied and learned from the icons and iconographers
throughout Russia,274 and it was common practice to use preceding images as prototypes, retaining
the authority of the likeness in the icon. However, compared to three other archangelic figures of
Dionisy’s period,275 Dionisy’s Archangel Michael makes greater use of the space, the wings and
garments are highly intricate and purposefully positioned, creating a more active background filled
by elaborate curves and linear forms (fig. 3.26b, 3.26c, 3.26d). For example, Dionisy renders the end
of the red chiton fabric enveloping the Archangel Michael directly beneath the angel’s left arm,
filling the empty golden space with a flame-like form that mimics a flowing movement, unlike the
three comparative archangels whose garments are tucked behind and whose overall composition is
static. Dionisy repeats the garment movements of the iconostasis figures in the sobor’s wallpaintings, especially on the figures of the great martyrs/warriors on the pillars (fig. 3.27, 3.28, 3.29,
3.30, 3.31, 3.32, 3.33). Figural tradition notwithstanding, Dionisy’s warriors at the Nativity sobor are
particularly similar to the leftmost figure from the Chora monastery’s mosaic scene of enrollment for
taxation, with narrow pointed feet, long sinuous limbs and body-structure, and the unattached floating
ornamental circle meant to represent the shield in both (fig. 3.34). The warrior’s colorful garments
with dense folds are painted as if they are floating, a light breeze billowing them from below. With
no source of air or movement depicted in the images, the space of the church interior and the space of
the painted wall are one and the same through the illusion that the liturgical participants’ moving
presence may be causing the air that lifts the warrior’s garments.
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Having established the transparencies, inscriptions, reflections, and circular movements
created by Dionisy’s technical renderings of the wall-paintings at the Nativity sobor, I will turn to a
final discussion detailing Chôra’s presence within the structure and space.
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IV. Chôra at the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor
The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor at Ferapontovo is an expression and function of the
belief that the Church itself, not only its dogmatic teachings but also the very physical, architectural,
and painted structure of the Church, is a living entity. This “livingness” is enacted through the
Mother of God and thereby relies on Mary as its central axis.

Mary as Structure
Mary is often analogized with various structures throughout Byzantium, particularly the
church as concept and physical entity. The most direct descriptions praise Mary as the strongest and
most important physical structures: fortresses, gates, and city walls. In numerous hymns Symeon of
Thessalonike (c. 1381-1429) praises Mary as the “Living Temple and Gate of God,” appealing to her:
“Be with us now, and together with our entrance into your temple, open for us also the mercies of
your son, you who are the Heavenly Gate.”276 Other times Mary is described as a vessel, a container,
and a jug. Embodying all these states—entryway, portal, vessel—Mary is the Christian incarnation of
the Platonist Chôra.
Mary is often depicted in entryways and on arches. 277 At the Blachernae Church in
Constantinople the entrance is inscribed with a metaphor for Mary: “the house of the Virgin, like her
Son, was destined to become a second gate of God. An Ark hath appeared holier than that of old, not
containing the tables written by God’s hand but having received within it God himself.”278 At the
Chora monastery, the dormition of Mary is placed above the entryway (fig. 4.1). The Nativity of
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Mary on the western façade entrance of the Ferapontovo sobor diametrically opposes the Chora
Monastery’s Dormition scene.
Gregory of Nicomedia (1190-1240) called Mary “the living veil of the Logos, behind which
he hid his divinity.”279 Mary stood for the visible but transparent veil protecting and revealing the
image of God through her presence as the Church, and as we saw above, the veil also played a
prominent role in Mary’s narrative. In Iakovos Kokkinobaphos’ (St. Symeon’s teacher/ a Byzantine
monk) fourth Homily, not only does Mary’s purple thread foreshadow incarnation, but her body is
seen as a metaphor for the loom, inseparable from the very material that makes and becomes
(contains/the uncontainable) divinity: Christ will “clothe himself in the royal robe of the flesh woven
from the body of the Virgin, and in return he shall reveal her to be the Queen of all created beings.”
280

The veil is mythologized in the story of the Blachernae church, in which Mary is believed to have

miraculously inspirited her maphorion relic, signaling her physical presence. The Blachernae miracle
leads to the Marion icon type known as The Virgin Blachernitissa (fig. 4.2a, 4.2b) inscribed
“container (Chôra) of the uncontainable.”
Mary’s veil and Mary as veil recalls the visual structure of the Nativity sobor itself, which is
surrounded by a veil by the bottom-tier’s periphery. Thus, the veil functions as the womb’s protective
covering, containing the incarnation of divinity: a Christian restructuring of the role played by Chôra
as womb, zônê, and inscription. The Blachernae miracle relates Mary to a place of refuge and a literal
protective covering, identical to the Church’s structural function. The Blachernae miracle found its
way into the Slavic North as the Pokrov, a permutation of the Blachernitissa relic. Canonized by
Andrei Bogolubski (d. 1174), Prince of Suzdal, the Pokrov became the foundation for the church of
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the Intercession on the Nerl River and in Moscow, quickly entering traditional forms of Russian
iconography (fig. 4.3).281
The peripheral belt that is definitive of Chôra’s state of in-between is echoed in Paul the
Silentiary’s ekphrasis of Hagia Sophia.282 Using words such as belt, girdle, and sash, the ekphrasis
compares the structure of the church to the pregnant womb—a revision of Plato’s choral womb. The
“fair girdle” that confines the constant expansion of the space is analogous to Mary’s sacred cincture
commemorated in hymns and feasts: “Thy precious sash, O Theotokos, which encompassed thy Godreceiving womb, is an invincible force for thy flock, and an unfailing treasury of every good, O only
Ever-virgin Mother.”283
Hymns composed by John of Damascus, Cosmas of Jerusalem, Joseph the Hymnographer,
and Theophanes Graptos refer to Mary in a state of Chôra.284 Joseph the Hymnographer’s canon for
mid-Pentecost engages the paradoxical elements of Mary as Chôra, consistently referencing her
physical human body:
Alone you contained the creator himself in your womb, Godbearer... / She has contained in
her womb the unbounded God... / In your womb you contained the uncontainable Logos... /
You contained in your womb, Virgin Mother, the one of the Trinity, / Christ the lifegiver.../285
In the Parekklesion of the Chora Monastery, the four hymnographers function as Mary’s main
liturgical attendants, their figures depicted on the four triangular pendants surrounding the dome with
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Mary and Jesus at center (fig. 4.4).286 In the hymn following the fourth canticle of the Order of the
Burial of the Dead, Mary is likened to numerous sacred structures: “O Receptacle most pure, O
Temple all-undefiled, O Ark all-holy," and after the ninth canticle as "the holy Tabernacle, and the
Ark, and the Table of the law of grace.”287
Iconography of the Virgin Mary is foundational to Dionisy’s output, and it is no coincidence
that four of the five churches Dionisy worked on were named after her or the Pokrov miracle.288
Dionisy followed through with the tradition of Mary as the physical and symbolic representative of
the Church by inscribing her—as a version of Chôra—directly into the architecture, and thus
referencing back to the sacred nature of the structure itself. The church as a “moving spiritual
substance” is correlative to the church as living, breathing body, often described with
anthropomorphic terminology: “…‘head’ for dome, ‘neck’ for drum, ‘brows’ over windows,
‘shoulders’ for exterior roof-line, ‘belt’ or mid-wall frieze, ‘footing’ at the foundation level…”289 The
Church’s body parts are used as iconographic and symbolic elements in Dionisy’s wall-paintings,
especially the ‘belt’, which in the case of the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor is completed by
the twenty five Akathist hymns of the Virgin Mary. By depicting the Akathistos on the central
register of the wall-painting program, Dionisy directly correlates Mary with the belt, reminding of the
sacred cincture relic and the element of periphery that define Chôra and her/its trace.290
Dionisy’s wall-paintings expand upon the system of likeness by conjoining image and
structure, which in turn is a conjoining of sacred image and body—the structure as the body of Mary
or the peripheral zônê of Chôra. Dionisy emphasizes the structure of the sobor as the outer limits of
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the body/womb/Chôra that enact the Incarnation. Throughout the wall-paintings, Dionisy forefronts
images of Mary in the position of the orant, with her son hovering over her womb area. This image is
particularly placed in areas of transition and liminal, peripheral spaces (fig. 4.5). Imitating the imagelayout of the Chora Monastery in Constantinople, the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor opens with
the Virgin Blachernitissa and hovering Christ child, directly over the western entrance door (fig. 4.6).
Rather than depicting the annunciation on the iconostasis doors, as was typical in Byzantium, Dionisy
reverts even further back into the narrative of divine incarnation to the birth of the Mother of God
herself. The emphasis is now on the body of Mary as the sacred structure that contains the sacred
womb enacting, as Chôra does, the creation from eidos to eikon. This imagery is placed squarely on
the Western façade entrance, depicting the Nativity of the Mother of God from left to right.
Immediately above the portal doors into the womb that is the sobor/structure is Mary with her son
hovering over her central body: this is an image of the Incarnation in the womb, the container and the
uncontainable.
Not only does Dionisy use Mary as a representation of a pathway to God,291 his wall-paintings
and iconostasis enliven her body—the Church—facilitating her dynamic presence in the liturgy. The
Nativity of Mary, an apocryphal story from the Protoevangelium of Jacob 5:2292 is the first narrative
visible to those entering the church from the Western main portal entrance in the second horizontal
register: from left to right in a continuous arrangement is the Birth of Mary, the Washing of Mary,
Mary Sleeping, and the Nurturing of Mary (fig. 1.1). Dionisy masterfully joins the four scenes into
one frieze-like rendering, using a rhythmic palette of greens, blues, pinks, purples, and yellows, made
realistic by the strategically placed and well-integrated architecture and household objects, namely
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vessels for water. While the temporal state of the scene changes from left to right, there is no
distinction in the background architecture. It is as if the scenes of Mary’s early childhood are being
played out in time as one enters the church, welcomed and aided with open arms by the Archangels
Michael and Gabriel on either side of the doorway. One last glance above the entrance reveals yet
another image of Mary, this time with Jesus on her lap and St. John Damascus and St. Cosmas of
Maiuma,293 the same defenders of icons and hymn writers for the Church surrounding Mary at the
Chora parekklesion, in supplication on either side (fig. 4.6).294
The Akathist Hymn, forming the core image structure of the ‘belt’ zone of the church, is rife
with references to Mary as the structure of both liturgy and Church, as well as to Mary as Chôra:
Rejoice, O Height beyond human logic. Rejoice, O depth invisible even to the eyes of
Angels” / “O Womb of divine Incarnation” / “Rejoice, O heavenly Ladder, by which God
descended. Rejoice, O Bridge leading those from earth to Heaven” / “Rejoice, Opener of the
gates of Paradise” / “Rejoice, Vessel of the Wisdom of God” “You are a fortress protecting all
virgins, O Theotokos and Virgin; for the Master of heaven and earth prepared you, O
Immaculate One, and dwelt in your womb, and taught all to cry out to you” / “Rejoice, Gate
of salvation” “O Theotokos, as a living temple” “Rejoice, Tabernacle of God the Word” /
“Rejoice, unshakeable Tower of the Church. Rejoice, impregnable fortress of the Kingdom.295

The Greek term “oikos,” meaning “house,” describes the twelve song sections of the Akathist
Hymn.296 Ferapontov’s church claims several first instances in known depictions of the Mother of
God. In the eastern apse lunette and arch above the altar windows three images of the Virgin are
aligned vertically for the first time: The Blachernae Virgin, The Protection of the Virgin, and the
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Kyriotissa Virgin.297 Here also is the first instance of the Annunciation scenes placed on the four
piers surrounding the central dome.298 In the most literal interpretation of Mary-as-Church, Dionisy
portrays Oikos 12 of the Akathist Hymn as the Mother of God “spirit of the church,” with Mary
holding Jesus emerging from the church structure’s side above an open portal (fig. 4.7).299 This is the
Virgin Dexocratusa, the same image at the Chora Monastery flanking the sanctuary. Structurally and
iconographically, Mary becomes one with the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor.

Architectural Womb
While the bottom-tier of the church’s wall-paintings at first comes across as a simple
decorative motif, it is crucial for the enactment of Chôra’s trace, imitating the multi-layered
circularity throughout the church, and enacting the process of “tabernacling” as coined by Pentcheva,
above. Approximately the first five and a half feet of height from the floor up are painted with an
illusionistic hanging cloth that extends across the entire periphery of the church (fig. 4.8, 4.9, 4.10).
The height of the cloth is relatively as tall as the liturgical participant, placing them emphatically
within the veil-tier’s register. The cloth is decorated with circles, each circle containing a unique
flowering ornament. O.V. Silina has done extensive formal analysis exhibiting the movement of each
circle as reflective of the performative movement of the liturgy as well as the movements of the sun,
and thereby the wall-painting cycle itself (painted from the top down, clockwise, following the sun’s
ascent and descent).300 A single circular ornament is rendered beneath each forward-facing figure on
the tier above, emulating a whirling that envelops the figures as well as the liturgical participants in
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the circular choral movement through the enacted system of likeness. The ornamental circles are a
reference to the original tabernacle, and are considered a rendition of the cloth that God ordered
Moses to erect as the Temple. Traditionally, this tabernacle cloth is reserved for the sanctuary’s
sacred altar space for the ritual sacrificial offering. At Ferapontovo as in several Serbian and
northern-Slavic interiors, the tabernacle cloth is extended to the entire periphery of the church. By
extending the tabernacle cloth into the nave, Dionisy directly emphasizes the “periphery belt” of the
choral womb as the structure of the church itself. Thus, the participants in the liturgy are placed not
only within the Temple, but also within the sacred womb, where their bodies are sacralized through
the process of concave vision.
Once one pierces the transparency of the wall-painting, the viewer and participant are
confronted with the structure, the architecture of the church. The architecture and wall-painting
together become an overarching veil, a covering that hides and protects the sacred Chôra from
profane exterior environment, but also reveals the essence of structure and material.
The architectural structure mirrors and copies the function of the iconostasis, expanding the
presence of the sacred sanctuary to the entirety of the structure, particularly through the tabernacle
veil along the periphery. The entire bodily presence—ecclesiastical and lay—are encompassed within
one container: Chôra. Dionisy’s emphasis on structure again expands the presence of Chôra and
divinity by emphasizing that the space and physical materials of the church are crucial.
The choral movement facilitated by structure also extends to the exterior ornamental elements
of the sobor. The embedded ceramic miniature vessels and bricks in alternating diagonals decorating
the exterior periphery of the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor (fig. 4.11, 4.12)301 directly follow
Ćurčić’s study of the “construction of sanctity” through the use of three-dimensional forms that are
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indicative of movement.302 Ćurčić identifies the zig-zag lines on several church exteriors as threedimensional emulations of divine light.303 Ćurčić supports this theory for the “radiant frieze” by
pointing to representations of the same frieze depicted in church interiors as symbols of architecture
in mosaics and frescos.304 Ćurčić provides the example of a Psalter and New Testament manuscript in
which a zig-zag frieze visually connects Gabriel and Mary, symbolizing the descent of the Holy
Spirit more commonly depicted by a dove (fig. 4.13).305 In this sense, an architectural element
functions as the emulation of divinity: the Incarnation. By using the frieze motif on the exterior of
sobor, comparable divine energies are bestowed directly onto the structure—not the simulacra
structures depicted in mosaics and frescos—the present structure existing in real time. It is as if the
frieze is a pathway, an energy conductor for Chôra. The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor
emulates the presence of a moving divinity by activating the exterior walls through the ornamental
bands, extending the choral movement throughout interior and exterior parts of the structure.
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Conclusion: transparent, circular, and moving Chôra
While Dionisy does not literally inscribe the word Chôra into the wall of the sobor, as
Metochites did at the Chora Monastery, the materials, technique, and compositions translate a literal
choral inscription into a physical manifestation. Unified with the architectural structure by way of
color choice, brushstroke, and emphasis on line (graphè), the wall-paintings are physically inscribed
into the walls. They are presented on the peripheral belt of the space (chorós), a space defined by the
physical structure, the liturgical performance, and the circular movements enabled by form and
narrative. The wall-paintings drive the circular choral movement of the structure and space. The
Platonist Chôra and her/its subsequent reapplication as Mary’s womb reverberates in the sobor’s
Marian dedication and iconography, as described above. Transparency was a core element used to
enact Chôra.
Robert Ousterhout uses the famous epithet of modernism—“form follows function”—to show
how the Byzantine church actually achieved the saying’s intended meaning: that the outward
appearance of a structure should reflect its structural system, rather than subordinate the usage of the
structure to the structure itself, as modernism did.306 A structure should “…amplify, sanctify,
comment upon, and interact with the functions it houses, and both form and function can be
empowered by the interaction.”307 As I argue for the Nativity sobor, Ousterhout suggests that form be
analyzed in terms of the shape of the liturgy,308 in addition to material forms such as fresco, icon, and
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mosaic. Alexei Lidov considers a similar structural activation, hierotopy, which he defines as “the
conscious creation of a sanctuary around a place of divine visitation” enacted through a “spatial form
of creativity.”309 For Lidov, hierotopy is best enacted in participation with the spatial sacred images,
which act as mediators between our realm and the heavenly.310 This participation and mediation is
made possible by the integration between the image and the participant, 311 which Dionisy achieves
by physically bringing the surface of the Church structure into the interior space.
As materialized representations of Chôra, the wall-paintings at the Nativity of the Mother of
God sobor are deliberately rendered transparent and fluid throughout the chorós/space. The wallpaintings are a trace of Chôra’s movements, as she/it “fleets ever as a phantom of something else.”312
By crossing visual borders and eliminating boundaries, Dionisy’s wall-paintings are painted to seem
in constant motion between each narrative sequence. For example, the martyrs Kyrikkos and Julitta
evidently turn to their left and are positioned slightly off-center, signaling praise across the center of
the church toward the Mother of God enthroned (fig. 4.14).
Dionisy’s technique is one of emphasized movement, in which the wall-paintings are rendered
materially fluid: the thick and rapid brushstrokes are left unpolished, exuding a restless state. Thin
pigment laid out in wide brush-strokes, the unitary color of blues and pastels, and the fluid vertical
forms stylizing bodies and buildings facilitate the Chôra as ever-moving, “breathing, expanding, and
contracting.”313 Their transparency and fluidity is a reference to the impermanency of the choral
trace. The wall-paintings reveal their process of becoming, thereby revealing the process of the
structure’s becoming, and thereby again revealing the sacred space-in-the-making of an evolving
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chorós. The wall-paintings’ presence is a trace of this constantly unfolding process of being: a
phantom presence materialized.
When imitating and enacting the process of Chôra within the body, there must be a
continuous production of internal vibrations, meaning the body should never rest but must continue
moving.314 These choral movements, (a state of choreia or a state of dance/choróstasia) are
ultimately circular, a form we have been confronted with over and over, including: in PseudoDionysius’ Hierarchies, circular architecture, the liturgical processions within and around the church
(counter-clockwise), Dionisy’s process of painting in a spiral from top to bottom register, the
narrative continuity circling around the church, the roundness of the pregnant-belly-womb analogy,
the reverberating circular ornaments on the bottom register, the concentric medallions of the saints,
etc.
Transparency (fig. 4.15), is the fundamental way in which the processes of divinity are
manifested, through openness, lightness, and the avoidance of illusionism. Lidov describes the church
as “a transparent structure and moving spiritual substance” where the walls of the building are fluid
with the outside cosmos and the inside cosmos enacted through liturgy.315 Dionisy physically and
technically structures his wall-paintings on the concept of transparency.
According to Leonid Uspensky, Dionisy’s wall-paintings at the Nativity sobor contain so
little emotion and their meaning is so transparent that what they actually reveal is the structure.316 The
materialization of transparency as central to Dionisy’s wall-paintings might again be compared to the
use of stained glass in Gothic architecture. The core idea of colorful Gothic stained-glass windows
was to render the structural support of the church—the walls—transparent. The windows were not
simply openings allowing for more light to enter, but rather methods for transforming matter into
314
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light.317 Dionisy’s wall-paintings were not meant as an illusion of an interior without a dominating
structure nor were they a method for covering the walls so as to hide a lack of architectural beauty (as
von Simpson implies about the Romanesque).318 Rather, the wall-paintings emphasized the material
structure through their emphatic technical and theoretical transparency. Even as Dionisy’s wallpaintings exhibited their transparent nature through the thinness of paint and their lucid color scheme,
their material, especially the material structure of the architectural support, remained present and
influential. In this way, Dionisy pointed to the various elucidations of the material nature of human
existence, and the physical, sensual process by which humans come to know not only the world, but
divinity as well.
Further, Dionisy’s figural movement, his elongated forms and lucid transitions from scene to
scene are similar to those of Gothic flow, movement, height, and especially light. Like the Gothic,
Dionisy makes the architecture and wall-paintings into one entity, rather than layers meant to be an
illusion disguising other layers. As such, Dionisy’s wall-paintings enact the whirling choral
movement through their transparency and dynamic circularity.
The movements enacted by the Nativity sobor through Dionisy’s various technical and
material elements facilitate a singularity between liturgical participant and sacred structure. In her
discussion on framing in Byzantine space, Jelena Bodganović defends a state of unity between
structure and participant during liturgical and devotional performances. In these instances, the
structure as “divine presence,” along with the human participants, embody a “‘hieroplastic space,’
which is at the same time earthly, heavenly, and beyond.”319 ‘Hieroplastic space,’ in which spiritual
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phenomena are visually and spatially presented, was introduced by the concept hieroplastia,
understood by Pseudo-Dionysius as a fragmented trace of theophany. Bodganović discusses the
image of the canopy in Byzantium as a particular device that frames the theophany in material terms.
Regarding the veiling enacted by the canopy, Bodganović concludes: “frames are also deeply antiillusory because they never dissolved the strongly understood and perceived distinction between the
earthly and heavenly realms” [emphasis mine].320 Thus, the structure of the sobor itself can also be
perceived as a fluid, transparent frame that is the Chôra, containing the uncontainable.
In sum, Plotinus’ discussion of consciousness resonates particularly with the wall-paintings at
the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Dionisy spends less energy rendering an illusion, which
requires conscious energy for active engagement, but rather creates a unitary structure that integrates
“form follows function.” The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor is a space in which the viewer is
not required to consciously look, but rather provides their presence by way of liturgical presence. The
body is a tool that allows the sacred images to move, circulate, and function properly. Dionisy’s wallpaintings help enliven and move Chôra in her/its circular whirling, centering the consciousness of
those present onto the dynamic state of being required for obtaining divine knowledge.
I hope my argument has qualified the question that asks whether a wall-painting could be
devoid of the wall—whether a surface can be disintegrated from its structure.321 At the Nativity of the
Mother of God sobor, Dionisy’s use of blue and green, his fluid brushstrokes, and creation of an
overall state of hazy transparency are used to manifest Chôra. The whirling sobor absorbs the
liturgical participants’ bodies into the structure through the movement enacted by the pigments,
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aesthetic decisions, and Marian/choral architecture. The wall-paintings function and circulate as a
result of the particularities of Dionisy’s technique.
From the exterior to the interior and throughout every material and immaterial element of the
structure and space, the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor is an actively moving emanation of
Chôra. Dionisy’s wall-paintings achieve the status of a thin veil, transparent but present through their
inscription along the periphery, simultaneously hiding and revealing the structure through their
techniques and symbolism. Assisted by the liturgy, liturgical participants, and the material
significance of sacred images and the sacred structure, the sacred space of the sobor circulates and
whirls, reflecting the Platonist understanding of hierós through Chôra. Dionisy, aware of Chôra as
she/it manifested herself/itself in Mary, painted an extended image cycle that considered the
amorphous, paradoxical womb as an ultimate source for creation.
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Illustrations

The Ferapontovo Monastery, with the Nativity of the Mother of God Sobor, second building from the
left, during the period of white nights.
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Figure 1.1: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, Western portal entrance, detail of second
register, from left to right: the birth of Mary; the washing of Mary. Mary sleeping, the Nurturing
of Mary.
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Figure 1.2: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, view of northern wall, western corner
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Figure 1.3a: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, second structure from left, view of apses,
east and south walls.
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Figure 1.3b: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, view of south wall.
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Figure 1.4: Reconstruction drawing of the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, western entrance
with façade painting. From O.R. Bynina
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Figure 1.5: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, drum and ornamental arches, with new roof
covering the kokoshniki
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Figure 1.6: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, western façade entrance: the Nativity of
Mary, with Deesis and Archangels
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Figure 1.7: The Nativity of the Mother of God Sobor, interior western wall: the last judgment
with Deesis (missing).
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Figure 1.8: The Saviour Kammeny (Spaso Kammeny) Monastery, the Saviour Transfiguration
Cathedral of the Kamenny Monastery with frescos by Dionisy. Interior north-east view,
photographed in the 1920s. Now destroyed.
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Figure 1.9: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, southern wall, lintel inscription above
doorway.
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Figure 1.10: The Moscow Kremlin St. Metropolitan Peter with scenes from his life. Dionisy and
his studio;
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Figure 1.11: The Moscow Kremlin St. Metropolitan Alexius with scenes from his life. Dionisy
and his studio
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Figure 1.12a and 1.12b: The St. Pahnutius Borovsk (Pafnutiev-Borovsky) Monastery. Head of
unknown saint and medallion on veil, fragments, Dionisy, 1467-1476.
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Figure 1.13: Schema view of the crosswise nave, north wall.
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Figure 2.1: The Chora Monastery, exonarthex entrance: the Virgin Blachernitissa
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Figure 2.2: The Chora Monastery, exonarthex: Christ Pantokrator
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Figure 2.3: The Chora Monastery, naos, left: The Virgin Mary
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Figure 2.4: Icon of the Salutations of the Mother of God with the Akathist, The Moscow
Dormition Cathedral, end of the 14th century.
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Figure 2.5: Map of Routes of Russian Travelers 14th-15th centuries. From Majeska, Russian
Travelers to Constantinople
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Figure 2.6: Polemitas Mani, St. Nicholas
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Figure 2.7: Polemitas Mani, St. Nicholas
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Figure 2.8: The temple veil in the mosaic of the Synagogue in Beit Shean, 6th Century.
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Figure 2.9: The tabernacle miniature of the Ashburnham Pentateuch, 7th century.
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Figure 2.10: Veil at Santa Maria Antiqua, Rome.
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Figure 2.11: The Curtains in the sanctuary of the ossuary church of the Petritsion Monastery
Bachkovo, Bulgaria, 12th century.
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Figure 2.12: The inscription curtain called “the veil,” upper church of Boiana Monastery near
Sofia, Bulgaria, 13th century.
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Figure 2.13: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, Pantokrator in drum.
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Figure 2.14: The Chora Monastery, esonarthex: The skein of purple wool.
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Figure 3.1: Plan of the Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, from Bertha
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Figure 3.2: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, Section of Eastern Crosswise Nave. East
View Protection of Mother of God (Intercession/Pokrov)

127

Figure 3.3: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor Section of Central Lengthwise Nave. South
View: Metropolitan Peter
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Figure 3.4: Artificial Malachite (top) and natural Malachite (bottom) from the Ferapontovo paint
layers From Naymova and Pasareva, “Materials and techniques used in Dionisy’s frescos…”
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Figure 3.5: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor Section of Southern Lengthwise Nave.
South View “What shall we offer you, O Christ?” (Cathedral of Theotokos) (detail)
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Figure 3.6: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Section of Central Crosswise Nave. East
View Saints and Grand Princes Boris and Gleb. Notice how the medallion with concentric circles
becomes darker toward the center.

131

Figure 3.7: The Chora Monastery, Pareklession, Last Judgement.
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Figure 3.8: The Nativity of the Mother of God Sobor. Section of Central Crosswise Nave. East
View “The Archangel was sent from Heaven...” (Akathist. Eikos 1)
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Figure 3.9a, 3.9b, 3.9c: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Section of Central Crosswise
Nave. West View Great Martyr Theodore the Arrow-bearer; Detail view of foot with
underdrawing; Drawing from the Ferapontov Compendium, vol. 1, page 115: thick lines
represent the first ochre underdrawing.
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Figure 3.10a and 3.10b: Drawings from the Ferapontov Compendium, vol. 1, pages 118-119.
Theodore the Arrow-bearer and an unknown great martyr/warrior on the Eastern section of the
south-western wall. The thick unbroken line represents the graphing line on raw plaster, the
broken line represents the graphing line on dry plaster.
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Figure 3.11: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Section of Central Lengthwise Nave.
South View Great Martyr George
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Figure 3.12: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Section of Central Lengthwise Nave.
South View Martyr Marina and Empress Helena.

.
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Figure 3.13: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Section of Northern Lengthwise Nave.
North View John the Baptist, Forerunner, Angel of the Wilderness
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Figure 3.14: Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Section of Central Lengthwise Nave. North
View Mother of God on the Throne with Archangels Michael and Gabriel
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Figure 3.15: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Section of Eastern Crosswise Nave. East
View Saint Nicholas, Miracle-worker from Myra in Lycia
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Figure 3.16: The Nativity of the Mother of God. Section of Central Lengthwise Nave. South
View Teaching of St. Basil the Great. Notice how often the feet of the figures cross the borderline.
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Figure 3.17: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Cupola, drum and pendentives St.
Matthew
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Figure 3.18: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Section of Eastern Crosswise Nave, East
View Priest Leonty of Rostov: one of the most well-preserved sections of the wall-painting.
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Figure 3.19a, 3.19b: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Section of Eastern Crosswise
Nave. East View Liturgy of Church Fathers
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Figure 3.20, 3.21, 3.22: The Nativity of the Mother of God iconostasis by Dionisy. From left to
right: Mother of God Mary at the Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow; iconostasis rendering (without
feast row), from the Ferapontovo Compendium, vol. 1, page 58; St. John the Baptism, Tretyakov
Gallery, Moscow.
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Figure 3.23: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, the Iconostasis, photo from the early 20th
century. Notice the added feast tier, second from bottom. The iconostasis was encased in a
carved wooden frame in the middle of the 18th century.
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Figure 3.24: From the Nativity of the Mother of God iconostasis, Dionisy: The Resurrection—
Descent to the Underworld, Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow
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Figure 3.25: From the Nativity of the Mother of God iconostasis, Dionisy. The Virgin
Hodegetria, the Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow
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Figure 3.26a, 3.26b: Examples of the archangel Michael: Dionisy, for the Iconostasis of the
Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, ca. 1490-1502; the Novgorod School, ca. 1475
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Figure 3.26c, 3.26d: Examples of the archangel Michael: the Novgorod School, second half of
the 15th century; the Tver school, first half of the 15th century
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Figure 3.27: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor Section of Northern Lengthwise Nave.
South View Great Martyr Nikita
Fig. 3.28 The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor Section of Central Crosswise Nave. West
View Great Martyr Theodore of Tyre
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Figure 3.29: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor Section of Central Crosswise Nave. West
View Great Martyr Theodore Stratelates
Figure 3.30: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor Section of Central Lengthwise Nave.
North View Great Martyr Demetrios of Soluncia
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Figure 3.31: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor Section of Central Lengthwise Nave.
South View Great Martyr George
Figure 3.32: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor Section of Western Crosswise Nave. East
View Great Martyr Andreios Stratelates

153

Figure 3.33: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor Section of Western Crosswise Nave. East
View Great Martyr Menas
Figure 3.34: Chora Monastery, exonarthex: detail of leftmost figure in Enrollment for Taxation
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Figure 4.1: Chora Monastery, naos entrance: Koimesis (Dormition of the Virgin)
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Figure 4.2a: Cyprus, Trikomo, Church of the Virgin, apse conch; Virgin Orans
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Figure 4.2b: Mistra Church of the Hodegetria Aphendiko: the Virgin Zoodochos Pege
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Figure 4.3: The Pokrov Mother of God from Zverin Monastery, Novgorod, 1399.
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Figure 4.4: The Chora Monastery, Parekklesion: The Virgin and Child with Angels surrounded
by four hymnographers John of Damascus, Kosmas the Poet, Joseph the Poet, and Theophanes
Graptos.
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Figure 4.5: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Section of Central Crosswise Nave. East
View Mother of God with Archangels. The dark circular holes are sound resonators.
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Figure 4.6: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, Western portal entrance. Mother of God
with the Child. Representation with John of Damascus and Cosmas of Jerusalem, Bishop of
Maiuma
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Figure 4.7: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor. Section of Northern Lengthwise Nave.
North View “Whilst praising your Offspring...” (Akathist, Eikos 12).
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Figure 4.8: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor; view of west and south walls, with bottomtier veil
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Figure 4.9: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor; view of west wall with last judgment,
portal, and veil
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Figure 4.10: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor; veil with ornamental circle
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Figure 4.11: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, exterior zig-zag and jug ornament
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Figure 4.12: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor, exterior ceramic frieze with animals and
palmettes
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Figure 4.13: Annunciation, illumination; Psalter and New Testament MS. Ca. 1084. Dumbarton
Oaks Collection, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 4.14: The Nativity of the Mother of God sobor Section of Northern Lengthwise Nave.
South View Martyrs Kyrikos and Julitta
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Figure 4.15: 3D model rendering from the FARO focus scanner (a mid-range LiDAR scanner)
showing the geometry and imagining a transparent church with frescoes visible from the outside.
A collaboration of the Peri Foundation and Factum Foundation, 2016.
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