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LIGHT IN THE DARKNESS:
THE ICONOGRAPHY, THEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND,
AND ARCHITECTURAL SETTING OF THE BANQUET
OF THE WISDOM OF GOD IN MARKOV MANASTIR"

To Aleksandra,

My beloved and loving, engaged and engaging companion in joyous visits to Markov
Manastir and exciting explorations of its beautiful and theologically sophisticated
frescoes, as well as in writing about them

Abstract: The narthex of the church of Markov Manastir, with only three diminutive
windows and a blind dome, is a rather dark room. The dome is decorated with the rarely
represented Banquet of the Wisdom of God. Its complex iconography, rooted in biblical,
theological, and liturgical texts, offers likewise complex messages. Moreover, this composition
— dominated by the youthful Christ within a white-colored, star-dotted medallion and likely
illumined by a hanging lamp — may have been envisaged as a source of light, artificial and
symbolic, representing Divine Light. Besides examining this spatial, iconographic, and
theological setting, the study explores how these elements reflect Hesychast and Neoplatonic
notions on light.

Keywords: Markov Manastir, narthex, blind dome, Wisdom of God, Divine Light,
Hesychasm

Extant Byzantine wall and icon paintings, particularly those from the 14" and 15"
centuries, exhibit complex iconographic programs and reflect a sophisticated and systematic
theological knowledge of the artists and creators of these visual ensembles. Art historians
frequently encounter challenges in identifying specific textual sources that may have been
illustrated or, at the very least, inspired certain iconographic compositions. The absence of direct
textual parallels has often led to the assumption that the original texts underpinning these visual
representations have been lost. However, it is equally plausible that such texts never existed in a
written form. Instead, artists may have drawn upon a range of sources, synthesizing elements
from various written materials and incorporating theological concepts and beliefs that circulated
only orally, perhaps within particular professional or religious communities. Such a case is

* This study was written under the research project “Assessing Neoplatonism in the Religious Traditions of
the 14™- and 15™-Century Balkans (ANEB),” financed by the Science Fund of the Republic of Serbia within
the Identities Program, grant no. 1554. In addition to this generous funding, the research was also supported
by the Ministry of Science, Technological Development and Innovation of the Republic of Serbia (Contract
No. 451-03-136/2025-03/200184). | thank Radoje So3kié for editing the English in this article.

115


http://www.abbyy.com
http://www.abbyy.com

exemplified by the fresco of the Banquet of the Wisdom of God in the narthex of Markov
Manastir’s main church, a visually rich composition, layered with multiple meanings. Analyzed
here within its potential Neoplatonist and Hesychast intellectual backgrounds, with a special
focus on the aspects of light included in it, this painting provides a testimony to both complex
use of theological sources, whether written or oral, and great erudition of the artists of the time.

*

The construction of the main church of Markov Manastir (Fig. 1) was started by King
Vukasin, a powerful Serbian magnate and designated heir to Emperor Stephen Uros, probably
between 1365 and 1371, and was completed by his son, King Marko, in 1376/7, when the church
interior was painted.? Like most ecclesiastical monuments of the same period, the church is of a
cross-in-square plan (Fig. 2). It belongs to the simple or compact variant, with no extra bays
added to the east to accommodate the sanctuary, which is instead set in the three eastern bays of
the cross-in-square unit. The single dome in the central bay is supported by four columns. To the
west, there are three additional bays serving as the narthex. Between the narthex and the naos, as
an uncommon architectural solution, there is no wall and the former opens to the latter by means
of a pair of columns (Figs. 2, 3). These are placed at the same distance as the other four,
contributing to the impression of a basilican interior. However, they are shorter than those in the
naos and carry a wall above, which appears to be a remnant of the naos’s never built western
wall. The upper parts of the narthex are designed more conventionally, preserving a degree of
architectural independence from the naos, manifested in a lower height and a vaulting system
not following the one used in the rest of the church. There are three bays, the central of which is
covered by a blind dome (Fig. 4). The dome consists of the junction of two shallow calottes, with
the smaller rising from the center of the larger one and increasing its depth (and height).® From
the outside, the dome is only discreetly emphasized by an unusual structure, which completely
masks the shape of the vaulting inside. This structure has a square base and a cruciform roof,
created by the intersection of two gabled roofs that extend in the east-west and north-south
directions, with simple gables showing on the south, west, and north sides (see Fig. 1).

Going back inside, one finds fine fresco paintings still gracing the surfaces of the blind
dome (Fig. 5). Within a medallion, which exactly matches the smaller calotte, is an image of a
youthful, beardless Christ, with both his arms risen in benediction (Fig. 7A). He is signed as 7
gvoréarazog 100 OfeJod above His right arm, which likely continued above the left with now
indiscernible Aéyov Zogia,* translating as “The Wisdom, enhypostatic to [which is of the same
hypostasis as] God the Word”. Christ is seated on a red-colored rainbow, with his feet resting on
two similarly colored cherubim. The traces of a blue paint within his halo witness to it being
combined with a cruciform hypocycloid, a sort of star-shaped nimbus (Fig. 7B), which is often
included in representations of prophetic visions of Christ and occasionally termed as the *sign of
Wisdom’.® The circular medallion that surrounds Christ resembles and most likely represents the
celestial firmament, as it is covered with golden stars. However, as it is unusually painted in

! There is a number of publications offered in the recent scholarship that deal with the relationship between
text and image in Byzantium, illustrating it as complex and not unidirectional. E. g. Maguire 2017.

2 For the dating, see Tomwth Bypuh 2019, 29-32 (with older bibliography).

3 For more detailed discussion of this dome’s particular form, see Stankovi¢ 2024, 333, n. 99.

4 See Tomuh Bypuh 2019, 373.

> Fiene 1989, 454 (and n. 19), 473-475, and passim; and Hunt 2009. See also the article by Danijela Tesi¢
Radovanovi¢ in this volume.
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white color, it also depicts light emanating from Christ in glory.® Occupying the surface of the
larger calotte, which forms a ring around the smaller one, there are the personifications of the
Seven Gifts of the Holy Spirit (Isaiah 11:2-3), inscribed in Greek: Spirit of Knowledge, Spirit of
Counsel, Spirit of Power, Spirit of Godliness, Spirit of Wisdom, Spirit of Intellect, and Spirit of
Fear of God - all visualized as angels holding together the medallion around Christ (Fig. 5). The
personifications are arranged along the main and diagonal axes, except towards the north, where
a portrait of an eighth figure is located. This is King Solomon and he holds a scroll written with
the passage from Proverbs 9:1: “Wisdom has built her house, she has hewn her seven pillars.”
(NRSV) His right hand is raised in gesture toward Christ, pointing to him as the Wisdom, while
the text on the scroll refers to the Seven Gifts as these seven pillars.” The eight, radially set
standing figures are alternated with eight red-winged seraphim. Each of them is depicted as
stepping out and raising hands in prayer to the personification of a Gift of the Holy Spirit it is
paired with, all together seemingly forming a circular dance around Christ. In the next, outer
ring, which takes up the transition zone from a circular base to a square of the narthex’s central
bay, choirs of saints are painted, arranged in nine groups and all facing the Table of Wisdom,
which is located on the east side and set with bread and wine,® and to which two angels — with
gestures of their hands — invite them (Fig. 5). These elements clearly illustrate Proverbs 9:1-5:

1 Wisdom built herself a house and supported it with seven pillars.

2 She slaughtered her own sacrificial victims; she mixed her own wine in a mixing
bowl, and she prepared her own table.

3 She sent out her slaves, summoning with a stately proclamation to the drinking feast,
saying,

4 “He who is a fool, let him turn aside to me,” and to those lacking sense she said:

5 “Come, eat of my bread, and drink wine, which I have mixed for you. [...]” (NETS)®

This is exactly the text which is inscribed above the depiction of the Table of Wisdom.°
The nine choirs consist of the following categories of the righteous: Apostles, holy hierarchs, holy
monks, and holy deacons (on the south side), Old Testament Prophets, male martyrs, female
martyrs, and holy nuns (on the north side), ending with Old Testament forbearers on the west side,
directly across from the Table of Wisdom. Each group is depicted within a separate, light-colored
compartment, representing its own common heavenly abode. In the next and last zone of the
composition, painted farther below on the east and west walls, there are standing figures of martyrs,
eight of them on each side (Fig. 5). Shown inaristocratic, courtly dresses and with their hands raised
in prayer directed to Christ, they make the last segment of this celestial court of sorts.!*

This populous and layered ensemble has been interpreted as a very rare representation
of the Banquet of the Holy Wisdom (or the Wisdom of the Word of God), a vision attributed to
the prophecies of King Solomon, who is appropriately present here and duly points to the central
image of Christ and the personifications of Seven Gifts with a gesture of his right hand.*? This
theme can be connected with the meaning of the form of the dome, as a celestial sphere within
the narthex, which is self-evident, but it also carries some other important meanings and

& Marka Tomi¢ refers to this white-colored medallion as “the heavenly glory” (Tomuh Bypuh 2019, 363).
7 According to an interpretation by St. John Chrysostom (Wright (ed.) 2005, 72).

8 The chalice and the paten were better visible in the past (Tomwuh Bypuh 2019, 365, n. 7).

9 Pietersma, Wright (eds.) 2007, 630.

10 Now, it is mostly faded (see Tomuh Bypuh 2019, 365).

1 For a more detailed description of the entire composition, see ibid., 363-369.

12 Ibid., 363-365; see also Bophesuh 2006.
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connotations. They have been discussed in detail by Marka Tomi¢,!2 so | will first summarize
them and then elaborate on those that may help us better understand the potential reasons for
such an iconographic choice and its spatial setting in the narthex.

The particular iconography of Christ the Wisdom of God employs elements
characteristic of the imagery of theophanies. Thus, as in compositions of the Ascension or the
Second Coming, Christ is seated on a rainbow, his throne, within the light of heavenly glory,
which is carried by celestial powers. An even closer parallel may be observed in depictions of
Old Testament theophanies of the pre-incarnate, eternally young Logos surrounded by the
uncreated light, such as the Visions of the Prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel, as well as the image of
Christ the Angel of the Great Council. Most notably, his round, yellowish halo combined with a
cross-shaped hypocycloid (or asteroid) painted in blue, is an unusual solution found only in the
renderings of theophanic and prophetic images of Christ. The presence of choirs of the righteous
may be traced to the iconography of the Last Judgement, the scene often located in the narthex.
As a whole, the composition in Markov Manastir has its closest parallels in an earlier painting
of the Holy Wisdom in Hrelja’s Tower at the Rila Monastery (1334/5) and, in a later period, in
those found in the katholika of the monasteries of Moraca (after 1617) and Nikolje (1697).24

The Byzantine patristic tradition consistently identifies Holy Wisdom (Zogia) with
Christ, and interprets the house of the Wisdom built on seven pillars as a typological prefiguration
of the future Church founded by the Son of God and resting upon the gifts (i.e. pillars) of the Holy
Spirit. This dogmatically formulated interpretation emerged relatively early, most notably in a work
attributed to St. Anastasios of Sinai (d. 700). The relevant text, part of a corpus composed in the
question-and-answer format, offers a detailed exegesis of Proverbs 9, with section 42 devoted
specifically to the Wisdom. This text and its exegetical approach reached the Slavic cultural sphere
at an early stage, as attested by the Izbornik of Prince Sviatoslav, dated to 1073. The earliest
manuscript transcriptions of the Izbornik include versions in the Serbian redaction, notably those
from Hilandar Monastery (MS no. 24, 13" century), Bucharest (Romanian Academy of Sciences,
late 13" — early 14" century), and Moscow (Onfim’s Izbornik, 1403).15

Within the broader Athonite manuscript tradition, the works of Pseudo-Dionysius the
Areopagite (late 5" — 6" century) were also transmitted and gained renewed theological
significance during the 14"-century debate between St. Gregory Palamas and Barlaam of
Calabria. Notably for Markov Manastir and the context within which it was created, the earliest
Serbian translation of Pseudo-Dionysius — produced by Inok (Monk) Isaiah in 1370/71 (now
preserved in the National Library of Russia, St. Petersburg) — includes commentaries on Proverbs
9 found within the so-called Epistle to Titus, Bishop of Crete. These commentaries, like those of
Anastasios, are exegetical in character, emphasizing the Eucharistic interpretation of the Old
Testament passage. This spiritual and intellectual environment also cradled Philotheos Kokkinos,
an Athonite monk, a Hesychast (a disciple of St. Gregory Palamas), and twice Patriarch of
Constantinople (1353-1354/55, 1364-1376), who made significant contributions to the liturgical
reform of his time,® as well as the interpretation of Proverbs 9:1. Three homilies (logoi) devoted
to this verse, composed between 1350 and 1360, are preserved in a letter addressed to a certain
Ignatios, whom Philotheos calls his fellow bishop in the prologue. In these homilies, which carried
great weight in the theology of the second half of the 14" century, Philotheos articulated a

13 Tomwh Bypwh 2019, 369-377 (with references to prior scholarship on this and other comparable
depictions of the Banquet of the Wisdom of God, cited in this article only when directly relevant for its
subject).

14 See Bophersuh 2006.

15 Tomuh Bypuh 2019, 371-372.

18 For brief information on Philotheos, see Talbot 1991.
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lengthier and more substantial Christological exegesis of the text. Here, Holy Wisdom is set as
the central dogmatic issue and identified with the Son, the second person of the Holy Trinity,
while the ‘house on seven pillars’ is interpreted both as the Body of Christ (in which God dwells)
and as an allegory of the Virgin Mary, which is the temple of Holy Wisdom.

According to Tomi¢, the significance attributed to the illustrations of Proverbs 9:1-16 in
the Palaiologan painting is best understood through their liturgical function. The Canon for Holy
Thursday composed by Kosmas of Maiuma — still chanted in the liturgy for this day of the Holy
Week — includes explicit references to Proverbs 9, employing its imagery to articulate — both
visually and theologically — the meaning of the Last Supper. Within this context and as implied by
the cited sources, the Old Testament allegory of the banquet of Holy Wisdom, as depicted in the
narthex dome at Markov Manastir, primarily conveys Eucharistic themes. A key feature of this
iconographic and theological motif is the emphasis on the institution of the Holy Eucharist,
understood as the central sacrament of the earthly Church.*® Thus, the exegesis of Proverbs 9 in
both textual and visual traditions of the Byzantine and post-Byzantine worlds underscores the
integral link between Wisdom-Christology, liturgical theology, and the sacramental life of the
Church. Conversely or, rather, simultaneously, in medieval Serbia, the conceptualization of the
Gifts of the Holy Spirit and Solomon’s account on wisdom acquired a distinct ideological
dimension, particularly in relation to the construction of the image of an ideal Christian ruler. This
notion was articulated through both literary and visual languages. The placement of the ktétor
portraits in Markov Manastir — specifically in the first register of the north wall of the narthex,
where they appear as part of a gallery of saints representing the Heavenly Court — invites
interpretation within the framework of the theologically grounded relationship between the Gifts
of the Holy Spirit and the virtues.'® These very interesting insights by Tomi¢ on the royal aspects
of the narthex dome’s painted program have been expanded through my ongoing exploration of
the inclusion of a dome in the entrance zones of some 14"-century churches in Serbia.?

Alongside these profound meanings underlying this spatial and pictorial arrangement
in the narthex of Markov Manastir, some others can also be discerned, revealing an even more
complex conceptual endeavor: namely, to render visually a theological understanding that
appears to have been well established within the intellectually engaged monastic circles
associated with King Marko, circles that apparently were attuned to contemporary theological
developments. According to this understanding, the Gifts of the Holy Spirit are perceived as
nourishment from the table of Holy Wisdom, emanating from Christ the Logos and the Divine
Sophia. In the Hesychast circles, the enhypostatic Word and Wisdom were joined by Light, a
third divine aspect of Christ that played a role in bringing the faithful to God, as discussed in the
following sections of this paper. The overarching message communicated by the monumental
fresco that dominates the narthex of the church is thus soteriological in nature, emphasizing the
saving power of divine wisdom as mediated through the Gifts of the Spirit.

*

The major textual source for the composition of the Banquet of the Wisdom of God,
Proverbs 9:1-5, occupies a distinct place in the liturgical calendar, prescribed for a day that is of
particular relevance to this study: the Feast of Mid-Pentecost, which is also the celebration of the

17 Tomuh Bypuh 2019, 372-373; see also Meyendorff 1957, 262, Meyendorff 1987, 392-393, and Wilson
2020, esp. 24-32. For an edition of Philotheos’s three homilies, see Wevtdykag (ed.) 1981, 69-151.

18 Tomuh Bypuh 2019, 373-375.

19 1bid., 375-377.

20 Some preliminary results were published in Stankovi¢ 2024; for Markov Manastir, see ibid., 333-336.
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Wisdom of God.?* All three Old Testament readings appointed for Vespers of the feast — Micah
(4:2-3, 4:5, 5:2-5, 5:8), Isaiah (55:1-3, 55:6-13), and Proverbs (9:1-11)?? — have some reference
to either the Word of God or the Wisdom of God, both designations given to Christ in our
painting. The selection from Micah starts with verses 4:2-3: “Because out of Sion shall go forth
a law, and a word of the Lord from lerousalem. And he shall judge between many peoples and
shall reprove strong nations far away [...]” (NETS).?® Both law and word point to Christ, who
hails from Zion, the City of David, i.e. to him as the son of David. The readings from Isaiah
contains verses 55:10-11: “For as rain or snow comes down from heaven and will not return until
it has soaked the earth and brought forth and blossomed and given seed to the sower and bread
for food, so shall my word be, whatever goes out from my mouth; it shall not return until
whatever | have willed is fulfilled, and | will prosper your ways and my commandments.”
(NETS)?* Finally, the passage from Proverbs begins with verses 1 and 2: “Wisdom built herself
a house and supported it with seven pillars. She slaughtered her own sacrificial victims; she
mixed her own wine in a mixing bowl, and she prepared her own table.” (NETS)?® Aside from
having the Word and Wisdom as their focus, these scriptures indicate that this hypostasis of God
is sent down to humankind, as the incarnate Jesus Christ (the house of Wisdom serving as a
metaphor for His body?5), to judge it and save it.>” And salvation is achieved through accepting
the Word and eating from the Table of Wisdom, i.e. by believing in the Son of God and
communing of His flesh and blood. And this pairing of the Logos and Sophia was established
very early in the Christian exegesis and recurs in the writings of generations of exegetes.?® It also
figures prominently in the interpretations penned by Philotheos Kokkinos, a contemporary of
our frescoes, as mentioned earlier.?® Indeed, his detailed exegesis of Proverbs 9:1-5, or, more
precisely, the Hesychast and Pseudo-Dionysian tradition that informed it, is considered to have
had a decisive role in the development of the iconographic theme of the Banquet of the Wisdom
of God.*® However, the Word-Wisdom fusion is but one aspect of the painted depiction of it.
Another one is also offered through close examination of the Feast of the Wisdom, i.e. Mid-
Pentecost, its other elements, meanings, and texts from the Bible associated with it.

As Christian Pascha (Easter) and Pentecost find correspondence in Jewish Pesach
(Passover) and Shavuot respectively, Mid-Pentecost has been paralleled to Sukkot (Festival of
Tabernacles), the third most important holiday in the Jewish calendar.®* The latter
commemorates the Israelites’ wanderings in the desert after the Exodus from Egypt,*? and its

21 For this, one of the minor feasts of the Lord, see: Kaiser 2016, Kpamenunnukosa, Maxanbko 2020,
Garnier 2002, and Biaxoc 2011, 87-110.

22 KpamenwrrukoBa, Maxaneko 2020. Curiously, neither these nor other Old Testament readings are
mentioned in the Typikon of the Great Church as part of services for the feast (cf. Mateos 1963, 120/121).
2 Ppietersma, Wright (eds.) 2007, 797; underlinings here and hereafter are mine.

2 Ibid., 867.

25 |bid., 630; see also above, n. 10, for the subsequent verses.

26 According to St. Hippolytus of Rome, St. John Chrysostom, St, Augustine, and St. Gregory of Nyssa
(Wright (ed.) 2005, 72-73). For a discussion of Gregory’s Neoplatonism, see Dimitrov 2014. The patristic
exegesis of Proverbs 9:1-5 and its reference to the Incarnation are tackled by Meyendorff 1957, 259-261.
27 Interpretations of these Old Testament readings by various Church Fathers further confirm such a
meaning (see Wright (ed.) 2005, 73-75; Elliott (ed.) 2007, 189; Ferreiro (ed.) 2003, 160).

28 See Gleede 2012, passim.

29 Gee infraand n. 17.

30 Hunt 2003, 3. See also Wilson 2020, 24-32.

31 See Garnier 2002, 219; Kpamenunnukosa, Maxansko 2020, 155; and Bnaxoc 2011, 88.

32 For the establishment of the holiday, see Leviticus 23:42-43,
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ancient celebrations included making a pilgrimage to the Temple of Jerusalem.3® These aspects
of the holiday, despite it not coinciding in the calendar with Mid-Pentecost — unlike the other
two major feasts — likely influenced the Christian holiday, which commemorates two historic
events: Jesus Christ’s teaching in the Temple of Jerusalem at the midpoint of the Jewish Feast of
Tabernacles (John 7:2, 7:10, 7:14-30)** and the young Jesus’s stay in the Temple following the
Passover and his conversing with the elders, remaining behind Mary and Joseph, with whom he
made a pilgrimage to Jerusalem (Luke 2:41-52).%5 Although the latter appears to be a secondary
and liturgically ungrounded association, both events revealed Jesus’s divinity, His divine
knowledge and wisdom, as well as His salvific mission to humankind. This revelation was
understood as the antitype, a New Testament image of another divine revelatory and salvific
intervention commemorated in the Feast of Tabernacles: God’s guidance, protection, and
nourishment that the Israelites enjoyed while wandering in the desert. This intervention was
visibly made manifest in the form of a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night (Exodus
13:21-22) and which the Church Fathers interpreted as the work of the not-yet-incarnate God the
Word — that is, Christ.2® Thus, Mid-Pentecost celebrates Christ as both the Divine Teacher and
the Divine Savior,*" but also allows for His manifestation (revelation) as the Divine Light.
Even before the patristic exegetical work, the very Gospel of John was apparently
written with the concern to present Jesus Christ as the Wisdom, the Word, and the Light, all
bringing humankind out of the darkness of ignorance to the knowledge of God and salvation. As
shown by several scholars,® the fourth Gospel was composed in the Old Testament Wisdom
tradition, both scriptural and oral, which informed the intellectual and spiritual milieu of the
Apostle John and his contemporaries, and shaped their religious views. He particularly relied on
the Book of Exodus, in an effort to prove that Jesus was the Son, Word, and Wisdom of God,
sent by God to deliver His people from sin, as the new exile, and that the Law of Moses was
replaced by the New Covenant, the new relationship with God set directly by His Son. Whether
coincidentally or providentially—the entire Paschal season, not only the Feast of Mid-Pentecost,
is marked by a continuous reading of the passages from the Gospel of John at Divine Liturgies
and other church services day by day. It starts with the Liturgy of the Easter Sunday, when the
famous “In the beginning was the Word...” (John 1:1-17) is read and the theological tone —
Word, Life, and Light — is set; it ends with the Liturgy of Pentecost, at which John 7:37-53, 8:12

33 Werblowsky, Wigoder 1997, 659-660 (s.v. Sukkot). The pilgrimage on Sukkot was one of three festival
pilgrimages (Shalosh Regalim), the other two prescribed for Passover and Shavuot — see ibid., 627 (s.v.
Shalosh Regalim).

34 This is evident from the Gospel reading appointed for the feast, set in the 10" century or earlier — John
7:14-30 (Typikon of the Great Church — Mateos 1963, 120/121; see also, Getcha 2012, 253-254). The
precise endpoint of the reading (verse 29, 30, or 31) varied (see Kaiser 2016, 92 and n.19).

35 As witnessed by later developments in the iconography of Mid-Pentecost (Kpamerunnnkosa, Maxatsko
2020). On the early Christian interpretations of this Gospel passage, see Just (ed.) 2003, 53-56. The youthful
appearance of Christ in the iconography of the Wisdom may have led to such a scriptural connection. About
the confusion of the two pilgrimages of Jesus, on the Passover and the Feast of Tabernacles, see Fiene 1989,
453.

36 See Lienhard (ed.) 2001, 72, and Baaxoc 2011, 88.

37 The linguistic and theological concept of ‘middle’ in the name of the holiday plays a certain role, leading
to reflections on the ‘mediatorship’ of Jesus Christ, accurately characterized by the content of the Mid-
Pentecost pericope (John 7:14ff.): the Law (vopog) given through Moses (John 7:19, 22-23) is contrasted
with Jesus as the teacher of divine doctrine (8o, John 7:16-18), suggesting the replacement of Moses
as mediator of the Law with Christ as the mediator of the new covenant (Kaiser 2016, 93-94). See also the
following paragraph.

38 See Ziener 1957, Ziener 1958, Moeller 1963, Garnier 2002, 217-218.
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is read.%® The pericope appointed for the Liturgy of Mid-Pentecost (John 7:14-30), however, falls
out of mostly sequential daily reading that is observed, but was strategically chosen as both
directly preceding and leading to the passage read at Pentecost, as well as to mark the midpoint
of the season and recall the event from Christ’s earthly life that revealed Him as the Word and
Wisdom of God in the very Temple of Jerusalem. And this whole theological idea and image, in
addition to others mentioned earlier, seem to have been captured in the painted composition in
the narthex dome at Markov Manastir. | would further argue that the concept of Christ as the
Light of God is conveyed not only through His painterly depiction as the Divine Word and
Wisdom within a circle of light, but also through the architectural and illusionistic interplay
between the dome and the chandelier that once hung beneath it.

*

Upon entering the narthex of the Church of St. Demetrius at Markov Manastir, one
encounters an unusually dark interior (Figs. 3, 4). Apart from the natural light coming in via the
naos, owing to the absence of a separating wall, it is only barely admitted directly into the narthex
through three extremely small windows piercing the south, west, and north walls in their upper
zones. Two elongated, finely executed bi-lobe windows, located below and still visible on the
south and north facades (Fig. 1), which were part of the original design, were walled up soon
after they were built. This decision has been ascribed to the need to unify the interior wall
surfaces to form a continuous zone for the fresco painting of the Heavenly Court.*° However,
could the intention to leave this part of the church in darkness have been the true — or at least the
principal — reason? The use of a blind dome instead of a dome completed with a drum pierced
by windows, which can be observed in several earlier or contemporary churches,* is a further
evidence of such an intention. In the interior thus envisaged, the composition of the Banquet of
the Wisdom of God, with Christ in glory in its center (Figs. 4, 5), would have remained largely
indiscernible. Yet, exactly Christ and especially the uncommonly white-colored, star-dotted,
round medallion within which he is depicted, may have played a special role: functioned as a
source of light in the dark narthex. The medallion, supported by the personifications of the seven
Gifts of the Holy Spirit, aka seven pillars of the House of the Wisdom, appears at first as a canopy
or the heavenly firmament, especially due to the presence of stars inside it. However, painted in
brightly white color, it is rather an aureola, the radiance of a luminous cloud, the bright circular
mandorla of Christ’s glory (gloriole) representing a spherical stream of light flowing out from
Him. At the same time, it recalls the cloud of light or “fiery pillar’ of the Exodus that led the
Israelites by night, which is indicated by stars. Moreover, Christ’s peculiar halo includes a
hypocycloid star (Fig. 7B), which has been interpreted as a symbol of both Divine Wisdom and
uncreated Light, rooted in the Neoplatonic thought of Pseudo-Dionysius.* The hypocycloid star,
a version of a rotated rhombus, is called the ‘proto-star’ (or ‘Wisdom star’) by Priscilla Hunt,*3
who regards it the predecessor of another version that combines two rhombi in the form of an
eight-pointed star, which Donald M. Fiene has termed the Sign of Wisdom.** Both these

39 Cf. Mateos 1963, 98/99-138/139.

40 Tomuh Bypuh 2019, 491 (with older bibliography).

41 E.g. Hilandar, Treskavec, Lesnovo, and Psaca (see Stankovi¢ 2024, 319-323, 326-329, 332).

42 Hunt 2003, p. 5. See Hunt 2009 for a more extensive presentation of the issue. Similar halos are also to
be found in renderings of the Holy Wisdom in Hrelya’s Tower of the Rila Monastery (1334/35) and the
Mora¢a Monastery (after 1617), to mention but a few — see Bophesuh 2006, figs. 4 and 1 (respectively).
43 Hunt 2009, 55 and passim.

44 Fiene 1989, esp. 473-475.
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symbolical forms, together with the circle of light (aureola), which Hunt believes was an earlier
developmental version, she interprets as visual realizations of an esoteric symbol that has its
source in the writings of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite,* the popular Neoplatonist exegete
who gained special attention with the Hesychasts.*® Thus, Christ Emmanuel depicted at Markov
Manastir radiates the light of Divine Wisdom from both His body and His head.

Additionally, this entire composition and especially its central part, Christ in a gloriole,
was lit from below by an oil lamp or chandelier suspended from a metal ring that still survives
fastened to the smaller calotte, at its center (Fig. 7C). The lamp was most likely either a single-
flamed kandela*” or fashioned in the more complex form of polykandelon, such as a few
examples that have survived (Figs. 8B, 8C). The latter type is also represented by a choros that
originally embellished and lit the naos of our church, suspended below the dome, whose
fragments have been preserved (Fig. 8A).*8 Undoubtedly, a similarly produced, but more simply
designed equipment once graced and illumined the narthex area. It was either fixed at a certain
distance from the inner surface of the dome or could have been flexibly moved up and down,
with a potential to change the intensity of illumination of the dome. In such a setting, the concave
shape of the smaller inner calotte, painted in bright white, would have served effectively as a
reflector of the lamp’s light, thus enhancing both the light level in the room and the illusionistic
impression of three-dimensionality of the spherical form of the light emanating from Christ, the
round gloriole that fully coincides with the calotte (Figs. 4, 5).“° Moreover, the vertically
suspended lamp formed a pillar-like source of light that culminated above in Christ’s glowing
gloriole and in the very image of Christ. In an otherwise dark space, both Christ and the gloriole
symbolically rendered the spiritual, Divine Light, reminiscent of the ‘pillar of light’ that led the
wandering Israelites in the wilderness, which — as already shown — was interpreted as Christ the
Word and Wisdom of God.*® A continuously burning lamp also could have recalled with the
faithful the Light of Christ constantly flickering in them, with the potential to (re)kindle the fire
of Wisdom and spiritual enlightenment.

In addition to these physical and painted sources of illumination — or perhaps through
them — Christ Himself, Whose picture in the center of the dome is the symbolic source of both,
can also be viewed as the indwelling theophanic Light. This is suggested both by the pictorial
representation — closely associated with the iconography of the Transfiguration of Christ (Fig. 6)
—and by the Hesychast theology of the Wisdom Light, likewise related to the Tabor light.5* The
iconographic parallels between the Transfiguration and the Wisdom of God (or Mid-Pentecost
as the Feast of Wisdom) form a vast subject deserving separate study. However, it goes beyond
the scope of the present essay. Nonetheless, | would like to note some main points of
resemblance, in both their meanings and artistic renderings. First of all, both holidays
commemorate events when Jesus’s divinity was revealed. Also, they represent moments in
which the Old and New Testaments converge, i.e. when an Old Testament teaching gets

45 Hunt 2009, 55-56, 70.

46 |_outh 2008 (2023), 194-196.

47 Various examples of this oil-fueled lamp can be seen in Métowvog 2011, 557-580, figs. 373-514.

48 For the Markov Manastir choros, see Togoposuh 1978 (where a full reconstruction is established),
Tomoposuh 1991, and I'eprosa 2000. For an extensive and detailed study of the artificial lighting in the
Byzantine world, see Motowvog 2011.

4% Such a synergy of architecture and art towards the latter’s illusionistic effect was not uncommon in
Byzantium (cf. Demus 1948, 13-14, Hunt 2009, 70, and Jevti¢ 2025, 92-97).

50 See above, n. 36.

51 As Priscilla Hunt put it, “images’ own inner illumination, expressed through the use of colors, symbols and
sacred geometry” (Hunt 2003, 2 — calling upon John Meyendorff, “Introduction” in Gregory Palamas 1983, 1-
5, and Ouspensky 1982, 48). | would also add: theological and other meanings the images possess and carry.
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confirmed in Jesus’s person and acts, and which is witnessed by both Old Testament prophet(s)
and Christ’s followers. The latter ones, whether disciples or saints, also spiritually partake in His
divinity. The composition in pictorial depictions of both holidays revolves around the figure of
Christ, Who is placed centrally and shown in glory, surrounded by and pouring out light from
His entire body. However, the centrality of Christ the Wisdom is more accentuated by the circular
form of the composition, i.e. the disposition of other participants, as well as thanks to its likewise
architectural setting — the dome’s spherical surface.

When it comes to the theology of Divine Light and its conjunction with Divine Word
and Wisdom, although there are some earlier evidence of this, the main period witnessing the
proliferation of such an interpretation is exactly the Late Byzantine period, which coincides with
our monument. We have already seen above that the Banquet of the Wisdom of God and its
interpretations attracted attention of the Hesychast movement of the 14™ and 15" centuries, most
notably of Philotheos Kokkinos. As it is known, the theology of light, particularly the uncreated
light manifested at the Transfiguration (the Tabor Light), was central to intellectual and spiritual
interests of Hesychasts.5? The Transfiguration was not perceived merely as an event when the
emanated light revealed Christ’s divinity, but as the point in which He unites the Light of God
with His flesh and opens the road for humankind to partake in the Light through Him. Hesychast
interpretations also incorporated some Neoplatonic conceptions of light via the Patristic
literature, primarily works of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite.>® Apart from discussing it as an
energy, the Hesychast authors, St. Gregory Palamas most prominently among them, speak about
the enhypostatic Light, meaning that is of the same person as the Word and Wisdom. For the
sake of brevity, | go here only through Palamas’s writings to illustrate this understanding and
notions surrounding it.

Grounded on earlier Patristic interpretations and not rejecting but building upon them,
Palamas offers scattered theological insights as mosaic tesserae that, when combined, create a
fuller and deeper understanding of Christ as the Son, the Word, the Wisdom, and the Light of
God. On several occasions, Palamas underlines that Christ, the incarnate Son and Word of God,
is also the Wisdom of God the Father, by using almost the same words: “The pre-eternal Word,
who became flesh for our sake, the enhypostatic Wisdom of the Father, also bears within Himself
the word of the gospel proclamation.”* “The enhypostatic Wisdom of the most high Father,
God’s pre-eternal Word who is beyond all being, who was united with us in His love for mankind
and lived among us (cf. John 1:14), has now revealed thorough His actions a cause for celebration
even more distinctly superior than Easter’s excellence.”> And Jesus, who is “the enhypostatic
Wisdom of the unoriginate Father,” speaks through Prophet Solomon in the latter’s Proverbs and
Wisdom.

St. Gregory Palamas expounds that Divine Light, in the form of the bright cloud that
appeared at the Transfiguration and which was “the unapproachable light in which God
dwells,”>" was made manifest as the tabernacle appropriate for Christ.5® Elsewhere, he adds that

52 An overview of the Hesychast movement, its theology, and debates with its opponents is provided by
Papadakis, with Meyendorff 1994, 275-319 (with older bibliography).

53 See Switkiewicz-Blandzi 2022 for an in-depth exploration of Palamas’s relation to the work of Pseudo-
Dionysius.

54 Gregory Palamas 2009, 276, #8 (within a homily on the Feast of Transiguration). According to
Christopher Veniamin, “the enhypostatic Wisdom of the Father” can also be translated as “the Wisdom of
the Father in His very person” (ibid., 595, n. 537).

%5 Ibid., 170, #1 (a homily on the Ascension of Christ).

%6 Ibid., 512, #4.

57 Ibid., 277, #9 (with a reference to Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite in n. 539).

%8 Ibid., 277, #9.
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“[...] Basil the Great, after showing that the God Who is adored in three Persons is a unique
light, speaks of the ‘God who dwells in light unapproachable,’® for the unapproachable is in
every way true, and the true unapproachable. This is why the apostles fell to the ground, unable
to rest their gaze on the glory of the light of the Son, because it was a ‘light unapproachable’.”°
On the other hand, the light that Christ shone at the Transfiguration is considered a deifying light,
which St. Gregory Palamas — calling upon Pseudo-Dionysius again — identifies with Christ
Himself,®* because “He is the living Word, the true light, the enhypostatic Wisdom,5? cause and
origin of all created things, for by Him all things were made.”®® Palamas also asks his
congregation: “Should we not cleanse the eye of our soul, abstaining ‘from all defilement of the
flesh and spirit” (2 Cor. 7:1), in order that we may see that light which preceded the sun, or rather,
that we become children of that light (Eph. 5:8), and other lights ourselves, through sharing in
His light, holding forth the word of life (cf. Phil. 2:15-16)?"54

This last remark once again reminds us that partaking in Christ’s Light is salvific for the
faithful, who by communing in the flesh and blood of Christ, offered at the Table of Wisdom, also
partake in the Wisdom and Light of God.®> In Markov Manastir, the groups of saints invited and
already ‘seated’ at the Banquet of the Wisdom inhabit curved compartments, which are similarly
white-colored and rounded, indicating that they have been illumined by Divine Light and dwell in
it. Their images are painted on concave surfaces of the transitional zone between the circular base
of the blind dome and the square plan of the narthex’s central bay. The actual architectural form of
this zone, particularly the spherical triangles in the four corners, further enhance the impression of
the saints gathered in groups occupying three-dimensional, spherical spaces. Such a shape, similar
to that of the Wisdom’s gloriole, additionally contributes to the idea that the saints ‘share in His
light’. St. Gregory Palamas says: “[...] this light [i.e. the illumination received by the Apostles on
the Pentecost] is also the wisdom of God, present in the deified man, yet not separate from God.””®
He further explains that the “[...] divine light is given by measure and is received to a greater or
lesser extent, being distributed, undividedly divided, according to the worthiness of the
recipients.”®” This explains why different categories of saints are accommodated in separate light
compartments. At the same time, it brings hope to those in the darkness (of the narthex), i.e. those
who are still inhabiting this world are also invited, as Palamas assures: “And we too will become
luminous if we lift ourselves up, abandoning earthly shadows, by drawing near to the true light of
Christ. And if the true light which “shines in darkness’ (cf. Jn. 1:5) comes down to us, we will also
be light, as the Lord told His disciples (cf. Mt. 5:14). Thus the deifying gift of the Spirit is a
mysterious light, and transforms into light those who receive its richness; He does not only fill them
with eternal light, but grants them a knowledge and a life appropriate to God.”® The knowledge of
God and religious wisdom is bestowed on humans through the “uncreated light which is the glory

%9 Ps. Basil, ¢. Eunom. V, PG XXIX, 640AB, citing 1 Tim. 6:16.

60 Gregory Palamas 1983, 74.

&1 1hid., 77.

62 Ch. Veniamin translates the Greek svordoraroc Zogpia as “the Wisdom of God in His very person” (see
Gregory Palamas 2009, 543, n. 94).

83 Ibid., 56, #8.

64 Ibid., 182, #14 (a homily on the Ascension). Veniamin notes on this that St. Clement of Alexandria
identified the Divine Logos as the “pre-eternal light”, which was always with the Father and never ceased
to shine in heaven. It became united with the created, human flesh of the Son at the point of the
Transfiguration (see ibid., 576, n. 345).

65 Cf. Hunt 2003, 3, 16, for a similar conclusion.

5 Gregory Palamas 1983, 91.

57 Gregory Palamas 2009, 280, #16.

%8 Gregory Palamas 1983, 90.
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of God” and of Christ “our God”: “This knowledge [i.e. the knowledge of God], which is beyond
conception, is common to all who have believed in Christ. As to the goal of this true faith, which
comes about by the fulfilling of the commandments, it does not bestow knowledge of God through
beings alone, whether knowable or unknowable, for by ‘beings’ here we understand ‘created
things’; but it does so through that uncreated light which is the glory of God, of Christ our God,
and of those who attain the supreme goal of being conformed to Christ. For it is in the glory of the
Father that Christ will come again, and it is in the glory of their father, Christ,®® that ‘the just will
shine like the sun’ (Mt. 13:43); they will be light, and will see the light, a sight delightful and all-
holy, belonging only to the purified heart. This light at present shines in part, as a pledge, for those
who through impassibility have passed beyond all that is condemned, and through pure and
immaterial prayer have passed beyond all that is pure. But on the Last Day, it will deify in a manifest
fashion ‘the sons of the Resurrection’ (cf. Lk. 20:36), who will rejoice in eternity and in glory in
communion with Him Who has endowed our nature with a glory and splendour that is divine.””

*

The narthex of the Church of St. Demetrius of Markov Manastir, though architecturally
marked by intentional darkness, emerges as a profoundly symbolic and theologically rich space
where light — both physical and metaphysical — plays a central role likewise intentionally, as it
appears. Far from being a passive background to the fresco program, the dimly lit interior frames
a visual and spiritual drama in which Christ the Word and Divine Wisdom, depicted within a
radiant gloriole, becomes Himself the source and embodiment of uncreated Divine Light.
Through the careful orchestration of architecture, iconography, and liturgical lighting, the
composition of the Banquet of the Wisdom of God transforms the narthex into a microcosm of
Hesychast theology, where the faithful are invited to contemplate and partake in the deifying
light of Christ.

In such a constellation of painted theological message, illuminated both from within
(by the content and meaning) and from out (by the lamp), the dark space of the narthex signified
the fallen, not-yet-illuminated world. In the painting of the Banquet of the Wisdom — which,
along the depiction of the Transfiguration of Christ, proves to be “a centerpiece of hesychast
theology and poetics””* — the theme of Divine Light completes the Table of the Wisdom of God.
Thus the table is set not only with His flesh and blood (the Eucharist), but also with the
enhypostatic Word and Wisdom (Holy Scriptures), as well as the Light (Divinity or deification),
all in all with Himself. The reasons for the location of the composition in the narthex are twofold:
1) because of the narthex’s symbolic dimension as the realm of the outer, not-yet-initiated world,
which lays in darkness, and 2) to remind the faithful that the Divine Word and Wisdom is the
only nourishment for the salvation, in the form of Scriptures and Eucharist, and that faith in the
Divine Light and following Him brings deliverance to the New Israel and directs it to the
Heavenly Jerusalem. The whole composition — with its elements that can stand for both Christ’s
pre-eternal existence and God’s plans for the salvation of humankind, on one hand, and his
Second Coming to judge them, on the other — is appropriate for the entrance (and exit) zone of
the church, which has witnessed the placement of iconographies of similar content, such as the
Last Judgment. Instead of the latter — which is standard for the narthex area, but lacking in
Markov Manastir — a more hopeful, positive message of salvation is offered.

5 For the spiritual paternity of Christ, see ibid., 62 and n. 38 there.
70 1bid., 67.
" Hunt 2003, 12.
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The theological insights of St. Gregory Palamas, grounded in the writings of Pseudo-
Dionysius and integrated with the iconographic program, elucidate the multilayered meaning of
light as both an enhypostatic attribute of Christ and a salvific force that draws humanity into
divine communion. Yet, written theology on light appears to have been but one segment of a
broader oral and intellectual tradition, which also gave birth to the iconographic renderings of
very complex and nuanced theological concepts implemented in the painting of the Banquet of
the Wisdom. The convergence of artistic form and theological function — especially in the
spherical rendering of light around Christ and the saints — visually articulates the mystical
experience of divine illumination as understood in the Late Byzantine spiritual tradition.

In this sacred setting, light is not merely a metaphor but an experiential and
eschatological reality. The symbolic transformation of architectural elements into bearers of
theological meaning, in combination with the painted content, underscores the sophistication of
the visual theology at Markov Manastir. Ultimately, the darkened narthex becomes a liminal
space where the contrast between darkness and divine radiance reveals the mystery of Christ as
the Wisdom and Light of God, inviting all who enter to ascend from the shadows of this world
into the brilliance of divine knowledge and eternal life.
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Fig. 2. Ground plan and longitudinal section (drawings by Aleksandar Deroko)
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Fig. 3. Interior of the church looking southwest (photograph by author)

Fig. 4. Upper areas of the narthex (photograph by author)
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Fig. 5. Narthex, vaulting of the central bay: The Banquet of the Wisdom of God
(photograph by author)

Fig. 6. Naos, vaulting of the west arm of the inscribed cross, north half: The Transfiguration of
Christ (photograph by Borde Bokovic)
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Fig. 8. Byzantine suspended lighting devices

a) Markov Manastir, parts of a bronze choros (1365-1371; Belgrade, National Museum)
b) Polykandélon (d=24cm; 10" c.; Benaki Museum, Athens)
¢) Segment of a choros (d=350cm; 131"-14" ¢.; Archaeological State Collection, Munich)
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Heo6ojma CrtankoBuh

CBETJIOCT Y TAMH: UKOHOI'PA®UJA, TEOJIOIIKA TTO3ATUHA
N APXUTEKTOHCKHA KOHTEKCT I'O3BE ITPEMYJIPOCTHU BOXHUJE
Y MAPKOBOM MAHACTHUPY

Ipumpara npkee Cperor [umurtpuja y MapkoBOM MaHacTUpy, HWako HaMEpHO
3aTaMIbeHA, TPEJICTAaBIba TEOJIOMKH M CUMOOINYKH 3Ha4YajaH MPOCTOp y KOM CBETIOCT, KaKO
¢u3nyKa Tako ¥ MeTau3NUKa, MMa IeHTpalHy yiory. CBox je ykparten ['o36om [Ipemynpoctn
Boxwuje, rne mmagu Xpuctoc y 06eoM MenasboHy IpencTaBiba H3Bop boxaHcke cBeTIOCTH.
Kommnosuimja, ocMuIIIbeHa KpPO3 apXUTEKTYpy, MKOHOTpadujy M JHMTYPIHjCKO OCBETJHCHSE,
IpeTBapa HapTeKC Y MUKPOKOCMOC HCHXACTHYKE TEOJIOTHje, TI031UBajyhu BepHHKE ]a yIeCTBYjy
y 60roTBOpEHO] CBETIOCTH. TaMHM IpocTop cuMO0IM3Yyje mau cBeT, 1ok ['030a [Ipemyapoctu
Boxuje npukasyje cnaconocHy ¢ynkunjy Xpucra kao Peun u [Ipemynpoctu. Jlokamuja ose
CJIOKEHE TIpeJICTaBe Y MPHIPATH, KOja CHMOOINYHO O3Ha4YaBa JOMEH 3€MaJbCKOT, TTAJIOT CBETA
KOjH JIEXHU Y MpaKy, HICTOBPEMEHO O3HauaBa CBET CIIoJba 1 moziceha BepHuKe Ha 3Ha4aj Bepe U
Boxanckor cBemna 3a craceme W y3mm3ame ka Hebeckom Jepycamimy. Mkonorpadwja,
nHcnupucaHa ydeweM Ceeror ['puropmja Ilamame wu Ilceynmo-/lmonncuja, Bu3yesmHO
apTUKYJHUIIE MHUCTUYHO HCKYCTBO OOXAHCKOT MPOCBETJEEHA Y OKBHPY MO3HOBH3AHTH]CKOT
OaJTKaHCKOT TyXOBHOT KOHTEKCTA.
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