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INTRODUCTION

Holy Water and Christian Hierotopy

For the first time the Symposium tackles the subject of water as a 
means of creating sacred spaces, with a focus on the Byzantine-
Russian tradition. Nonetheless, Eastern Christian practices will also be 
considered within broad historical and geographical context, which 
may help to illuminate the uniqueness and distinctiveness of the 
Byzantine approach. The Symposium is multi-and -interdisciplinary in 
nature, embracing scholars with various research interests and 
academic backgrounds. The Symposium explore the often 
overlooked cultural and artistic aspects of sacred water, as well as 
scrutinising the – as yet – under developed methodology of the subject 
in modern cultural history. The Symposium is the result of many years 
of continuous research, dedicated to the creation of sacred spaces as a 
distinct form of artistic and spiritual creativity. Within the framework 
of this research project, a number of international symposia have been 
held and books published, e.g.  Hierotopy. The Creation of Sacred 
Spaces in Byzantium and Russia, Moscow, 2006; Hierotopy. 
Comparative Studies, Moscow, 2008; New Jerusalems. Hierotopy and 
Iconography of Sacred Spaces, Moscow 2009; Spatial Icons. 
Performativity in Byzantium and Russia, Moscow, 2011. The most 
recent collection, Hierotopy of Light and Fire in the Culture of the 
Byzantine World, Moscow 2014.

The hierotopic approach, as an auxiliary aid to research, has not 
only offered the opportunity to look afresh at many “customary” 
phenomena, but also to substantially expand the field of the historical 
studies. It is noteworthy that, in the absence of the hierotopic vision 
which evades positivist classification, whole aspects of the creative 
process were ignored by scholarship, neither analysed nor even 
described.  Such a substantial phenomenon as sacred water, for 
instance, has fallen outside the scope of traditional fields of study.  At 
the same time, we know from written sources just how significant the 
ritual use of water was in annual and daily services, as well as in the 
private life of every Christian. Sacred concepts related to the general 
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idea of the Life-Giving Source influenced perception of ecclesiastical 
space in its entirety, and of its most significant liturgical elements. The 
veneration of holy springs, an integral part of medieval pilgrimage 
which still continues in present religious practices, shaped sacred 
landscapes. Water seems one of the most important and barely 
scrutinised themes in Christian iconography. One may find its 
reflections in the images of personifications, miraculous icons and 
visual metaphors.

Topics for discussion and research include:

1. Philosophical-theological concepts of the sacred nature of water.
2. Water in ritual and liturgical practice.
3. Water as an instrument of hierotopic creativity.
4. ‘Living and dead’ water in architectural space (baptisteries,

fountains, agiasma and others).
5. Water imagery in the symbolic structures and decorations of the

Christian church.
6. Personifications and the iconography of water in Christian art.
7. The water symbolism of miraculous icons.
8. Sacred water in miracle-stories and legends.
9. Holy springs, pilgrimage and the creation of sacred spaces.
10. Performative aspects of sacred water.
11. Notions and terminology related to holy water.
12. Social and economical aspects of ‘holy water’.

   Alexei Lidov
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Vyacheslav Ivanov
Sacred Water in Indo-European Languages and Culture 

1. -
-

-

-
1

2

- - -

water
-

water šešzi

                    
1 Meillet, A. Linguistique historique et linguistique generale. Paris, 1948; Watkins, C. The 
Ameran Heritage dictionary of Indo-European roots. Boston; Hoghton Mifflin Harcourt, 3ed.
2011, pp
2 c

« ». -
.20-36.
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(hyddr

*weddr)

– r
– n- wed-en-aš), 

dehnstufigenr Schlusssilbe ursprünglich Kollektivbedeutung, so dass 
sie sowohl in Plural, als auch als Sing. verwendet werden konnten»3:

’4.

          
-

, , ,
- - - -

-
2.

3 Hrozný, F. Die Sprache der hethiter, ihr Bau und ihre Zugeh.rigkeit zum indogermanischen 
Sprachstamm. Ein Entzifferungsversuch. Boghazk.i-Studien, ed. O. Weber, 1 heft. Leipzig; 
J.C. Hinrichs’sche Buchhandlung, 1916, S. 65.
4 Hoffner, H.A. and Melchert, H.C. A  grammar of the Hittite language. P.1: Reference
grammar, Winnona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2008, p. 160.
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- )

-ar/-en- - - -
-; - .

wär, war < *wär - -(i)- -
var-i- -

-i   

-5 -
6

-

- . A ), B < *
- - - ašarà

d- - dákru
dacruma - dér tagr

5

Kloekhorst, A. Etymological Dictionary of the Hittite  
Inherited Lexicon. Leiden: Brill, 2008, pp. 294-295.
6 Jamison, S.W. The ravenous hyena and the wounded Sun: myth and ritual in ancient India. 
Ithaca and London,   1991, pp. 149-172; Jamison, S.W.Sacrificed wife and sacrificer’s 
wife.Women, ritual and hospitality in Ancient India. New York: Oxford Univesity Press, 
1996, p.240: H.-P. Schmidt.  Some women’s rites and rights  in the Veda. Post-graduate and 
research series, n 29, Poona, India, 1987, pp. 2-3, 11. 
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URUPÚ-na ku-it e-ni-eš-ša-an te-eš-ha-ni-eš-kit9 -ta-ri -

(

4. -

7 , . ., , . .

2013, N 9.
8 1982. 
9 Diakonoff, I.M., Starostin, S.A. Hurro-Urartian as an Eastern Caucasian Language. 1986, p.
34.
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John Mitchell
The Water as a Site of Transcendence in Late Antiquity

The interval between the transient world of mortality and the 
unchanging world of the hereafter was visualized in three major 
conceits, in Roman antiquity; in terms of Dionysiac, pastoral, seasonal 
idyll, in terms of intervening air and in terms of intervening water; on 
one hand an untamed pastoral landscape home to shepherds, maenads, 
satyrs, personifications of the changing year and passing time and all 
manner of animals both domesticated and wildly exotic, on another the 
sequence of heavenly spheres the soul was to pass through on its 
passage to the realms of the Gods, and on a third the circling Ocean 
which separated this world from the blessed islands of the immortals. 
These conceits found their most natural and consistent expression in 
funerary contexts on stone sarcophagi; the idyllic transformative 
countryside image was realized in pensive shepherds resting with their 
flocks, Dionysos and his entourage, either on their triumphant progress 
westwards from India, or as lords of the passing seasons; the 
intervening air found increasing expression in the late Empire in 
images of winged genii transporting the deceased heavenwards or in 
figures of the departed as philosopher, as mousikos aner and muse, 
meditating transcendent passage over the pages of a book; and the 
mediating sea is presented in the figures of the sea-god and his 
daughters, in tritons and marine hybrids, who not only proliferate on 
the lids of sarcophagi but also constitute a favourite motif on the 
tessellated floors of the living. These conceits had a tendency to 
commingle with one another and all three of them were adopted, 
adapted and developed by artists responding to the demands of a new 
Christian patronage.   

The paper will focus on the marine theatre of spiritual 
translation, first subjecting to analysis the marine thiasos, widely 
favoured in the third century, and then turning to another less 
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obviously thalassine motif, if anything even more ubiquitous in the 
period, the phenomenon of strigillation on sarcophagi. This, a feature 
of marked prominence, can be read in varying terms of reference and 
signification, the most insistent being that of abstracted curling waves. 
The pattern will be examined in the context of a range of visual 
configurations designed to evoke a tangible permeable veil indicating 
the boundary between one zone of being and another, between the here 
and the beyond. 

The focus will then turn to the adoption and transformation of 
this tradition in visual imagery devised for Christian patrons.  In the 
earliest phases, the straight appropriation of marine subjects, with 
directed articulation in Christian narratives like the exampla of Jonah 
and Noah; then the emphasis laid on the water of the rivers of Paradise 
in the development of visual formulas for the representation of the 
teaching Christ, the spreading of the salvific Gospel of life, and the 
foundation of the Church; and behind all these the institution of the rite 
of Baptism, in which water, conceived in the Pauline version as a pool 
of death and rebirth, is reconfigured as the entry-point, the screen of 
passage, between mortality and eternal life. The water of Baptism is 
closely associated with the other chief Christian sacrament, the 
Eucharist, the water and the blood which flowed simultaneously from 
the wound in Christ’s side, pierced by the lance at the crucifixion, and 
constituting the two sources which gave birth to the Church (John 
Crystostom). This salvific water is also cognate with the life-giving 
water which is the Word of God, the Gospel, carried to the four
corners of the world by the four rivers, the four canonical Gospels, 
sources of regeneration for the orders of living creatures, which stood 
as figures for the faithful of the second creation in the contemporary 
imagery and mentality. It is this motif, the mount with the four issuing 
streams, which becomes an ubiquitous and constant axial focus in 
epiphanic representations of Christ, above all in funerary contexts and 
in the apses of churches, from the later 4th through to the 6th century. 
Nowhere can this synergy of water, eucharist and word be seen more 
clearly than in the Baptistery of Butrint, where the creatures of the 
New Creation ring the font in serried circles, on the entrance axis
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peacocks and doves approach a great kantharos vase from which a 
vine pours, and the stags of the 42nd Psalm drink at the streams of life-
giving water, and beyond the font in the facing wall of the building is a 
fountain set in an arched niche, it would seem conceived to represent 
the Fons Vitae, the fount of living water in Paradise, figuring Christ 
the source of the life-giving Word.                 
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Lydia Chakovskaya
Water in the Jerusalem Temple and Ancient Synagogues
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Arkady Kovelman
The Throne in the Baptistery. On the Judeo-Christian 
Tradition of Hygiene Sacra
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11 Kovelman A.
Between Alexandria and Jerusalem: the Dynamic of Jewish and Hellenistic Culture. Leiden 
and Boston: Brill, 2005. P. 78; Kovelman A., Gershowitz U. Hidden Allegory in the Talmud: 
The Ontology of Rabbinic Hermeneutics. // The Review of Rabbinic Judaism Ancient, 
Medieval and Modern. Vol. 13, 2. Leiden, Boston, Koln: Brill, 2010. P. 155.
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Nathan S. Dennis
Living Water, Living Presence: Hierotopy and Aquatic 
Agency in the Early Christian Baptistery

Early Christian baptismal liturgies were designed as 
transformative and spiritually transcendent engagements that ushered 
the initiate, or catechumen, into the presence of the divine, but they 
were also performative acts that recreated the fall of humanity in the 
Garden of Eden and the return to a prelapsarian state. These acts 
required directors in the form of bishops and priests who administered 
the liturgy and provided stage directions and scripts for the 
catechumens; and the catechumens in turn were actors playing the 
roles of new Adams and Eves, whose renunciation of Satan and 
professed allegiance to Christ effectively reversed the stigma of the 
original disobedience in the Garden of Eden. The baptismal waters 
were transformed into the rivers of paradise, and very often the stage 
upon which the drama was performed, the baptistery itself, was 
decorated in imitation of, or as an allusion to, paradise. 

The staging of this return to paradise required certain spatial 
accoutrements that facilitated the mystical transformation of a 
terrestrial setting into a vision of a renewed Garden of Eden or 
eschatological paradise in heaven. Early Christian baptisteries were 
frequently, if not always, designed hierotopically to accommodate 
these visions. Baptismal space was delineated intentionally by 
elements both ephemeral and eternal, material and immaterial, that 
accentuated the paradox of a space that was imagined as a permeable 
veil through which heavenly and earthly realities intertwined as though 
engaged in a carefully choreographed dance. Among the individual 
elements that contributed to the construction of this hierotopical space, 
the waters of baptism and the fonts that contained them were the most 
conspicuous. However, as early-medieval baptismal liturgies and the 
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fourth- and fifth-century mystagogical catecheses of Cyril of 
Jerusalem, John Chrysostom, Theodore of Mopsuestia, and Ambrose 
of Milan suggest, baptismal fonts and the materials out of which they 
were composed were endowed with agency—even living presence—
within the baptismal rite and therefore were capable of intent and 
influence over catechumens occupying the space. 

Discussions of these spatial constructs in scholarship have 
avoided the active role that water and baptismal fonts played in 
baptismal epiphany and mystical visions, instead understanding them 
as merely props in the baptismal drama and relying on positivistic 
explanations of agency, attributed only to catechumens and the clergy 
within the baptistery. Anthropological models have challenged the 
discipline of art history to recognize the attribution of living presence 
to seemingly inanimate, nonsentient substances rather than limit the 
scope of agency and environmental influence to only artists and 
viewers. For scholars of antiquity and the Middle Ages, this 
understanding of living presence has become integral to the study of 
icons, relics, and other cultic objects, whereby sacred or mystical
essence is made immanent within material substance, as well as the 
spaces these material objects inhabited. As hierotopical elements, 
baptismal waters and the fonts that both contained and framed them 
for the participant-viewer functioned in a similar manner. They were 
more than static props and set pieces for the staging of the return to 
paradise or entrance into the metaphysical body of Christ. They were 
active, performative agents within baptismal space that mediated 
between heavenly and earthly realms.

Baptismal fonts are frequently described in mystagogical 
catecheses as the salvific womb of the Mother Church, out of which 
catechumens are reborn as children untarnished by sin. As such, the 
Church becomes a living presence within the baptistery, the watery 
birth from her womb made possible by a mystical and fertile union 
with the Holy Spirit, as Theodore of Mopsuestia describes in his 
catechetical homilies and which is echoed in the West in the writings 
of Paulinus of Nola and the fifth-century architrave inscription inside 
the Lateran baptistery in Rome. At Sbeïtla, Tunisia, and elsewhere in
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North Africa, sixth-century baptismal fonts assume shapes and 
employ materials indicative of the womb of the Mother Church to 
highlight this sacred presence within the ritual. The agency of water 
within this baptismal, hierotopical space was also rooted in 
topomimesis, wherein the baptismal font imitated biblical 
topographies. Fonts are often described and represented pictorially as 
signifiers of Eden, including the gates of paradise that have been 
reopened to initiates or as the intersection of the four rivers of 
paradise. This latter motif appears as the central theme in the fifth-
century polyconch baptistery in Ohrid, Macedonia, but the 
iconography of the font as animated portal to paradise was common in 
Early Christianity, beginning as early as the Constantinian commission 
for the Lateran baptistery in the early-fourth century. Other aquatic 
topoi included the Jordan River, where Christ himself was baptized, or 
the primordial sea, such as at Djémila, Algeria, where catechumens 
walked upon and, as new Adams and Eves, presided over the vast 
seascape represented both around and within the baptismal font. The 
accoutrements of the Early Christian baptistery—and indeed, even 
their materiality—were capable of expressing or containing divine 
presence, whose agency, in conjunction with the catechumens 
themselves, completed the mystery of baptism.

This paper examines some of these pictorial, material, and 
rhetorical strategies that were used in Early Christian baptisteries to 
create hierotopy and give agency and living presence to water, 
particularly among baptisteries of the Mediterranean and southern 
Balkans from approximately the fourth to sixth centuries. Within the 
Early Christian baptistery, water (whether real or represented) helped 
facilitate mystical visions of paradise, and those visions, in turn, 
created a reciprocal loop in the ritual experience as both individual and 
object assumed active, performative roles in determining the frontiers 
of hierotopical space.
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Liudmila Khrushkova
The Early Christian Basilica with the Tripartite Sanctuary:               
the Baptistery in the Liturgical Space
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Richard Maguire
Oil and Troubled Waters: Four Cypriot baptisteries

                  
                                      

Two baptismal paradigms predominated in the Early Christian 
Eastern Mediterranean - the Johannine rite which evoked Christ’s 
baptism in the River Jordan and the Pauline rite which saw baptism 
in terms of Christ’s death and resurrection in Jerusalem. 

The predominance of cruciform fonts in a group of early fifth-
century cruciform baptisteries suggests that on the island of Cyprus 
the Pauline rite predominated. Unlike the Jordan event, the Pauline 
rite constructed a narrative, the parts of which could be mapped 
exactly on to four baptisteries on the island: Agios Epiphanius on 
the east coast, Ayios Philon and Ayia Trias on the north coast and 
Kourion on the south coast. Christ’s stripping was assigned to the 
apodyterion where the baptismal candidate, the zomenoi,
disrobed, the pre-immersion anointing represented the anointing of 
Christ’s body, His entombment was symbolised by 
descent into the font, and His Resurrection was symbolised by 
emergence from its purifying waters to receive a post-baptismal 
anointing and the new, shining white garments of regeneration. 

The triple immersion was framed by two whole-body 
anointings; the first, pre-immersion, was exorcistic and the second, 
post-immersion and before re-robing, became increasingly 
associated with the gift of the Holy Spirit. This paper argues that 
alterations to Cypriot baptisteries at the end of the sixth century and 
the beginning of the seventh reflect a shift from a Cyrilline rite 
centred on the waters of the font to a sixth-century rite in which the 
charisma of Holy Ghost was transferred to an anointing at the 
conclusion of the rite, and hence to the chrismarion as the last of 
the sequences of spaces in which Christ’s death and Resurrection 
were symbolically replayed.    
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The fault line between symmetry around triple immersion in 
the water-bath and an asymmetrical rite dates to the earliest 
baptismal liturgies. Origen identified the Holy Spirit as coming 
‘after the grace and renewal of baptism.’ Serapion described a post-
baptismal chrismation in which the , those who have 
already passed through the baptismal waters, ‘become partakers of 
“the gift of the Holy Spirit.’ Perhaps the most emphatic statement 
of separation is the Gospel of Philip which describes the second 
anointing as ‘superior to baptism, for it is from the word ‘Chrism’ 
that we have been called ‘Christians,’ certainly not because of the 
word ‘baptism.’’ 

It was perhaps this fault line that emerged when, in the later-
sixth and early-seventh centuries, the symmetry of the water bath, 
which dominated the fourth- and fifth-century liturgy in Cyprus, 
gave way to an emphasis on chrismaria with the addition of apses 
crowned by semi-domes sometimes situated so close the exit from 
the baptismal suite that whatever part of the rite was performed 
there risked being public. The only section of the rite relative these 
later apses was a final anointing confined to ‘eyes, nostrils, mouth 
and ears with the words ‘the seal of the gift of the Holy Spirit’’ and 
necessarily far less extensive than Cyril’s whole-body 
ministrations. If so the parts of the rite traditionally associated with 
the chrismarion - anointing and re-robing - must have been 
switched, but what can have been the justification for such a radical 
change? 

To this seismic shift the figure of the Syrian bishop, Theodore 
of Mopsuestia is crucial. A close reading of Cyril suggests his post-
immersion anointing was performed in a screened-off part of the 
baptistery adjacent to the font from which the candidate emerged 
naked. In Chapter 27 of his fourth Baptismal Homily, Theodore 
reverses the Cyrilline sequence placing post-immersion anointing 
after re-robing, a procedural asymmetry which could easily explain 
the later alterations on Cyprus. But how are we to account for the 
gap between a late-fourth, early-fifth century Mopsuestian rite and 
the related refurbishments undertaken in Cyprus at least a century 
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later? Was Chapter 27, perhaps, a later insertion designed to reflect 
sixth-century and early seventh-century shift in episcopal power?

In token of its significance, the setting of the water-bath had 
been an apsidal recess crowned by a semi-dome. In the post- or 
pseudo-Mopsuestion rite did a second apsidal recess, also crowned 
by semi-dome, represent a sixth- and early-seventh-century 
episcopal appropriation of baptismal authority originally invested in 
the saving waters of the font? After all, the length of the chrismaria
at Ayia Trias and Kourion, with the bishop at one end, framed by a 
semi-dome-crowned apse, would have evoked something of the 
prestige of an episcopal audience hall, one in which the charism of 
the Holy Spirit and episcopal status were brought into intimate 
juxtaposition.
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The Rivers of Paradise and Hierotopy of the Byzantine 
Church
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Delphine Lauritzen
Sacred Water in the Christian Topography of Cosmas 
Indicopleustes

The Christian Topography of Cosmas Indicopleustes questions 
the notion of Sacred Water in a specific way. Written in the mid-Sixth 
Century Alexandria, this work is somehow a paradox. Why would an 
author reasonably aware of the scientific background of his time, 
moreover well-travelled, claim that the world assumes the shape of a 
tabernacle? Whether the man was a simpleton, as Photios hints (Bibl.
Cod. 36) or there is something like an intellectual stimulus to get out of 
here. First of all, the polemical dimension of the author’s views must 
be our guideline. The cosmography he exposes is the only suitable for 
a genuine Christian to believe in, says he who would exclusively refer 
to himself as “a Christian” while fighting against both Pagan 
explanations and, worse, false Christian arguments such as developed 
by John Philoponus. The Topography invites us to a different approach 
of what mimesis and symbolism mean in this specific context. Thus 
this attempt appears as a turning-point where Hellenic, traditional 
conceptions of the world are voluntarily abandoned to the benefit of a 
perspective sustained by the Revelation. 

I – Firmament
The first cosmological feature Cosmas alludes to is the 

firmament (stereoma). He describes it as a mass of water which 
divides in two the volume of the sky. The corresponding sketches 
show an undulating line suspended half-height of the tabernacle-
shaped universe. The primary role of sacred water consists therefore in 
organizing the universe in two hierarchically set zones. Water as 
primordial element originates from the most antique cosmogonical 
traditions which appear also for instance in Hesiod’s Theogony.
Although based on that scheme, the main characteristic of Cosmas’ 
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firmament is to separate the moment of the first status of mankind 
taking place in our world from the second where Resurrection will 
happen. Similarly, the curtain which divides the two spaces of the 
tabernacle symbolises the firmament. 

Such a view appears in total discrepancy with what seemed to be 
the dominant visual culture of the time. As a result of a long-lasting 
tradition of Hellenic origins, the representation of all types of concepts 
in an anthropomorphic manner is fashionable, especially in the domain 
of cosmological depictions. Another author of the VIth century gives a 
very different account of a cosmological depiction: in a 732 verses 
long poem, John of Gaza describes indeed about sixty personifications. 
Among these, Sky (Ouranos) stands as the space which contains the 
Sun while Ether (Aither) is part of a triad involving World (Cosmos) 
and Nature (Physis). Here we are far from the eschatological division 
operated by Cosmas’ firmament between the first and the second 
space. 

II – Ocean and the gulfs
Then, the feature of Ocean combines to its cosmologic aspect a 

geographical one. On the illustrations of the Topography, the Ocean 
(Okeanos) is figured as a strip at the base of the section plans or as a 
rectangular-shaped stripe which runs all around the precinct of Earth 
on the map style figures. Both types of representations symbolise the 
fact that Ocean is a vast girdle of water which runs all around Earth. 
Such a schematic view is the opposite of the traditional personification 
of Ocean as a man with large chest whose half body emerges from 
water, wearing two crab shell or the like on top of abundant, long hair 
and holding a ream or a rudder as symbol of his domination. Instead, 
the letter of the Christian symbolism prescribes to see in the grid 
braided around the table in the tabernacle the symbol of Ocean 
encircling Earth.

From Ocean, four gulfs open onto earth: the Mediterranean Sea, 
the Arabic gulf or Red Sea and the Persic gulf which come from the 
outfall of Ocean called Zingion, and finally the Caspian Sea. The main 
difference with Ocean is that one can sails on these gulfs. An anecdote 
tells in a striking way how close Cosmas experienced sailing on the 
very edge of the world, i. e. at the vicinity of the Ocean. Such a vivid 
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narration shows that, for ‘the Christian’ who wrote the Topography,
symbolic and real levels are one and single thing.

III – Paradise and the rivers
According to the specific perspective adopted, it is logical that 

the Christian Topography saves a place for Paradise. It is localized in 
the East part of the ‘Earth beyond Ocean’ which in turn circles the 
entire World. It is from Paradise that Noah crossed over sailing with 
the Ark, when the downfall had flooded all earths. The rivers are the 
overflow of the Spring of Paradise. Divided in four, they flow under 
the Ocean and resurface on Earth: the Pheison (which Cosmas calls 
also the Indus or Gange) in India, the Geon in Ethiopia and Egypt, the 
Tigrus and the Euphrates in the region of Persarmenia.

While these are represented in a geographical way (fitting the 
overall cosmic plan, as we saw), the river Jordan seems to experience a 
different status. Here we are concerned with considerations about the 
different style of the illustrated manuscripts. About Elias on the chariot 
of fire, both the Vaticanus and the Sinaiticus depict the Jordan in the 
traditional way of the river gods, as a personification reclining on a jar 
pouring water; the Laurentianus instead only shows some water 
running down from the mountain. 

In a manner of a conclusion, we would like to underline the 
creativity of Cosmas’ views regarding the topic of Sacred Water from 
a cosmological viewpoint. As there is no discrepancy between the 
cosmic element and the geographical reality, the symbolic link works 
in a different way. In the Christian Topography, everything goes 
through the mediation of the Holy Scripture. Thus the representation 
of the Universe is literal in the full meaning of the term. 
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Nicoletta Isar
Byzantine Parthenogenesis as Hierotopy of Fluid Brilliance

Parthenogenesis

In Bartholomew’s Gospel an episode is described, how the 
apostles were in the place called Chritir with Mary, and Bartholomew 
came to Peter and Andrew and John, and said to them, “Let us ask 
Mary, her who is highly favoured, how she conceived the 
incomprehensible or how she carried him who cannot be carried or 
how she bore so much greatness.” 

Then the Most favoured answered: “When I abode in the temple 
of God and received my food from an angel, on a certain day there 
appeared unto me one in the likeness of an angel, but his face was 
incomprehensible, and he had not in his hand bread or a cup, as did the 
angel which came to me aforetime. And straightway the veil of the 
temple was rent and there was a very great earthquake, and I fell upon 
the earth, for I was not able to endure the sight of him. But he put his 
hand beneath me and raised me up, and I looked up into heaven and 
there came a cloud of dew and sprinkled me from the head to the feet, 
and he wiped me with his robe. And said unto me: “Hail, thou that art 
highly favored, the chosen vessel, grace inexhaustible.” … And he 
said unto me: “Yet three years, and I will send my word unto thee and 
then shall conceive a son, and through him shall the whole creation be 
saved. Peace be unto thee, my beloved, and my peace shall be with 
thee continually.”

This paper intends to examine and take up the rich set of 
textual and visual sources documenting the Byzantine vision of 
creation of sacred space as parthenogenesis, the ineffable act of 
creation of the Body of Christ perceived as a hierotopic event of 
heavenly manifestation of the elemental in its cosmic and paradigmatic 
instantiation as ineffable substantiation, as dew, cloud, rain, and the 
same. Poetical lines and liturgical sequences in rituals consistently 

64 
 



point out to the presence of light and shining as indispensable 
ingredients in the sacred fabric of Christ’ in which the whole 
cosmos participates. In Byzantine culture, water was never a static or 
stable element, not even a pure physical accessory, but a living 
mixture of hierotopic elements intertwined with light and grace, 
photismos and charis, unfolding in the perichoretic movement. Christ 
previously hidden from view in heaven, after his incarnation made 
Himself visible on earth as a man among men phaneróô ("become 
manifest"), as of his future return from heaven (Hebrews 9:28).              
Water – this sacrosanct element, which this conference addresses, is 
before anything, the medium in which Incarnation takes place, the 
ground and the figure of the Holy Face prefigured in visions and 
elemental reflections, as in the pools or fountains. 

In the cosmic mystery of Christ’s parthenogenesis, the role of 
Mary is paramount. In his analysis of John of Damascus' homilies on 
the Virgin’s feasts, Andrew Louth astutely has noticed: "What is 
striking about the examples that John chooses is that they are all places 
where God is to be found, and most of these examples are cultic: the 
Virgin is the place where God is encountered and worshipped ... Mary 
is, if you like, theotopos – 'place of God'!" And yet, for all that she is 
"the place of God, the shrine at which we worship... [she] is not just an 
edifice, an impersonal temple...nor is she simply the ground that was 
fertilized, the fleece on which rain or dew fell – she is not a passive 
instrument in God's hands; she is God's partner in the conception and 
birth of her Son." 

While great attention will be devoted to the analysis of a series of 
images of the Virgin Mary as the Temple of creation, special attention 
will be however given to the icon of the Annunciation, read within a 
long tradition testifying the theme of parthenogenesis and the 
connection with the cosmic insemination by the unspeakable 
elemental. Yet as I hope to demonstrate, the Byzantine vision and its 
mystery was a unique hierotopic instantiation. 

Old Testament sources, like the story of Manoah's wife as the 
mother of Samson is the closest type of the story of Mary as the 
mother of Jesus in Luke i, where we read: "And in the sixth month (of 
Elizabeth's gestation) was sent the angel Gabriel by God to a city of 
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Galilee, the name of which was Nazareth (as doubtless suggested by 
the idea that Jesus was a Nazarite, like Samson and Samuel), to a 
virgin (parthénos) betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the 
house of David : and the name of the virgin was Mary. And the angel 
coming to her said. Hail, favoured one! the Lord ('is' or 'be') with thee 
(from Judges vi. 12): blessed art thou among women (from Judith xiii. 
18). But seeing him, she was troubled at his word (logos) and was 
reasoning of what kind might be this salutation. And said the angel to 
her, Fear not, Mary, for thou hast found favour with God : and lo, thou 
shalt conceive. . .and bring forth a son.” “But said Mary to the angel. 
How shall this be, since a man I know not? And answering, the angel 
said to her, (The) holy spirit ('Holy Ghost') shall come upon thee, and 
(the) power of the Highest shall overshadow thee.”

Biblical texts, like Gen. vi. 3 speak of the holy spirit with respect 
to its power or energy. It is the "holy spirit" of God in Ps. li. 11. Is. 
Ixiii. 10, a creative spirit in Ps. civ. 30 (cf. Judith xvi. 14), but also a 
fertilizing spirit in Is. xxxii. 15, which makes the wilderness become a 
fruitful field when the spirit of God is poured upon the earth. 

The miracle of the dew (manna) fallen on the fleece remains 
perhaps one of the greatest metaphors and symbol of how the earth-
mother was considered to be inseminated by the dew. The miracle is 
described as the moment in which the dew on the fleece has fallen 
while the ground around remained dry—which God wrought as a sign 
that he would save Israel by the hand of Gideon (Judges vi. 36-38). 
This prophecy of the conception of Mary is obviously the space of the 
hierotopic event of the Incarnation of God through the elemental, and 
the power of sacred meteorology. We read further that "the Lord shall 
descend like dew upon the fleece," which "figured the glorious Virgin 
Mary without sin, impregnate with the infusion of the Holy Spirit" (cf. 
Ps. cxxxiii. 3, where the dew descends on Mount Zion, and Ixxii. 6, 
where the Septuagint records that God "shall come as rain upon the 
fleece, and as drops falling upon the earth"). 
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Fabio Barri
Medieval Images of Ocean

This paper is a coda to two earlier articles: one describing the 
material image of a cosmic sea in the floor of Hagia Sophia and other 
churches, East and West; the other identifying the Mouth of Truth 
(Bocca della Verità) in Rome as the mask of the god Oceanus.31 Both 
studies bracket the present observations, which ruminate on the 
Christian afterlife of the concept and image of Ocean. Ocean meant 
the ends of the world and the beginning of all things; he was both 
progenitor and the encircling stream one must cross to leave terrestral 
reality and to broach the “harbour of Heaven.” 

This paper will examine the continuing use of the Oceanus 
image in Byzantium, generally on floors; the revived combination of 
the cosmic duo Oceanus and Tellus on Carolingian and Ottonian 
manuscripts and ivories, as well as the appropriation of the 
impersonation of this primordial force as the Abyss in western 
Europe. I will examine instances of Ocean’s representation as a 
peripteral river and cosmic horizon in mosaics from the the peristyle 
mosaic in the Great Palace in Constantinople and the dome of S. 
Costanza, Rome, to Jacopo Torriti’s late thirteenth-century mosaic in 
the apse of S. Maria Maggiore, where a stream (that scholars generally 
categorize as a Nilotic landscape) is bracketed by twin fluvial deities 
with upturned pitchers who recline at either extremity.

The primordial Ocean was absorbed into Christian iconography, 
thanks to its biblical equivalent, the Herbrew TeHom or Latin Abyssus,
and will resurface periodically, with caution, even anxiety. At Hosios 
David, Thessaloniki, we see a rare pre-iconoclastic Byzantine 
personifictaion of Abyss visualised as Ocean, who spreads his arms in 
awe at the epiphany of Christ. Elsewhere we see the pagan Oceanus 

31 “Walking on Water: Cosmic Floors in Antiquity, Byzantium and Christendom,” Art Bulletin
89, no. 4 (2007): 627-57: “The ‘Mouth of Truth’ and the Forum Boarium: Oceanus, Hercules, 
and Hadrian,” Art Bulletin 93, no. 1 (2011): 7-37.
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assimilated as the river Jordan, for example in the “Arian Baptistery” 
in Ravenna. The Jordan was as much a sacred boundary between earth 
and heaven as Ocean, for the Israelites had carried the Ark across it on 
their return to the promise land; and Gregory of Nyssa had even 
elevated Jordan above the rivers of paradise by specifying that it 
flowed into Paradise and transported the baptized there, whilst the 
paradisiacal rivers only brought fragrance and fertility to the earth. 
Indeed, the Jordan was a spiritual liquid, not mere water, and Ocean’s 
evocation in a baptistery is the positive culmination of its role as 
engenderer, the Jordan qua Oceanus qua Abyssus. For the primordial 
waters had been considered to prefigure Baptism since at least 
Ambrose and the mystery of the waters is still part of the Paschal 
liturgy. The presence of Ocean makes evident that Christ’s re-birth in 
the flesh rehearses the moment of His original Creating and the spirit 
of God once more hovers “upon the face of the waters.” In the words 
of the exegesists, here the “Abyss calls forth the Abyss,” because the 
New Testament calls forth the Old one. Moreover, Baptism reconciled 
the catechumen with the cosmic and divine order, and in Christianity 
this reconciliation is coupled with salvation, so Jordan assumes both 
the luminal and abyssal identities of Ocean. In the West Ocean also 
returned to his near-eastern roots as Abyssus, partly thanks to the 
Christian inheritance of Judaic tradition, partly to the iconographical 
cues provided by ancient sculpture and mosaic. Thus the mask of
Ocean-Abyss is visible in both ivory plaques and Campanian 
Romanesque pulpits, where its presence under a lectern demands 
further enquiry but is best explained through the Liturgy of the Word 
at the Paschal service. I will conclude with other southern Italian 
examples, and attempt to explain why such classicising 
representations of Abyssus during the later Middle Ages were so 
sporadic in the West and altogether absent in the East. To some extent 
both Ocean and Abyss were viewed with distrust, even as Devils, and 
Christ and the Virgin became unbeatable competitors to personify the 
source of the generative waters, but another answer comes from the 
textual tradition of Holy Scripture itself and the linguistic infeasibility 
in the East of even conceiving of a “Face of the Deep.”
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Jane Chick
The Okeanus and the Nile: The Imagery of Sacred Waters in the 
East Church complex at Qasr el-Lebia in Cyrenaica, Libya

The large pavement at Qasr el-Lebia comprises fifty discrete and 
individual panels ordered into a grid pattern by a continuous and 
repeating border. In the past the pavement has been dismissed as a 
jumble or hodgepodge of motifs and explained as a random selection 
of images from a mosaicist’s pattern book with little or no symbolic 
meaning and no coherent programme. With only a few exceptions, this 
mosaic has been dealt with piecemeal and little attention has been paid 
to the possibility of an overall coherence - precisely the theme that this 
paper seeks to address.

The west end of the pavement is dominated by personifications 
of the four Rivers of Paradise and, nestling among them, a 
personification of Kastalia, nymph of Apollo’s oracular spring. These 
figures are all naked; the rivers are depicted in the guise of pagan 
river-gods and Kastalia resembles classical depictions of Endymion or 
Ariadne. Explanations as to why this unusual scheme was part of an 
ecclesiastical complex include the idea that it was an allegory of 
Christianity overcoming paganism - that the pagan oracle had been 
silenced, or even converted, by the flanking Rivers of Paradise. 
However, I would like to propose that, in this setting and depicted in 
this manner, Kastalia could be understood, not as a defeated negative, 
but as a Christian positive - as an eloquent, if rather covert, allusion to 
the regenerative waters of the Fountain of Life. As the fons vitae 
aeternae, no less. 

Kastalia, rather than appearing as the down-trodden object of 
subjugation, reclines with an air of insouciance whilst the 
neighbouring Rivers of Paradise seem to be paying her homage and 
celebrating her presence. It is Kastalia who governs the imagery, 
calling on the old river-gods to serve the new dispensation                  
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a baptismal reference made more pertinent by the dual nature of the 
figures. The distinctive and rather idiosyncratic posture of these 
equivocal figures, orientated away from the central axis of the 
pavement but with their upper bodies twisted back to make offerings, 
could be seen as their acknowledgment and acceptance of this role; the 
contrapposto stance of the personifications representing a turning away 
from the old to face the new. In addition, the nakedness of the Rivers, 
particularly when seen alongside Kastalia, also evokes the unashamed 
nudity of catechumens participating in the baptismal liturgy. Although 
tempting to dismiss the paganic nature of the figures as no more than a 
legacy of classical art, I would argue that their explicit nudity -
ostensibly anomalous and presumably disconcerting - was intended as 
a powerful device to capture the attention of the viewer and offer a 
route to understanding this part of the pavement. 

As well as the personifications of the four Rivers and Kastalia, 
the pavement is also bordered on three sides by aquatic scenes. A 
tradition has grown up which sees pavements with watery borders as 
imitating the ancient ideogram of the inhabitable world encircled by 
the mythical Okeanus. In this paper I will argue that the programme of 
imagery at Qasr el-Lebia presents a far more nuanced scheme than 
simply ‘earth and ocean’. Unlike most so-called ‘earth and ocean’ 
compositions, the large pavement at Qasr el Lebia does not present a 
jumble of marine and river flora and fauna; rather, care has been taken 
to identify two distinct bodies of water - the Ocean and the Nile. In 
other words, although ostensibly in-keeping with other sixth-century 
‘earth and ocean’ compositions, this pavement is set apart by the fact 
that there is a clear divide between the Oceanic imagery which 
dominates the east end of the pavement, and Nilotic imagery, which is 
confined to the west. The juxtaposition of these two contrasting bodies 
of water effectively divides the pavement into two halves giving the 
pavement a structure and mapping out a programme. It is the aquatic 
scenes which allow the space to be negotiated without the need of 
precise signposting. In the same way that the transitional waters of 
Okeanus had to be crossed to reach the Isles of the Blessed on its 
western shores, so the east end of the pavement at Qasr el-Lebia had to 
be negotiated to attain Paradise in the west. 
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Beatrice Leal
The Symbolic Display of Water in Early Islamic Art (a case 
of Qusayr Amra)

                

This paper will look at the depiction and display of water at the 
early Islamic site of Qusayr Amra, in Jordan.  Qusayr Amra is an 
audience hall with bathhouse attached, built during the 720s under the 
patronage of the Umayyad prince al-Walid ibn Yazid, later Caliph al-
Walid II (743-744).  The walls and vaults of both the audience hall and 
the bathhouse are almost entirely covered with a rich painted 
programme, with a wide and much-debated variety of themes and 
motifs: scenes of music-making, lovemaking, hunting and dancing, 
broadly described as constituting a princely cycle; formal images of 
the patron and caliph enthroned, a series of female personifications, a 
celestial planisphere, and other less-easily identified subjects. 

The current restoration of the paintings is uncovering many 
previously hidden details of style and iconography, and further 
conclusions about the scheme will hopefully soon be possible.  In the 
meantime, this paper will analyse the general forms and themes of the 
paintings, in which, it will be argued, the depiction of water plays a 
critical role.  As a bathhouse in a semi-arid area of the Jordanian 
steppe, the building is in itself a display of water, embodying and 
exemplifying the control of this resource by the Umayyad elite.  
Beyond this, the various modes of presenting water in the paintings 
suggest that it held more complex symbolic significances for its 
eighth-century viewers.  These depictions fall into three types: sea 
scenes, images of bathing, and a river featured in the background of a 
series of vignettes of manual work. 

The engagement of early Islamic art with the earlier traditions of 
their newly-conquered empire, in particular with Greco-Roman and 
Sassanian motifs and techniques, has often been noted.  However, the 
extent to which the artists and patrons of the Umayyad and early 

71 
 



Abbasid dynasties engaged with specifically Christian themes is a still-
developing area of study.  With this in mind, the paper will begin by 
considering the influence of Christian visual culture on the two sea 
scenes.  These are the most prominently-displayed images of water at 
Qusayr Amra, one at the focal point of the building, in the throne niche 
with an image of the enthroned caliph, the other covering the wall 
opposite a portrait of al-Walid. The painting below the Caliph’s 
throne appears to show the central moment in the story of Jonah; Jonah 
is also shown paired with another Old Testament prophet, as a 
reclining pastoral figure, above the image of the patron in the west 
aisle.  The second sea scene, centring on a naked female 
personification of Ocean, also falls within the repertoire of Christian 
imagery in early medieval Jordan and the eastern Mediterranean more 
generally, with parallels on the mosaic floors of churches.  The 
discussion will focus on the significance of the adaptation and re-
presentation of these motifs in a secular Islamic building, with 
particular reference to Christian conceits of the water of life, and to the 
classical concept, further developed in Christian thought, of the sea as 
a zone of change and regeneration. This leads on to a second theme 
expressed in the paintings at Qusayr Amra, of water as a resource, and 
in particular as a transformative element.  An unusual component of 
the decoration is a vault with a series of images of men working with 
different raw materials, in every case backed by a bright blue river. 
This cycle is without parallel in early Islam, and there are few close 
comparisons in late antique art.  It will be argued that the emphasis is 
on the processes of change of materials from one state to another; the 
river which dominates the scenes functions as a symbol both of the 
control and manipulation of natural resources, and of the appropriation 
of their life-giving powers by the patron.  

Finally, the female bathers shown at Qusayr Amra will be 
discussed.  Those shown in the bathhouse itself, while apparently 
straightforward images of activities appropriate to the space, also 
contain Dionysiac references, again presenting water, and the act of 
bathing, as transformative.  Again, these images have parallels with 
Christian art of the period, visually in the forms of their architectural 
backgrounds, but also thematically, picking up on the common eastern 
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Mediterranean iconography of Christ’s first bath.  Moving back to the 
more public space of the audience wall, the central image in the west 
aisle, in close proximity to the figure of the patron and the 
personification of Ocean, is a semi-naked woman standing in a pool of 
water.  She has previously been interpreted either as a generic pin-up, 
or as a portrait of a specific woman associated with al-Walid’s court. 
However, the ways in which both female figures and water are 
represented elsewhere in the paintings at Qusayr Amra – and in 
Umayyad art more generally – support a re-investigation of this lady, 
on the assumption that she too is more ideal than real, with the status 
of a personification. Having discussed the role of water in these 
images, the paper will conclude with an assessment of the balance at 
Qusayr Amra, and in other comparable examples of Umayyad art, 
between continuity with late antique Christian symbolism and early 
Islamic innovation.
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Michele Bacci 
Water in the Making of Memorial Sites: The Wall of the 
Star, the Bath Grotto and Other Cisterns of Bethlehem

The association of springs, wells and pools with Marian shrines 
is a well-known topic, which has been explored mostly by experts of 
religious folklore and anthropologists. In many contexts, the presence 
of water has been viewed as both a material indicator of the holiness 
associated with specific holy sites and a complementary cult-object, 
giving shape to and reinforcing the believers’ perceptions of site-
bound holiness. In the analysis of such phenomena, a major emphasis 
has been laid on their typological aspects from an essentially 
synchronic perspective, giving cause in the past to the more or less 
explicit assumption that Marian shrines, even if most of them have not 
emerged before the 15th century, shall have regularly substituted much 
more ancient cultic phenomena grounded on site-bound forms of 
water-worship. This is partly due to the still insufficient theoretical 
perspectives concerning the meaning and the different roles played by 
site-specific forms of religious experience in Christian culture. In this 
paper, I would like to explore the ways in which some places, instead 
of others, came to be perceived as imbued with holiness and other 
extraordinary qualities and the extent to which their spatial setting 
could contribute to stimulate their beholders’ perception of site-bound 
holiness. In this connection, emphasis will be laid on the ways in 
which water came to be integrated in such phenomena.

My focus is on Palestine, whose wide network of holy places 
stands out for its being centered around sites whose holiness is defined 
by memorial, rather than hierophanic qualities. They bear witness to 
events related in the Holy Scriptures and, if they are invested with an 
autonomous supernatural dynamis, this is basically due to a kind               
of transitive property: they enable their visitors to achieve a mental
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evocation of the Bible and Gospel stories, which is perceived as a 
reenactment, inasmuch the viewers manage to feel themselves as the 
real protagonists of the events having taken place in those very sites. 

Since the earliest centuries, pilgrims eager to deepen their 
knowledge of and involvement in the sacred topography of Palestine 
tended to invest the landscape with religious meanings and functions. 
The frequent association of springs and wells with events involving the 
Virgin Mary is probably symptomatic of the feminine and maternal 
symbolism attributed to water and is influenced by the parallelism of 
the mystery of Incarnation with the revelation of Christ’s divinity in 
his Baptism in the river Jordan, yet it had also a very practical reason, 
given that it basically enabled Palestine travelers to multiply their 
chances to enjoy a more direct, physical connection with sites deemed 
to be consecrated by contact with the holy ones. Water can be viewed 
as a practical tool by which site-bound holiness can be appropriated 
and, by synecdoche, transferred elsewhere.

It is obviously not by chance that a number of the holy sites 
involved in the pilgrims’ circuits started being regarded as associated 
with the Virgin Mary and her Child: notable cases are the Pool of 
Siloam by Jerusalem or the small spring in the Garden of Matariyya 
near Cairo, allegedly marking one of the Holy Family’s stops during 
the Flight to Egypt.

Anyway, the major concentration of wells and springs perceived 
as worship-worthy memorial sites can be recognized in Bethlehem. A 
number of pilgrims wondered which of the many cisterns located in 
and around the basilica may be identified with the wells of the 
Philistines which could be reached by three soldiers of David eager to 
satisfy their commander’s wish, as related by the second book of 
Samuel (23, 15-6): the connection is Biblical in this case, but it may be 
used to reinforce the description of Bethlehem as the birthplace of 
Christ as the Messiah of Davidic descent. The liminal location of the 
well at the gate of Bethlehem, mentioned in the Bible, was interpreted 
as foretelling the presence of cisterns within the precincts of the 
Nativity church or close to the Milk Grotto.

Even more important was the setting of the Nativity cave in 
connection with at least two rooms associated with water and water-
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involving functions. From the 6th century onward, a large cistern to the 
north of the cave has been described as a bottomless well, where pure-
hearted pilgrims could easily recognize the star of the three Magi, 
which was said to have fallen there. The holiness of the site was 
defined not only by its memorial meanings (it was said that the Virgin 
had drawn water from that well), but actually by the alleged enduring 
presence of the star in the well itself. In the late middle ages, visitors 
not being longer allowed to look into the cistern started identifying a 
small hole in the northern wall of the Nativity cave as the mouth of the 
well, through which the star had fallen.

Another underground room, located somewhat northernmost, 
was first identified by Arnulf, in the 7th century, as the place where the 
water used to wash the newborn had been thrown: allegedly, this water 
was still there and could not evaporate; Arculf was even able to wash 
his face with it. The existence of this holy site as distinguished from 
the well of the star is occasionally confirmed by such pilgrims as 
Saewulf in the early 12th century and Niccolò da Poggibonsi in the 
14th.

The latter stands out for its implications. The site was reputed to 
be imbued with a peculiar holy dynamis, given that it housed water 
having being in contact with the physicality of Jesus and bearing traces 
of his bodily emanations. Nonetheless, unless other major attractions 
in the basilica, it did not operate a topographical transcription of any 
event mentioned either in the Holy Scriptures or in the apocrypha, 
which were completely silent about the first bath of the newborn 
Christ. Anyway, the theme becomes standard in mid-Byzantine 
iconography, where the nurses Zelome and Salome are often shown 
washing the child in a small basin. This motif replaced the 
representation, much more widespread in the earliest centuries, 
showing Salome daringly trying to test Mary’s virginity with her 
fingers. 

The present paper will offer some insights on the complex 
relationship between the memorial function of the site, marking an 
event not being mentioned in texts, and the pictorial rendering of the 
same motif. Shall we imagine that the iconographic success of the 
Child’s bath in Byzantine iconography engendered its materialization 
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in a holy site, e.g. a site-bound cult-object offered to pilgrims’ 
veneration? Or shall we interpret the iconographical motif as a visual 
hint at the much worshipped Bath Grotto within the Nativity church? 
Such questions will be approached against the background not only of 
the symbolic, but also of the material ways of interaction between 
images and sites, with special reference to the role played by the 
mosaic representation of the Nativity scene and by the starred 
ornament of the hole marking the site of Christ’s birth within the 
Bethlehem cave.
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Mikhail Boitsov
«Aqua Spiritus sanctus est»: the Consecrated Water                            
in the Liturgical Commentary by Gillaume Durand
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Anna Ryndina
San Salvatore of Laterano and the Savior’s Icon of the Pope 
Gregory ‘from the Water’: Textile Background, Iconography 
and the Rite of the Washing of the Feet
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Elka Bakalova, Anna Lazarova
The Miraculous Icon-Reliquary of Rila Monastery                      
and the Ritual of the Consecration  of Water (Remembering                         
the Constantinopolitan rituals?)

-                   
                                                  

In the main church of the Nativity of the Virgin at the Rila 
Monastery there is an exceptionally interesting cult object, known in 
the monastery and to pilgrims as the “miraculous icon”. In fact it is an 
icon-reliquary with dimensions 52 cm by 30 cm which is 
comparatively rare phenomenon, and as we would like to prove, is 
related to old Byzantine traditions. The Virgin Mary painted on metal 
is in the center of the “icon”. Relics of 32 saints are inserted in small 
rectangular cavities around the Virgin and they are identified by 
Slavonic inscriptions of their names written on metal plates below 
every small ark (slot).  This icon-reliquary is not only venerated as a 
miraculous icon, but connected with special rites in the monastery 
service and is essential in the structuring of the sacred space. With its 
lasting presence in the monastery, it is always mentioned by pilgrims. 

The icon-reliquary from the Rila monastery is a triptych, in the 
central part of which is the image of the Virgin Hodegitria and the 
relics of the 32 saints. The two other sides are metal – made of gilded 
silver decorated with ornaments. On the face there are two coats of 
arms of the Constantinopolitan patriarchate (with two-headed eagles) 
and four repousse scenes: the Transfiguration and Annunciation, the 
Dormition of the Virgin and the Dormition of St. John of Rila. They 
do not contain any relics and serve to close the reliquary. The icon
proper was painted in the center over the metal base, while the relics 
were placed in rectangular cavities, separated by small metal plates, 
adorned with enamels. The names of the saints in Old Church Slavonic 
were engraved over the silver plates /tablets between the e respective 
cavities. They are situated in six horizontal rows.
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We dwell in detail on the selection of relics of various saints, as 
namely these points to their origin and the person who might have 
commissioned the reliquary. Neophyte of Rila – the abbot of the 
Monastery in the 18th century - was among the first to note that among 
the saints there were “several from Constantinople”. In fact all the 
saints, whose relics are represented in the reliquary are commemorated 
by the Constantinopolitan church, moreover, their relics were in the 
churches in the Byzantine capital. If we follow the order of their 
arrangement in the reliquary, we shall note that many of them are 
grouped according to the feast days, and in some cases according to 
the place where the relics were kept in the Byzantine capital. 
Nevertheless in the arrangement of the separate parts of the relics there 
is some hierarchy among the saints, which are grouped according to 
their services to the Christian church. All this comes to show that parts 
of relics represented are directly taken from churches of the Byzantine 
capital.

The icon-reliquary from the Rila Monastery is placed in a 
special drawer of the proskinetarion, situated in the center of the 
catholicon of the monastery, in front of the third column from the 
north. It has often been locked. Probably for this reason a large icon, a 
copy of the reliquary was placed on the column above, in which the 
pieces of relics were replaced with painted portraits of the saints. In 
this way it was also reproduced on the mural decoration of the church  
in the open gallery of the exonarthex, i.e. it was so important, that the 
decoration program had to take it into account especially. Moreover a 
especial place in the open gallery was allocated – an inclined rest 
below the southern window, where the icon was placed after it was 
taken out on certain feasts. Why the icon was painted a second time 
exactly on that place in the exonarthex?  The answer to this question is 
connected with the ritual, come down in passed descriptions of the 
monastery and practiced to this day. This was the place where the rite 
of the Great Benediction (Consecration) of Water was performed, 
when the icon participated, a rite observed to this day. At the 
southwest corner of the narthex is the phiala, which is immediately 
before the painted fresco-icon. 
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Today (and according to tradition in the past) the icon is taken 
out twice a year – on the fifth day of the first week after Easter  and on 
the 1st of August (according to the monks because of the beginning of  
the fast  before  the Dormition of the Virgin  ). Today the water 
consecration is performed by the abbot of the Monastery.  After 
kissing the miraculous icon and leaving gifts (most often money) 
pilgrims are sprinkled over with consecrated (benedicted) water and 
take communion bread. Pilgrims fill bottles and other vessels with 
consecrated water to take to kin and people who have not had the 
chance to touch the holy icon. It is interesting to note, that sometimes a 
single piece of cotton cloth, soaked with consecrated water or having 
touched the miraculous icon, can convey its miraculous powers. This 
practice has not occurred in our present day times but is known from 
medieval travelers, who visited Constantinople. (Thus the Spanish 
traveler Pero Tafur describes a procession he observed every Tuesday 
with the icon of the Holy Virgin Hodegitria during the 15th century). 
After all pilgrims pass by the icon-reliquary, and bow to it, the silver 
sides are closed and the icon is put back in the interior of the church in 
its place.  

Thus the icon-reliquary is taken out and is part of the rite of two 
separate feasts, each of them originating from Constantinople. In the 
triodion for Friday of the week after Easter the service                  
joins the service in honor of the Virgin Zoodochos
Pege.This service is considered to have been written by Nicephoros  
Callistus  Xantoupolos (14th century) in commemoration of the 
renovation and miracles  of the church of the Holy Virgin in 
Constantinople, known as  Zoodochos Pege (The Life-giving spring). 
The epithet of the Holy Virgin, called “The Life-giving spring” as far 
back as the Byzantine poet Joseph the Hymnographer in the 9th century 
was the basis of the iconographic composition of the same name.  This 
composition is also represented in the murals of the catholicon of the 
Rila Monastery, not far from the place where the examined icon-
reliquary is kept.  In the interpretation of the iconography of this scene 
J. Ebersolt especially notes that it was “born from the merging of two 
cults – that of the Virgin and that of the miraculous waters”. 
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It is more difficult to establish the sources of the tradition of the 
taking out of the icon on August 1st. In the Typikon of the Great 
church for the date August 1st there is a note for a consecration of the 
water for the “baptism of the True cross”.  The Book of Ceremonies by 
Constantine Porphyrogenetus reports that after the morning service on 
August 1st - the feast of the   “Proodos of timiou staurou” the Emperor 
would touch the wood of the True Cross, kept in the Pharos chapel of 
the palace, and after that the cross was taken in front of the Church of 
St. Basil at Lausiacus, so that all the members of the synclit could pay 
their respect. The ceremony, described by A. Dmitrievskii, included 
immersion of the cross in consecrated water and sprinkling the 
congregation with it.  On the Eve of August 1st the venerable tree of 
the Cross of Christ was taken out and placed on the Holy Throne in the 
great church of St. Sophia. From August 1st daily to the Dormition of 
the Holy Virgin a processions was held all over the town, thus 
allowing the population to venerate the Holy Cross.” 

In the Rila Monastery there obviously is a certain tradition, 
where, instead of the “Venerable tree of the Cross of the Lord” the 
miraculous icon-reliquary is included   in the church service. Namely 
the parts of relics situated around the image of the Holy Virgin in this 
case substitute the relic of the Holy cross, which takes part in the 
Constantinopolitan ritual. This is also evidenced through the ritual 
consecration of the water, while contact of   the relics with water 
strengthened its miraculous powers. We must recall that St John the 
Damascene  calls the relics “sources carrying  salvation” and sees 
them as one of the most convincing  proof of the powers of the Lord; 
and as according to God’s will out water came out of a rock in the
desert  (Moses), so  from the dry bones  of those dear to God streams 
unsaid blessedness.
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Nikolaos Livanos 
The Protective Water and Miraculous Icons: an Aspect                
of Hierotopy on Mount Athos

The monasteries of Mount Athos are home to an important 
number of miraculous icons, all of which have contributed to the 
formation of local or wider sacred spaces giving to the peninsula the 
epithet of ‘Holy Mountain’. Two of the oldest and most revered such 
icons on Athos that can be traced back as far as the very first centuries 
of Athonite monasticism are the Theotokos Portaitissa icon in Iviron 
monastery and the Theotokos Vimatarissa icon in Vatopedi, both 
belonging to the iconographical type of the Hodegetria. My paper aims 
to demonstrate the role water plays as a protective element within the 
narrative sources associated with these two icons, and to present the 
correlation of these narratives with other similar and older ones outside 
Athos as a case study for the examination of collective memory as an 
aspect of hierotopy.

In a narrative found in manuscripts not older than the 16th

century, we are told that the icon of the Iviron monastery miraculously 
appeared before the brethren floating on sea-water not far from the 
shore. Despite the efforts of the monks to retrieve the icon, it 
continuously escaped them from wave to wave until the chosen monk, 
a Georgian by the name of Gabriel, took the icon in his hands and 
safely brought it to its new home. Another narrative, also in 16th-
century and later manuscripts, recounts how an icon of the Theotokos 
was found in a water-well at the place where the future Byzantine 
emperor Arcadius was to erect the altar of the catholicon of Vatopedi 
monastery, after having miraculously been saved by the Virgin from a 
tempest-storm when sailing off the shores of Athos. The same water-
well is said to have later saved the icon from the rage of the Arabs in 
sources dating as early as the 17th century. 
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In both cases, water appears to be the medium by which the 
Virgin presents her icons, protecting them until safe in the hands of 
specific monks, who are portrayed as having the blessing to safeguard 
them. In daily life, although the sea and the water-well offer important 
services in many aspects, they also bring many hazards. 
Hagiographical literature offers numerous accounts of miraculous 
savings from sea storms, among the most known of which is, perhaps, 
the miracle of Saint Nicholas. On the other hand, the water-well is 
portrayed either as a living-place of various monsters and demons, as 
in the vitae of Saint Symeon the Stylite, Saint Nikon and Saint 
Paraskevi, or as a scene of divine intervention in cases of danger, 
especially of children, as in the vita of Saint Porphyrius of Gaza. 
However, in some cases, the water from an element of danger becomes 
an element of protection, since it helps keep safe what divine 
providence has chosen to protect, be it an icon or a child, or both as in 
the Vatopedi narrative. 

In the case of the two aforementioned Athonite icons, their 
narratives seem to be formed based on other older ones. Most accounts 
can be linked with the so-called ‘narrative circle’ of the Hodegetria 
icon of Constantinople. An icon saved from the menace of the 
iconoclasts by travelling many miles on sea to reach the hands of its 
protector, or a water-well in a church where the Virgin keeps a child 
safe from drowning were themes well-known to the inhabitants of 
Constantinople and throughout the empire, associated with prominent 
icons found in churches of the empire’s capital. This, however, does 
not come as a surprise to us, as the cult of the Hodegetria icon is 
known to have been diffused way beyond Constantinople, reaching 
more distant lands such as Italy or Russia. Other elements in the 
Athonite narratives, as in the case of the icon in the water-well, can be 
traced back even as far as the Spiritual Meadow of John Moschos.

In the narrative process, these accounts, which in the mind of the 
medieval man could very easily be associated with incidents from 
daily life, are continuously reprocessed either engulfed in the lives of 
saints as topoi or as nuclei of the accounts of miracles performed by 
icons. They eventually contribute to the development of hierotopy in 
churches, monasteries, towns or cities, and take a prominent place in 
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patriographical literature and monastic foundation legends. In the case 
of miraculous icons, new sacred spaces are formed with the help of 
narrative elements from similar prototypes of universal recognition in 
an effort to evoke the memory of miracles associated with the highly 
revered celebrated icons. The new miraculous icon serves as a 
mnemonic device, a lieux de mémoire for its prototype, until after a 
few generations when the new icon takes its own central place in the 
community’s religious life as a palladium; and as its fame exceeds its 
initial geographical limits, it too may become a prototype for other 
icons. This can be assessed only if we perceive the specific cult of an 
icon as an integral part of the collective memory of the local 
community it serves. The icon and its cult are not only a part of daily 
life and worship, but in many cases are considered to have influenced 
the tide of events in the history of the monastery, the city or the 
empire, as in the example of the Hodegetria icon of Constantinople. 
Thus, the transforming narrative does not only evoke the memory of 
the miracle itself, but discloses as well the memory of the events 
attached to it, and in the formation of new hierotopy, the elements that 
form part of the collective memory of one community are henceforth 
integrated into the collective memory of another community.
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Alesya Veremieva
«Madonne venute dal mare». The Origin and Tradition                   
in the Veneration of the Icons of the Virgin in South Italy
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Alexandr Preobrazhensky
‘Tears from the Dry Wood’. The Crying, Bleeding                   
and Chrism-Exuding Icons in the Russian Chronicles
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Maria Pliukhanova
The Virgin as the Life-Giving Source in Early Russian 
Services of the Miraculous Icons                

-

«

e
-                  
-                  
-

–

-
-

–

101 
 



33

– –

–                    

34.

35

33 : T.Velmans, 
A.Talbot, . , . , V.M. Kimball .
34

35

102 
 

                                                           



–

36

-

–

37

–

                 

36 –
37 XI

103 
 

                                                           



38.

-

.

.39

-

-

-

38 -
39 - – 319.

104 
 

                                                           



–
– –

– .

-

105 
 



The Phiale as a Spatial Icon

This paper examines phialae as spatial icons by focusing on their 
micro-architecture and related spiritual and sacramental meanings.  
Similar in architectural form and meaning to ablution and baptismal 
fonts, phialae were distinct installations for holy water fonts, which 
were used for ceremonies related to the blessing of holy water but 
would also invoke references to the cleansing of sins and the 
sacrament of baptism.  The Great Blessing of Holy Water is performed 
during the ceremony of Epiphany (Theophany) on January 6th,
commemorating the Baptism of Christ.  Because Christ was sinless, 
his baptism made water and all creation holy, and in that context water 
can become both the instrument and the sign of its original biblical 
meaning--the source of life.  This pervasive concept of holy water is 
also related to lesser ceremonies such as on Bright Friday (Friday in 
Easter Week or Bright Week) – which in the Orthodox Christian 
tradition became associated with the feast of the Theotokos and her 
epithet the “Life-giving Spring” – and on the feast of Mid-Pentecost.  
A ritual that includes prayers and sprinkling with holy water is also 
used for the ceremony of the consecration of a church.  In addition, 
holy water in phialae is used for ritual cleansing before entering the 
church, for the blessings of believers’ homes, and for the blessing of 
the sick and the needy.  By drawing from biblical and liturgical 
sources and several scarcely preserved references to phialae from 
Byzantine culture, the emphasis in this paper is placed on the form and 
meaning of the phialae fonts and their architectural framing.  

A phiale font is often shallow, made of stone or metal, and takes 
a circular, trefoil or quatrefoil shape similar to the baptismal fonts and 
the chalices used for the Eucharist – as suggested by the description of 
the now lost quatrefoil phiale at the Mangana in Constantinople – thus 
emphasizing the notion that these are the containers of incorruptible 
substances, i.e. the belief that holy water does not change its qualities 
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throughout the year.  The holy water in the phiale helps to create a 
chain of sacramental presence and works of God from baptism to the 
Eucharist.  It prefigures the miracles of Christ, starting with the 
Wedding in Cana when Christ changed water into wine and announced 
the new covenant between God and believers as well as the 
transformation of wine into the blood of Christ during the Eucharist in 
the church, thus highlighting the interconnectedness of all church 
sacraments.  Moreover, Byzantine monk and intellectual Michael 
Psellus writes about the charitable distribution of bread behind the 
phiale in Hagia Sophia in Constantinople in the eleventh century, thus 
providing a subtle, performative reference to the Eucharistic mystery 
performed within the church.  Located in the southern portion of the 
atrium just before the entrance to the church or within the 
southwestern portions of the church -- in a narthex or in a separate, 
southwestern chapel -- phialae sometimes contained a fount of 
streaming (“live”) water or could be merely the vessel for the holy 
water itself within these subsidiary church spaces.  Perhaps because 
phialae would often be placed in the atrium, they also could have been 
occasionally identified with the atrium itself as Michael of 
Thessaloniki suggested in his twelfth-century description of the phiale 
(here termed louter) in Constantinopolitan Hagia Sophia.  
Furthermore, in the tenth-century Byzantine Book of Ceremonies there 
are references to the demes’ fountain-courts used in imperial 
ceremonies.  This invaluable source on both architecture and life in 
Byzantine Constantinople also provides information about the private 
fountain-court (mystike phiale) of the Triconch of the Imperial Palace, 
which was used in winter due to inclement weather and which was 
potentially an entire building or located inside the building.  This 
reference from the Book of Ceremonies about the alternate location of 
the phiale also potentially reveals reasons for their alternate locations 
within the church proper – in the narthex or in the chapel.  A still 
surviving example of a medieval phiale in the late twelfth-century 
Serbian monastery of Studenica, additionally enlightens the discussion 
about locations and rituals associated with phiale.  In this case, a 
massive stone phiale was originally in the southwest section of the 
monastery, just in front of the katholikon, yet already during the first 
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half of the thirteenth century, it was enveloped by a massive narthex, 
most likely due to harsh winter conditions in the Balkans.

By focusing on phialae built as micro-architectural, canopied 
structures, they can be related to the architecture and the meaning of 
the church.  Phialae covered by an open canopy with the domical roof, 
often sheathed in lead in the exterior – as Russian travelers recorded in 
their descriptions of Constantinopolitan architecture and further 
supported by the still-standing post-Byzantine phialae in the 
monasteries on Mt. Athos – further reveal the essential and generic 
architectonic elements of a typical Byzantine church with a dome, 
which was covered with a metal roof in the case of the highest quality 
churches in Constantinople and other major centers of Byzantine 
architecture.  In the interior, the dome of a phiale was decorated with 
images of Christ, Baptism, the Living Cross, or the Mother of God.  
The subtle incorporation of water and light in the architectural design 
of a phiale reveals how Byzantines created them as spatial icons 
defined by Alexei Lidov as “iconic imagery presented as spatial 
vision(s).” The hierotopical dynamics of phialae are replete with the 
concepts of framing the formless matter – holy water.  The blessing of 
holy water during the services for Epiphany (Theophany) at a phiale lit 
by candles in the early winter morning highlights the creation of 
sacred space that incorporates basic architectural elements (water, 
light, sound, stone, metal, wood) and reveals the most powerful 
messages of the vision of God and His infinite transcendence (cf. 
related actions, prayers and readings from Isaiah, 1 Corinthians, 
Gospel of Mark during the rite).  Moreover, when not used during 
Epiphany (Theophany) and during lesser ceremonies, the reflection of 
light from the metal roofs of phialae and from the holy water they 
protected, literally and symbolically highlighted how a phiale was a 
miniature model and pre-figuration of the church.  Simultaneously, the 
canopied cover prevented images other than the ones depicted in the 
interior of the canopy dome (such as the Cross, the Mother of God, 
Jesus Christ, or Baptism) to be reflected as in a mirror in the shallow 
font of the holy water below the open canopy.  Thus, the formless 
matter of the living holy water receives its shape and meaning of 
creation and life through the orchestrated use of the architectural 
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installation, while the phiale itself becomes a spatial icon of the 
mystery of the living church itself.  The palindrome inscription in 
Greek, which reads in both directions “wash your sin, not only your 
face” recorded on the now-lost phiale in the Constantinopolitan 
cathedral Hagia Sophia further reminded the believers of the role of 
such a “spatial icon” that opened the realm beyond the material and the 
visible (face) and highlighted the deeper references to the human 
condition before entering the church.  In this context, this paper argues 
that a phiale truly becomes a spatial icon of the church in front of 
which it stands.  
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The “Sacred Waters” of the “Holy Lake” Valdai:                    
A Wellspring of Hierotopic Activities in the Reign of Tsar 
Aleksei Mikhailovich

This essay considers the “sacred waters” of the “Holy Lake” 
(Sviatoe Ozero)/Lake Valdai surrounding Iverskii Monastery as a 
wellspring of hierotopic activities in Russia during the reign of Tsar 
Aleksei Mikhailovich. It advances “the theme of waters in tales and 
their role in the organization of space” by analyzing texts published by 
Patriarch Nikon in Rai myslennyi (1658), including “Skazanie o sviatoi 
gore Afonskoi,”  “O sviaschennoi Iverskoi obiteli i o chestnoi ikone 
Portaitisse,” “Skazaniie ob ognennom videnii nad Iverskim 
monastyrem, shto na Sviatom ozere” and “Vtoroe skazaniie o videnii 
chetyrekh ognennykh stolpov nad Sviatoezerskim Iverskim 
Monastyrem” as well as decrees issued by tsar Aleksei Mikhailovich 
concerning the founding of Iverskii Monastery. My findings 
demonstrate that the creation and sanctification of  the “Holy Lake” 
represent purposeful reenactments of  the legendary events on Mount 
Athos recorded in “Skazanie o sviatoi gore Afonskoi” and                      
“O sviaschennoi Iverskoi obiteli i o chestnoi ikone Portaitisse.” In 
establishing the new sacred landscape Aleksei Mikhailovich, not only 
replicated holy sites, but imitated  the legendary deeds of the St. 
Emperor Constantine in order to connect Nikon’s Iverskii Monastery 
with its namesake on Mount Athos and himself as the “new 
Constantine.” 

Aleksei Mikhailovich’s conception and realization of the “Holy 
Lake” emulated the hierotopic activities which, according to “Skazanie 
o sviatoi gore Afonskoi,” Constantine conducted while establishing 
monasticism on Mount Athos. When the Russian tsar renamed Lake 
Valdai “Holy Lake” and the village of Valdai “Bogorodetsk” in late 
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1653, he followed the tale’s explanation that Constantine deemed 
Mount Athos the “Holy Mount,” because it was blessed by the Mother 
of God during her visit there, and renamed the city Apollo “Ieres,” or 
“sanctified,” due to its close proximity to the “Holy Mount.” By 
granting the freshly renamed “Holy Lake” and the adjacent territories 
to Iverskii Monastery on December 8, 1653, Aleksei Mikhailovich 
created a new space essential for the continued replication of the 
“ancient” narratives about “Holy Mount” Athos in Russia. 

The miraculous events that transpired during Patriarch Nikon’s 
ritualized transfer of the relics of Saint Metropolitans Filipp, Peter and 
Iona, and Saint Iakov Borovitskii to the new Iverskii Monastery on the 
“Holy Lake” in early 1654 appeared as divine sanction of Aleksei 
Mikhailovich’s efforts to copy Constantine legendary treatments of 
Mount Athos. The visions of fiery columns witnessed over the “Holy 
Lake,” that Nikon reported to the tsar and recorded in “Skazaniie ob 
ognennom videnii nad Iverskim monastyrem, shto na Sviatom ozere,”
and “Vtoroe skazaniie o videnii chetyrekh ognennykh stolpov nad 
Sviatoezerskim Iverskim Monastyrem,” obviously reprised the account 
in “O sviaschennoi Iverskoi obiteli i o chestnoi ikone Portaitisse,”
according to which, Byzantine-era monks on Mount Athos saw pillars 
of fire above sea during the miraculous transport  the icon of the 
Iveron Hodigitria  to Iveron Monastery. Thus, the extraordinary 
sightings of “holy fire” marked the sanctification of the “Holy Lake’s”  
waters, confirmed the area as sacred space and identified the 
population of the newly hallowed place with the New Testament 
period inhabitants of Mount Athos favored by the Theotokos, and the 
monks of Iveron selected to receive the Iveron Hodigitria discussed in 
the “ancient” tales. 

The heavenly affirmation of the “Holy Lake” as blessed and its 
people as a “chosen one” lead Aleksei Mikhailovich to not only 
greatly expand the territories attached to Iverskii Monastery and 
centered on the sacred waters, but also to grant them a special new 
status within his realm.  Read in the context of “Skazanie o sviatoi 
gore Afonskoi” the monumental decree which Aleksei Mikhailovich 
issued to Iverskii on May 6, 1654 reveals that the tsar, once again 
following “ancient” precedent, aimed to establish a new domain “from 

153 
 



our domains” which reflected and legally reconfirmed the parallels 
between the Russians living in the Holy Lake region and the ancient 
people of Holy Mount Athos. By releasing the extended membership 
of the House of the Most Pure Mother of God (i.e., all of the 
inhabitants of the territories he granted Iverskii) from the usual 
obligations owed to himself as the embodiment of the state, Aleskei 
Mikhailovich created an entirely new other than worldly realm 
centered on the monastery in the “Holy Lake” which he intended to 
last indefinitely.  In other words, the tsar sought to fulfill in Russia the 
promise that, according to “Skazanie o sviatoi gore Afonskoi,” the 
Theotokos made to the people of Mount Athos when she said that 
“God will bless this place with ‘heavenly life’ (zhizn’ nebesnaia) … 
until the end of times” as well as the claim that Constantine deemed 
the “Holy Mount a domain (udel) of the Most Pure Mother of God.” 

While significant in its own right, the determination that “the 
theme of waters in tales” shaped the development of a new sacred 
landscape around the “Holy Lake” also sheds new light on Aleksei 
Mikhailovich’s related efforts to identify himself as the “new 
Constantine” and Russia as a new Holy Land. The realization that the 
creation and sanctification of the “Holy Lake” depended almost 
entirely on Aleksei’s adherence to what “Skazanie o sviatoi gore 
Afonskoi” upheld as Constantine’s example as a creator of sacred 
spaces strongly suggests that the same paradigm guided the tsar’s 
involvement in other hierotopic endeavors. Viewed from this 
perspective, it appears that the spatial icon of the Holy Land at 
Nikon’s New Jerusalem Monastery was also created not only “in the 
name” and “in the image” of the Palestinian Jerusalem, but also in 
imitation of Constantine’s and St. Helen’s more well-known deeds, 
including the “discovery” and (re)sanctification of the locations of 
Christ’s life, death and Resurrection and construction of monuments, 
especially Church of the Holy Sepulcher. 
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Water is interpreted, first of all, as a source of life – both in 
direct and metaphorical senses; that is why it often serves as an object 
of veneration and an indispensable part of sacred space and rites. But 
not less serially water is something fearful and harmful. Let us try to 
observe some aspects of “foul water” in the culture of Christian world.

1. Meeting at the well. In the Gospel According to St. John (4: 
10-26) there is a narration on the meeting of Jesus Christ and the 
Samaritan Woman at the Jacob’s Well by the town of Sychar (biblical 
Sechem, now the village of Askar by Nablus); disregarding the disdain 
to Samaritans, traditional for Jews, Jesus promised the woman to give 
her “living water” instead of common one. At that episode Jesus called 
Himself the Messiah for the first time, and the topos of “the source of 
living water” became a stable metaphor for the “true doctrine” and just 
“the truth”. The choice of locus – the Jacob’s Well – a source of 
common water and, at the same time, the place of another meeting –
that one of Jacob and Rachel just before their betrothal – serves and 
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ideal symbolical background saturating the metaphor with a number of 
meanings and stressing a special importance of spiritual water in 
comparison to common one.

The narration served as a model for two Byzantine legends, 
where the topos of a water sorce or/and a meeting at the well played a
role of turning point – but to a false doctrine, foul and heretic one. 
First of all, it was a legend about the meeting of the future Byzantine 
Emperor Leo III the Isaurian with two Jews at the well: they promised 
him magical help for his abdication of Orthodoxy and secret 
promotion of Judaism – rejecting holy images and so on. It was 
interpreted as a source of Iconoclasm. The model of the meeting                  
of Jesus and the Samaritan Woman is used for a perversion: instead              
of “living water” of the true faith the youth Leo receives “foul              
water” of the false doctrine. The second, not so clear variant                  
was connected with the legends on the “Latin
backsliding” which was connected with a half-legendary person of 
Peter the Mumble and Pope Formosus who as if took some religious 
ideas from Jews; their fall was also connected with water. One more 
story based on the same model was composed by Russian author 
Joseph of Volokolamsk; he told about two Jews having come to 
Novgorod with their Judaist doctrine and infested some local 
Christians (he mentioned the same points of doctrine which were 
among the “Latin faults”). The pattern of two Jews and backsliding 
was obviously taken from the Byzantine legend, although the water 
metaphor was not adapted.

In Europe Christianity was perceived by peoples who had their 
own, ancient ideas about the water magic and corresponding rituals. 
Christianization did not annihilate them, but partly strengthened and 
transformed those archaic beliefs. Let us sum up the main pagan 
legends and rites connecting with “foul water” characteristic for 
German, Slavic and other peoples of Europe.

2. Living and dead water. Analyzing the principles of fairy-
tales, Vladimir Propp noted that living and dead waters formed a 
sacred unity: characters of narrations washed killed heros with dead 
water to heal their wounds and then washed them for the second time 
with living water to return to life. The same dual pattern is observed in 
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ethnographic materials. Living water was running, fast and clean. 
Dead water was stagnant and turbid, as a direct opposition to the 
sacred living water which was mightier and could overcome the dead 
one and its actions. From the other hand, living water from a sacred 
source is dying gradually in a vessel and after a while can not be used 
for drinking and washing faces.

3. Dead water and deadman. The most obvious way of 
producing dead water was to wash a deadman. Such water was used 
for black and apotropaic magic only; to avoid of such water was a 
serious task demanding special rituals. Besides, a connection between 
water, life, and death could be traced to a number of rites over dead 
bodies and burials.

A special case is ritual drowning in peat bog – dark, stagnant and 
foul water – wide spread in Central and Northern Europe (from the 
Baltic to Ireland). There are hundreds of such bog mummies with 
marks of violent death. We know also about the ritual drowning of 
“witches” and heretics in running water – as an attempt to clear from 
black magic and heresy (the same action was made with bodies of 
“foul deads”.

4. Water and blood. Water after washing new-born babies was 
also treated as dead one – as well, as any water mixing even with a 
drop of blood. Even a sacred source could be defiled with blood, and 
they used special rituals to clean it (with metal and fire usually).

The understanding of blood as a “water of life” in German and 
Slavic mythology was connected with a fear of spilt blood and any 
contacts with someone’s blood – especially that of aliens and enemies, 
although those ideas and rituals were not such important and mighty as 
in the Judaic tradition.

5. Blood, water, and anti-Judaic mythology in Christianity. In 
the Christian epoch, traditional pagan beliefs were partly adapted to 
the new faith. But blood in the function of water received a new 
interpretation – first of all, because of the sacrament of Eucharist and 
communion. Polemics of the Hussites period about the communion 
with blood and the popularity of the Holy Grail legends in Europe 
could prove the actuality of that aspect of the mystery of blood.
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And blood became a central topic of the anti-Judaic discourse              
of the Middle Ages, centered around the topic of the so called “blood 
libel” – insinuations about ritual killing children by Jews for their 
blood, as if necessary in some secret rites. It was a serial nightmare in 
the twelfth – twentieth centuries. There are two important aspects: they
accused in manipulations with blood those very people who 
thoroughly avoided it and practiced complicated rituals of purification; 
the invented “secret rites” were a kind of the turned-out Eucharist 
(they used even patterns of Christian iconography to perform visual 
images of accusations), the sacrament was extrapolated on the Judaists 
on the same scheme which worked in the invention of the notorious 
‘Black Sabbath” and other “foul heretic rites” and “witchcraft”

Another form of anti-Semitism included accusations Jews in 
poisoning water sources during epidemic diseases. They say, that Jews 
threw pieces of corpses and poured blood into water – and they meant 
not contagious infections, of course, but magic – as in the practice of 
producing “dead water”. In the case of the “blood libel” the focal point 
was the heterodoxy and “foul doctrine”, but in the accusations in 
poisoning water Jews were a certain analogue of village “witches” and 
“necromancers”. The fear of all alien was wide spread and involved 
people of other faith, heretics and those who practiced magic of the 
pagan type. Any “alien doctrine” was equal to black magic –
particularly, based on rituals with “foul water”.

6. Rivers of Paradise in the Byzantine anti-Moslem discourse.
One more aspect of the topic of ‘foul water” is a specific comment of 
Byzantine polemists about the Moslem image of the paradise. It seems 
strange, at the first glance: that image was based on biblical and 
Hellenistic ideas (the so called “Nilotic” was mixed with Semitic ideas 
of heavenly waters): four rivers of the Moslem paradise were not so far 
from four rivers of the Christian paradise with the same Semitic-
Hellenistic origin. The earliest criticism belonged to St John of 
Damascus, who mentioned only three rivers; but later some other 
polemists copied and reinterpreted his text; it was even included into 
the formula of abdication from Islam in the Euchologion. Analyses of 
the arguments shows that Byzantine polemists treated ideas of the 
Quran about four rivers (of water, milk, honey and wine, nourishing 
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and refreshing righteous men) too materialistic and sensitive – they 
were associated by them with sexual pleasure in the Moslem paradise 
and presence of excrements which were to be cleaned away by 
Samaritans. That sensitive nature made the rivers foul in the eyes of 
Byzantine Orthodox theologians. The similarity with four rivers of the 
Christian paradise seemed profane and perverse in the very essence, 
like a symbol of heterodoxy.

Thus, we can conclude that the concept of “foul water” was not 
an independent one; it was a perverse and turn-out image of sacred or 
“living” water – a kind of physical or/and symbolical defilement and 
profanation. If sacred water heals body and soul, and provides contacts 
with the heavenly world, foul water possesses ruinous and fatal effect 
both on body and soul, as well. Christianity produced new 
interpretations of the ancient water magic; it introduced the metaphor 
of water as a doctrine – true or false. Indigenous separation of the 
world into “our” and “alien” ones oriented mind against people of 
different faith using common mechanisms of profanation and turning 
symbols out for the sake of creation of something anti-sacral.
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According to medieval legend, during the time of the Tatar-
Mongol invasion, the city of Kitezh descended to the bottom of the 
lake Svetloyar. By becoming invisible, the city was saved from 
destruction. According to this legend, it will remain invisible until the 
second coming of Christ. Only people pure in heart can see the golden 
domes of the churches in the water and hear the ringing of their bells.

In the 18th century, the Old Believers conceptualized Kitezh as 
a version of the New Jerusalem, as the paradise city where one can 
find the true faith and find refuge from the sinful world.

 Starting from the mid-19th century Kitezh legend laid the basis 
for many works of literature, music, and visual arts. The theme of 
Kitezh attracted Pavel Melnikov-Pechersky, Apollon Maikov, 
Vladimir Korolenko, Dmitry Merezhkovskii, Zinaida Gippius, Mkhail 
Prishvin, Maksimilian Voloshin, Nikolai Kliuev, Anna Akhmatova, 
61 - –

" – –
- ' ' " //

. . ,
: , 2009, 110-130.
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and Victor Sosnora. In the early 20th century the composers Sergei 
Vasilenko and Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov composed operas on Kitezh. 
The sketches of set design were created by Apollinary Vasnetsov and 
Konstantin Korovin. The artist Nicholas Roerich was also interested in 
the Kitezh theme.

It can be claimed that Kitezh is a grandiose project of the 
creation of sacred space, but this space is twofold. On one hand, 
Kitezh is a mythopoeic sacred space. This city-temple is invisible. It 
exists only in the minds and hearts of people, as the embodiment of the 
ancient past, spirituality, and righteousness.

On the other hand, the lake Svetloyar, where according to the 
tradition, Kitezh is located, is a visible space that exists in physical 
reality. This geographic space is also sacred. The author of the very 
first publication on Kitezh, S.P. Meledin, a resident of a town near the 
lake Svetloyar, describes it as a miraculous place visited by the 
pilgrims:

Apparently, at times pious people hear the joyous bells ringing 
there and the sounds of the worship, sometimes they see the flames of 
burning candles; whereas when the rays of sun strike, the lake reflects 
the shadows of the church crosses; and the water undulates in it 
without wind… In the morning they usually wash their faces with the 
holy water of the lake Svetloyar and drink it as a cure for diseases and 
for the prevention of serious ailments of the soul, the temptations of 
the world and the wiles of the evil one; after a short prayer they 
diverge in order to find out where the underground abode of the 
reigning saints is.

Svetloyar's sacredness is not so much Christian as it is pagan. In 
the novel In the Woods (1871-74), Melnikov-Pechersky notes that the 
lake's name originates from the name of the Slavic god, Yarila. He 
tells the myth of the god of light and fire Yarila, how he possessed 
Mother-Moist-Earth, and "sprinkled her with a lightning and doused 
her with his burning eyes." The meeting of Yarila and Mother Earth 
resulted in the creation of all living things. Identifying Yarila with 
Kupala, Melnikov-Pechersky describes nightly celebrations on the 
lakeside Svetloyar: erotic merrymaking, various rites and ceremonies 
conducted on the Midsummer Night, and beliefs, according to which 
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the water in the reservoirs acquires curative magical properties. He 
also writes about how once Old Believers—the skete Elders and 
Mothers Superiors—came to the "Bright Yar" with books, crosses, and 
icons, in an attempt to put an end to "those nightly debauches," 
devilish dances and songs. They announced that the "Bright Yar" and 
the hills above it were 'holy places.'"  

However, two or three hundred years later, in the early 20th 
century, the hierotopy of the lake still remained twofold. The 
description of this place in Zinaida Gippius's travelogue "The Bright 
Lake" (1906) contains pagan and Christian features: "In some places, 
near the water, even now yellow lights flash and move slowly. We 
were told that, if you walk around the lake during this night ten times, 
with a candle in hand, on a circuitous path—it is reckoned as a journey 
to Athos, if you do it twenty times—as a journey to Jerusalem." The 
action takes place on the Midsummer night Ivan Kupala. It is known 
that the walking around the lake with candles and the emission of 
candles on the board in the water is one of the major actions in the 
feast's ritual. At the same time, the circular procession with candles 
has Christian symbolism: "light and fire in the Old Believers worship 
remain within the paradigm of Byzantine mystical ascent, which has a 
prototype in the emergence of the light in the first book of Genesis 
from the Old Testament."

This duality of the space (mytho-poetic and geographical, 
Christian and pagan, invisible and visible) creates the depth and 
complexity of Kitezh in art. To provide one example: in Rimsky-
Korsakov's opera "The Tale of the Invisible City of Kitezh and the 
Maiden Fevroniia" (1907), the duality is realized on the verbal, 
musical, and visual levels. Working on the libretto, Vladimir Belsky 
initially aimed to create a liturgical opera, but later included a variety 
of folk texts in it. Musically, the opera uses znamenny chant (ancient 
liturgical singing), but at the same time it is saturated with folkloric 
musical motifs. Christian and pagan images interweave in the set 
design made by A. Vasnetsov. When in the fourth act, the forest 
surrounding the city transforms into the Garden of Eden, and Kitezh 
transfigures into the heavenly city, the set design represents the 
temple, the bell tower with bells, and the iconic images of saints, but it 
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also features fairy-tale floral ornament and mythical birds Sirin and 
Alkonost (from Belsky's libretto). In this act the righteous Fevronia 
and the sinner Grishka Kuterma pray together to the Mother Moist 
Earth.

Because of this duality, the utopian Kitezh contains an anti-
utopian component. In Russian literature the city often functions as 
either a false beacon or a paradise lost, to which no way can be found. 
It is the Grail, which a priori cannot be found.

Kitezh is a spatial realization of the duality of Russian culture, 
its image-paradigm.  The underwater Jerusalem combines in itself all 
sorts of polarities—depth and height, history and eschatology, 
physicality and spirituality, sinfulness and holiness, the simple folk's 
longing for the lost olden time and Russian intelligentsia's 
philosophical aspirations for the transfigured future.
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Fr. George Kreidun
The Island ‘New Patmos’ in the Altai as a Hierotopic Project 
from the 19th to 21st centuries
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Yulia Shevarenkova
Holy Springs and their Role in the Creation of Sacred Space 
in the Diveevo Region
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Jeanmarie Rouhier-Willoughby
Belief and Contested Memory in the Holy Spring of Iskitim

-
              

The holy spring of Lozhok is located on a former GULAG64 in the 
Iskitim region of western Siberia. The city of Iskitim itself is fifty 
kilometers from the largest city in this region, Novosibirsk. The Lozhok 
prison camp (1929-1956) consisted of a quarry where prisoners mined 
lime, gravel and limestone for construction projects across the former 
USSR (Zatolokin 2007: 17, 25; Applebaum 2003: 247). The legend of 
the origin of the spring vividly demonstrates how belief and memory are 
constructed (and contested). Before we can examine the role that the 
this legend has played in beliefs about and memory of this site, we must 
discuss the nature of the genre itself, since its features are key to 
understanding the role this story and beliefs about the site play in the 
local socio-cultural context. 

Legend in the western scholarly tradition of folkloristics 
encompasses a wide array of textual forms, including: etiological 
stories, historical stories, superstitions, horror stories, contemporary 
(aka urban) legends, anecdotes, memorates, mythological or 
demonological narratives and non-canonical biblical retellings. Defining 
the genre of legend has been complicated by this variety. Dégh (2001: 
97) attempts to solve this dilemma by focusing on the common function 
of all these subgenres; she argues that:

The legend is a legend once it entertains debate about belief. Short 
or long, complete or rudimentary, local or global, supernatural, horrible, 
mysterious or grotesque, about one’s own or someone else’s experience, 
the sounding on contrary opinions is what makes a legend a legend. The 
seminal feature of this genre is that it allows for debate about belief. 
The teller presents a belief that has been established within the social 

64 The camp was originally referred to as a (OLP-4), but 
was renamed PiA-53 ( - ) in 1941 (Zatolokin 2007:25).
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group, even if s/he may not share it, and invites comment and discussion 
from the audience about the content of the story (Dégh 2001: 140, 218, 
312, 314). In the context of the holy spring of Lozhok, this trait of the 
legend is key, because it demonstrates how site serves as the locus for 
various belief systems, including doctrinal and vernacular Russian 
Orthodoxy and Soviet ideology. As a result, the legend plays a role in 
shaping memory of the former GULAG and of the region’s past and 
present in a seminal way. 

The legend of the holy spring of Iskitim is intimately connected to 
the former GULAG where the spring is located. The legend, as I 
originally heard it, included a core element: prison guards executed 
forty prisoners (described as belye i chernye “priests and monks”) near 
the spring. Father Igor Zatolokin, who is spearheading the construction 
of a memorial park and a cathedral at the site of the spring, is a trained 
historian and the parish priest of the Cathedral of the Life-bearing 
Spring in Iskitim. In his history of the camp, he (2007: 21-22) notes that 
such executions were not unheard of during the Civil War period 
between 1917-1923, but that the camp opened over ten years after that 
time. His position seemingly has changed the legend and, as a result, the 
memory of the past. In summer 2013 some visitors to the spring and 
members of the congregation explicitly rejected the original variant of 
the legend, offering alternative histories: 1) the dead were religious 
executed by Bolsheviks before the camp opened; or 2) the dead on the 
site were religious, but it was not clear how they died.

The religious dead are key to the explanation of why this is a 
sacred spot. There are several important factors to consider in relation to 
this belief. The gravesite, according to Russian folk Orthodoxy, allows 
for an ongoing connection between the living and the dead (Rouhier-
Willoughby 2008: 218). Visiting a grave, leaving food there (or 
consuming food at pominki) or saying prayers for the dead all serve to 
assuage the grief of the living, but also to ensure the peace of the soul. 
However, if a grave is unmarked, if it is unclear where a person is 
buried, especially if s/he died violently, the dead might be unquiet and 
even torment the living, as is common in Russian memorates. However, 
the saintly nature of the religious dead would prevent this fearful 
outcome. Nevertheless, people surely recognize that most of the 

210 
 



GULAG dead were not the ordained religious, but average people. In 
that sense, we would expect the location to be be fraught with horrible 
memories and dangers from the unquiet souls who died there. However,
the encounters with the supernatural at this site, of which there have 
been many, are consistently deemed to be positive ones that result in 
blessings or healing for the afflicted. 

One could argue, as Father Igor (2007: 22) does, that the prayers 
for the dead as well as their torments as martyrs (religious or not) have 
sanctified the spot: 

         
–

While there may be people who ascribe to this doctrinal position 
among the congregation (and outside of it), the situation is more 
complicated for the average resident of the area than this official 
interpretation would suggest. They, like the post-socialist Latvians 
(Skultans 1998) and Evens (Ulturgasheva 2012), have been faced with a 
conflicted legacy. They simultaneously experience a profound nostalgia 
for the Soviet era and some of its core values (e.g., the importance of 
education and science, of various ethnicities living in harmony, of 
Russia at the forefront of a new type of society and as a superpower) 
and profound trauma and residual guilt over the violence of the Stalinist 
period in which they were necessarily involved, even if victims 
themselves. In this sense, I argue that the religious dead provide “cover” 
for these lingering feelings of guilt among the local population. Because 
the legend highlights only the religious dead, then people either do not 
have to face the traumatizing memories brought about by contemplation 
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of the countless others who died in the GULAG; or the legend allows 
them to see themselves (and their former government) as forgiven for 
past sins. As a result, the spring and the legend about it represent one 
means to cope with the traumatizing memories of the GULAG and the 
Soviet past.  
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Mikhail Sokolov
Transformations of Water in Modern Art: from Hagiasma            
to Narcissus’ Mirror
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