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THE AKATHIST HYMN TO THE MOST HOLY THEOTOKOS: 

ICONOGRAPHY 

 * 

PART ONE: THE AKATHIST HYMN TO THE THEOTOKOS – ESSENCE, 

CREATION, DEVELOPMENT AND FORMS. THE PRINCIPLE OF THE 

PALYMPSEST 

 

The narative I am about to launch, could, certainly, be also about one miraculous icon 

of the Theotokos (the Mother of God). It is called Hodegetria (“One who Shows the Way”) – 

a name that prevailed, as a legend says, after the Holy Theotokos appeared to two blind people, 

took them to her miraculous icon in the Church of St. Mary of Blachernae and, when they had 

prayed before it, they had their sight restored. It was believed that the icon had been painted by 

St. Luke the Evangelist himself and was preserved carefully, with unsuspected love and 

uncoined enthusiasm for centuries in the Byzantine capital. This icon is at the heart of all the 

narratives of Constantinople: both the preservation of the city and its desecration, it served as a 

palladium against enemies and a cover for the defenders of the city. It was born in the 

chronologos of the legend along with the word of the earliest Gospel narratives and before the 

extensive corpus of hagiographic literature and hymnographic works – the same hand wrote 

about the Annunciation to the Theotokos and painted her image with the infant Jesus Christ: 

two ipostasis of the incarnation. Everything else is a palimpsest layering, in which traces of 

words of thanks, praise and fervent prayers, a mixture of delight, pain and reposal are 

expressed: figures of the hymnic and narrative texts. Over time, this icon of the Theotokos has 

become much more than an image – overgrown (as well as the Gospel word) in narratives and 

hymnographic works, it is the symbolic modus of the veneration of the Theotokos, an 

indivisible mixture of word, song, image and meaning. Time sifts out the strongest and as if the 

purest part of this symbolic modus the Akathist Hymn to the Theotokos, and it, although 

strongly connected with the icon, creates the illusion of independent living. And namely this is 

what the present story is about: about it, about the hidden connections with the icon, about the 
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layering of innumerable layers of words and images. Since I believe that the Akathist to the 

Theotokos is an exciting palimpsest, in which figures and meanings are intertwined, I will not 

consciously outline in advance either the periods in which the study is located, or the texts that 

I align with it. The three questions that I will ask at the beginning, and which – along with their 

clear answers1 – still create ambiguities, aim not to arrange these layers, but to show the charm 

of the overlays: what is the Akathist Hymn to the Theotokos? What is the process of its 

emergence as a text and as an iconography? What “legacy” does the Akathist dialogue between 

word and image leave behind over the years? We are on the threshold of the labyrinth of 

cultural semiotics. 

* 

An akathist is a hymn of praise and thanksgiving, in which – as the word itself suggests 

(Greek, ἀκάθιστος – not sitting”) – the prayer position of the body is upright and one does not 

sit during its performance. The oldest of our known akathists is the Akathist to the Theotokos, 

which assertains the significance of the Theotokos (both mother of the incarnate Word of God 

and protector of Constantinople) and turns this akathist into a model for all subsequent forms in 

the genre structure. The second one also has a reversible force – insofar as the rhetoric of the 

Akathist to the Theotokos is withdrawn in the various forms that followed it, it can be read both 

independently and through the intertext outlined by them. Beyond the expresivness of 

veneration during worship, an akathist – a hymnographic work – has a clearly defined 

structure. If we trust the presentation of this structure by the great researcher of hymnography, 

Stefan Kozhuharov (Кожухаров 1985: 57), an akathist is a polystrophic Byzantine 

hymnographic form (or genre). It consists of 25 strophes (stanzas) – a preliminary stanza 

(proimion, or koukoulion), 12 short stanzas called kontakia (also kondakia; singular, kontakion, 

kondakion), which alternate with 12 long stanzas called ikoi (also oikoi; singular ikos, oikos). 

Understanding the akathist inevitably requires looking at its two constructive forms – 

kontakion and ikos. And while the ikos is a special type of stanza with a complex metrical 

structure that is part of the polystrophic forms, the kontakion can (by analogy with the ikos) be 

also a type of stanza in the polystrophic form, but it can also be (unlike the ikos) the name of 

the very (and most early) polystrophic form, which can consists of 24 and even up to 36 

stanzas. We will consider here the kontakion in its first meaning, but the latter will shed some 

light on the roots of the akathist and its supposed authorship (in the 8th century with the 
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emergence and development of the canon as form of the Byzantine hymnography, the 

kontakion – in its second meaning – gradually replaced in the Orthodox services and was 

preserved only as a two-stanza form – one kontakion and one ikos, finding its place after the 

sixth ode (sometimes called canticle or song depending on the translation) of the canon). A 

distinctive feature of the ikoi is the same metrics and the same refrain; they are much longer 

than the kontakia. An important part of ikoi are the so-called Chairetismoi (Greek, 

Χαιρετισμοί, “Rejoicings”) – salutations to the Theotokos which begin with the salutation 

“Rejoice” (Greek, χαῖρε). Twelve of them (six mirror pairs) develop certain techniques, which 

from the point of view of rhetoric represent anaphoric use, accumulation, amplification, 

conglobation; figurative and syntactic parallelisms, and from the point of view of homiletics – 

figures of the imagination, figures of feelings and appeals, which leave the feeling that one of 

the chairetismoi in Ikos 8 (Rejoice, Thou Who hast united opposites) gives an interpretation of 

their arrangement. The thirteenth chairetismos is common to all ikoi (“Rejoice, O Bride 

Unwedded!”). The preliminary stanza of the Akathist (koukoulion) and all the ikoi end with the 

refrain: “Rejoice!”, and the twelve kontakia – with the exclamation: “Alleluia!”. An important 

point is that the hymn itself forms an alphabetical acrostic – that is, each ikos begins with a 

letter of the Greek alphabet, in order. Another important point is that the first twelve stanzas 

form the so-called historical part, and the second twelve – the so-called dogmatic part. The 

historical part is recognizable by a linear-progressive narrative and a temporal and spatial 

continuum, which corresponds to the Gospel narratives (including the apocryphal ones), while 

the dogmatic part destroys the notion of continuity when referring to canonical and/or 

apocryphal texts. In fact, such a division of the two parts of the Akathist is rather in terms of 

plot construction and the “orderliness” of the reference worlds, since the so-called historical 

part contains important dogmatic theses, especially with regard to the incarnation of the Word 

of God. For the hymnographic study, this type of presentation is a relatively good basis for 

starting a critical narrative. 

However, I think it's worth an additional attention to the expression of the Akathist, 

especially since at the outset I defined the Akathist as an [exciting] palimpsest layering, in 

which there are traces of words of thanks, praise and fervent prayers, a mixture of delight, pain 

and reliance. This additional insight connects the expression of the Akathist (and hymnography 

in general) with speech acts and intentional states.2 Why is such a view of the Akathist 
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necessary through the theory of speech acts and intentional states? At least, because – if the 

Akathist is a word of praise and thanks, this word is expressed by a certain type of expression 

(speech act) in the structure of the hymn (Searle 1999: 135-161). Akathist speech presupposes 

different types of speech acts, respectively – different emotional states, because it possesses all 

types of speech. It can narrate about things that have already happened (i.e. it can be assertive), 

but it can also beg or command (i.e. it can be directive), it can promise and pledge (i.e. it can be 

commissive), can express gratitude and be apologetic (i.e. expressive – the true essence of the 

Akathist as a hymn). Ultimately, the Akathist can be understood as a symbolic gesture of 

recognition of Theotokos – in this case it is a powerful declarative. On the other hand, every 

speech act in the Akathist is always presupposed by certain psychological states, which are not 

closed within themselves, but have an outward orientation, such as faith, hope, love, but also a 

desire (to express them in a hymn of thanksgiving, to be heard); astonishment, delight, 

anticipation (prayer to be heard, miracle to happen, protection to come down), etc.—all 

conditions defined as intentional, as they have some representative content in a certain 

intentional mode (Searle 1999: 85-109). Because they are revealed not just in the utterance 

(locutio), but also through the utterance (by the utterance), there is a matter of illocutionary 

force and illocutionary speech acts. Every speech act has a secondary form of intentionality and 

is unthinkable beyond the intentional state – the latter always predetermines the type of speech 

act, in which in turn it is revealed. 

In the composition of the Akathist, the kontakion (without the first and the last) is 

entirely narrative. As a speech act that tells things that have already happened that can be 

confirmed, the kontakion builds the plot on the principle of assertive speech acts; its direction 

of fit is from the words (speech) to the world and can always be verified by references to the 

outside (most often in canonical and/or apocryphal texts). For example, the actions of the Magi 

(Kontakion 5, Kontakion 6), Simeon the God-receiver (Kontakion 7), Joseph (Kontakion 4) or 

the Theotokos herself (Kontakion 2) clearly point to the Gospel texts of Matthew and/or Luke, 

or to the Gospel of James (also known as the Protoevangelium of James). In this sense, the 

expressed sincerity condition, in which what is said in the kontakia, is accepted as true or 

untrue, is faith. The first kontakion, the so-called koukoulion, and the last thirteenth kontakion 

have a different function – to show the “offering” (thanksgiving songs) and at the same time to 

ask for future protection (“deliver us from every ill”; “set us free from every calamity”). That is 
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why here we have a mixture of speech acts: the assertive is followed by a directive, hinted at in 

both stanzas of the address to the Theotokos, and in the koukoulion there is a binding of the 

writer with the action following the redemption (commissive): “so that we may cry to Thee.” 

This mixture of speech acts is because these two kontakia frame the work (the praise-

thanksgiving story, which is based on intentional states of delight and hope) – the first and last 

stanzas are appropriate to express the direct emotional attitude and expectation to the 

Theotokos. Unlike the kontakion, the ikos contains a minimal narrative element and is 

predominantly panegyric, which is mainly due to chairetismoi. Only the narrative (assertive) 

part in it can be checked as a sincerity condition, insofar as it is again a story about things that 

have already happened. The rest and most of the ikos is an appealing speech with allegorical 

and symbolic imagery, in which the sincerity condition is a mixture of the intentional states of 

faith, desire and intention. For example, the phrase: “Rejoice, protection against unseen 

enemies” (Ikos 4), carries both the historical memory and the meaning of the various 

protections testified by the Holy Theotokos (the protection) to the people, and the belief that 

protection will never fail, the desire for these words to be heard in the prayer word (protection 

to be asked), the intention that they be deserved through the exploits of the praying one. The 

direction of fit is no longer just the word (speech) to the world (Theotokos was and is a 

protection), but also from the world to the word (to be a protection in the future). In 

chairetismoi a plot thread is picked up, but so that at the same time the word can suppress the 

plot in order to dominate the praise. Therefore, the chairetismoi utter-pick up dozens of implied 

but undeveloped plot directions, which accumulate in their enumeration (“Rejoice, Thou 

Who…; Thou, Who…”), so that they can reach the seemingly plotless culmination in the 

expression “Rejoice, O Bride Unwedded!” (the great theological essence of the Akathist is 

actually in that “unwedded”). From the point of view of speech acts, therefore, we have two 

types of kontakia: one bears the full marks of assertive speech acts, behind their speech is a 

demiurge and they are a story of the Theotokos, Christ and the incarnation (all without the first 

and last kontakion); the others impose on the initial assertive utterance an inevitable 

directiveness, only their utterance is vocative and they are an address to the Theotokos (the first 

and last kontakion). At the same time, ikoi are a complex but uniform construct that combines 

different types of illocutionary speech acts. Their first sentence contains a greater or lesser 

degree of assertiveness, the subsequent part of the ikos combines directiveness, expressiveness 
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and declarativeness, which is due to the characteristics of the panegyric style. It is especially 

important that all the time chairetismoi bear the memory of assertiveness, on whose scattered 

but suppressed multiplicity they are realized. Therefore, ikoi oppose variable illocutionary 

force to the equal illocutionary force in kontakia due to the fact that in ikos there is a 

cumulation of an assertive type of speech act to the other other species, as well as a change in 

the very understanding of assertiveness. Last but not least, the kontakia and the first sentences 

of the ikos in the historical part of Akathist – as assertive speech acts – represent a logically 

connected, linear storyline from the Annunciation to the Escape to Egypt (with a shift of Ikos 6 

and Kontakion 7), while the kontakion and the first sentences of the ikos in the dogmatic part of 

Akathist – again as assertive speech acts – violate the logically connected plot line: to express 

the mystery of the incarnation, they need figurative language, which aims not to chronologize 

and order, but to sculpt a symbolic mode. It allows us to think beyond time (or rearrange in 

time) the wonder of the angelic nature of the incarnation, for example (Kontakion 9), and the 

act of the incarnation itself (Kontakion 10) or the powerlessness of the speakers to grasp the 

theological essence of the Word of God (Kontakion11). Thus the kontakia and the first 

sentences of the ikoi in the dogmatic part of the Akathist presuppose the same syncopation of 

meaning through utterance as chairetismoi do, and within the assertive field itself introduce a 

certain “disorder”; they create the feeling that the historical part is rather a field of expression 

of speech acts (a powerful performative), while the dogmatic part is a field of manifestation of 

intentional states (strong psychological mode). While, in fact – as intentional states – they are 

intertwined and indivisible. 

The kontakia can be depicted in full, as they have a plot basis, suggesting a visual 

narrative. They suggest image-story – against the text of the kontakia, a complete iconic 

expression stands. Since only the initial part of the ikoi can be depicted, which is a narrative. It 

usually ends before the first exclamation “Rejoice,” and henceforth does not presuppose a 

visual narrative, insofar as chairetismoi cannot be portrayed as a narrative, being a mixture of 

appeals, requests, expressions of gratitude, and praise (directive and expressive speech acts), or 

because the multiple fragmented assertiveness presupposes dozens of possible repressed plots 

(respectively – dozens of possible reduced depictions, among which it is difficult to place the 

main emphasis). The image they suggest has mixed base, in which the narrative image is 

surpassed by symbolic and/or allegorical layers. Here the leading role falls on the sign, the 
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gesture; what may outline an allegorical layer or symbolic modus. You can-draw-as-a-story the 

Magi who follow the divinely-moving star. You cannot paint faith as a story, you can embody 

it in-a-symbol. In the depiction the kontakion and the ikos differ in the type of iconic utterance 

they represent and its referring ability (completed plot layer in the first case, suppressed 

unfinished plot in the second). However, they also have one thing in common: both the 

kontakion and the ikos suggest an iconographic rather than an iconic code (since they use the 

latter's meanings as their signifiers), but this iconographic code is based not only on translation 

but also on complementarity: this determines its palimpsest nature. 

Both kontakia and ikoi can be depicted because they contain in their structure an 

assertive speech act, which allows it to be related to something (reality, but also texts) and to 

be verified. But while for the kontakion this is the whole imaginable world, for the ikos it is 

only a part – the chairetismoi, i.e. most of each ikos offer a mixture of other speech acts. 

Hence, the difficult understanding of logic in “ikos” images – this mixture of speech acts once 

offers many repressed and interrupted narratives, a second time offers symbolic modes – and it 

is generally difficult to establish the “ideal” visual model to match the word rich in 

connotations. There is a feeling that only the first assertive part of the ikos is depicted. When 

examine more closely, we will find that gestures from chairetismoi are superimposed on this 

first part (as separate iconic utterances within the iconographic code). 

Therefore, while from the point of view of hymnography the Akathist is a polystrophic 

organization consisting of alternating kontakia and ikoi, from the point of view of the theory of 

speech acts, it consists of alternating speech acts, different in illocutionary force, direction of fit 

and sincerity condition, based on different intentional states – all this predetermines different 

types of visual narratives. While being a praise, the Akathist to the Theotokos generally leaves 

the feeling of being powerful expressive speech act, which at the structural level is 

characterized as the dominance of the assertive (kontakia) or the rejection of it and its 

oppression (ikoi). The leading intentional state – the faith (the belief that the one Lord Jesus 

Christ “for us men and for our salvation came down from heaven, and was incarnate of the 

Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary” – as an element of faith expressed in the Nicene-

Constantinopolitan Creed formulated at the First and Second Ecumenical Councils) – 

stimulates a series of intentional states (hope and love, wonder and exaltation, admiration and 

affection, pride and sacrifice) – which in turn give rise to the expression of the Akathist Hymn 
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and turn it into a powerful expression of gratitude and praise. Its “passage” through hard times 

will overlap that hymn – most often through other hymns and poetic works of the thirteenth 

century – new intentional states such as despondency, anxiety, grief, but they will not take 

away from the main, faith, but on the contrary – it will be further strengthened (this is also 

evident in the depicted akathist cycles during the Ottoman rule). This special nature of the 

Akathist and its different ability to point (correspond) will be the basis of the specificity of the 

depiction of the Akathist to the Theotokos. This specificity will be difficult once in the 

translation of the word into an image, when from the so-called historical scenes we turn to the 

so-called dogmatic scenes and a second time in the ikoi. This, of course, is a long process that 

requires both a return to the history of the emergence of the Akathist and the outline of 

additional contexts of its functioning – especially if we want an answer to the question what the 

process of the Akathist as a text and iconography is. 

 * 
When the Mother of God appeared to him in a dream, she put a κοντάκιον in his mouth 

and opened his mind to understand the Scriptures – this is what the Life of St. Romanos the 

Melodist narrates. The first kontakion he composed was for the Nativity of Christ: “Today the 

Virgin gives birth to the Transcendent One, and the earth offers a cave to the Unapproachable 

One! Angels with shepherds glorify Him! The wise men journey with a star! Since for our sake 

the Eternal God was born as a Little Child!” More than a thousand hymnographic works are 

attributed to St. Romanos the Melodist, enlightened by the Mother of God. For some he is the 

undoubted author of the Akathist to the Theotokos, others tend to doubt his authorship, but 

somewhere there, on the threshold of the sixth and seventh centuries, the hymn of the 

Theotokos was riping in the souls and waiting for the event to inspire it. And was not it even 

much earlier? The brotherhood of the Zographou Monastery (on Mount Athos), which ten years 

ago published Akathists: Book Two, argues that the earliest Akathist to the Most Holy 

Theotokos was probably written at the end of the 6th century by Romanos the Melodist (died 

after 555-60). In fact, a whole tradition, binding names such as Sergey Averintsev, Hans-Georg 

Beck, Krumbacher and coming up to Georgi Popov in our country, advocates a similar view.3 

Romanos is a figure who undoubtedly deserves a separate study. For the purposes of our 

narrative, suffice it to mention that thanks to his activity, the kontakion became part of the 

Byzantine rite at the beginning of the 6th century, i.e. a century before the victory over the 
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Avars in 626, when the Theotokos Akathist was established. The “thread” of Theotokos in 

Romanos` works is visible; it is hardly a coincidence that the day on which we celebrate his 

feast (October 1) is in fact the day on which we celebrate the Protection of the Mother of God. 

In Bulgaria, unlike Georgi Popov, Stefan Kozhuharov advocated the view that the author of the 

Akathist to the Theotokos could be another: George of Pisidia (7th century), who participated 

with Emperor Heraclius in the war against the Persians and a close friend of Patriarch Sergius, 

John of Damascus (7th-8th century) and even Patriarch Photius (9th century). As far as the 

latter two do not fit contextually into the time of the victory over the Persians in 626/627, the 

most probable author of the Akathist, of those mentioned by Stefan Kozhuharov, could be 

either George of Pisidia or Patriarch Sergius himself (610-638), who also took an active part in 

the defense of Constantinople in 626. The tradition of Mount Athos connects the figure of 

Sergius with the Akathist, and even with the icon with which he walked around the walls of 

Constantinople and which, according to the legend, today is kept in the Dionysiou Monastery 

on Mount Athos. The controversy over the authorship of Akathist is still alive today because it 

allows for two different grounds. The first is that the Akathist to the Theotokos was created 

earlier, and the defense of Constantinople in 626 is an emanation of its essence due to the 

preservation of the city after the patriarch led a litany to the Hodegetria icon of the Theotokos. 

The second is that it was created during the siege in 626 – born at a moment of an 

unprecedented request for protection to the Theotokos, which was heard and rewarded. Without 

going into the substance of the discussion, we should acknowledge three things – the first is a 

reply to the dispute itself, the other two – theological-historical grounds. While twenty-four of 

the Akathist stanzas – as an adoration and praise to the Theotokos for the incarnate Word of 

God – allow them to be created before the victory over the Avars and the Persians, one of them, 

namely the first stanza (to some extent, lines from the last ikos), requires a specific occasion of 

thanksgiving chanting as the Theotokos-Deliverer (of the City). And the victory in which 

Patriarch Sergius took an active part in 626 is just such an occasion. What Romanos seems to 

be missing, Sergius has: inspiration from the icon-protector – not by tradition, but as an 

action now. For Romanos, this understanding passes through the contemplation of the icon-in-

the-church (the silence of the icon in the church`s silence or in the hymn-inspired liturgical 

word), while for Sergius it is the ecstatic following of the icon-in-the-litany (the “voice” of the 

icon, overcoming the sounds of the battle). For Romanos, the “protectress” acts in an intimate, 
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inner space; Sergius leads outside to a visionary space, for him the word before the 

“protectress” is a real performative. For the sake of precision, we must note that the icon and 

the Theotokos shroud act together on the mentioned day and it is no coincidence that the two 

palladiums are kept in the Church of St. Mary of Blachernae. The other two grounds are indeed 

of a different nature. A number of earlier significant works were used later in sublime 

situations, including the Akathist to the Theotokos (and an icon) in the failed defenses of 

Constantinople in 1204 and 1453. At the same time, there are a number of examples of how 

similar sublime situations inspire and give birth to significant works, including both George of 

Pisidia and John of Damascus. However, we will be back to that later. At this stage, it is 

important that after the Akathist to the Theotokos was involved in the context of such an 

important event as the defense of Constantinople in the 7th century, it became part of the 

service for the Saturday of the fifth Sunday of Lent, in the earliest Old Bulgarian transcripts of 

the Lenten Triodion, which date back to the 12th century), to be preserved through the 

centuries to the present day. Indeed, all of these aspects would be mere historical or theoretical 

sketches if they were not thought of in terms of the participation of the Akathist to the 

Theotokos in worship. This is important, especially if we compare the Akathist with an 

insistence of Archimandrite Tikhon (Rakicevic)4 on the icon and its connection with the 

liturgical practice, namely that as a symbol, it serves as a bridge between the world and God, 

which is why its true place is the liturgy. But it is precisely where the Akathist's true place is 

that its dual nature is revealed: the spoken word in its exquisite rhythmic-tonic structure is a 

bridge both between the world and God (the Theotokos) and between word and imagery. If the 

early Akathist needed the Hodegetria icon of our Lady, then in later times, in addition to it, the 

Akathist also bridges dozens of Akathist icons and completed iconographic programs depicting 

the Akathist to the Theotokos. However, the images in both the early and late forms – let's 

listen here to the arguments of Theodor Studites and John of Damascus – are nothing but 

bridges to the prototypes, in this case to the Theotokos and Jesus Christ. The theological 

essence of praise is hidden in the liturgical nature of the Akathist. 

The significance of the Akathist to the Theotokos as a hymnographic work from the first 

half of the 7th century onwards is unquestionable. However, it is hard to believe that up to this 

moment – and especially with such a pathetic praise as the Akathist – we have a lacuna in terms 

of the cult (and word) of the Theotokos. Therefore, when we use the figure of the palimpsest, 
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we need earlier historical contexts in which to consider the Akathist. We should go back and 

take into account not only the fate of the hymn form, but also the dynamics in the attitude 

towards the Theotokos – as a name and a cult, as a word and an image. To begin with, we must 

consider one pre-akathist period, to suggest the preconditions for the emergence of the 

Akathist to the Theotokos. Our first thought is directed to the beginning of the fifth century: 

there is – after a contested struggle for recognition of the place of the Theotokos – a recognition 

that soon turns into praise; the first texts and images appear, the cult of the Theotokos is 

generated – things without which poetic and hymnographic praise is later unthinkable. 

Theological basis is given by the Ecumenical Councils (Third, Fourth and Fifth) and the 

evolving doctrine of the Theotokos. The main emphasis – there is complete unanimity – is the 

Third Ecumenical Council in Ephesus in 431.5 But in fact not the Third, but the Second (in 

381) is the one who “unlocks” the door of the linguistic figure of the Theotokos with the 

accepted Creed. At its core, as is well known, lies the definition adopted at the First 

Ecumenical Council in 325, but with some corrections, one of them – extremely important for 

our narrative. While the Creed of 325 says of Jesus Christ, “Who because of us men and 

because of our salvation came down and became incarnate, becoming man” (“The Acts of the 

Ecumenical Councils translated into Russian,” [=Acts], 1: 69-70), the Creed of 381 already has, 

“Who for us men and for our salvation came down from heaven, and was incarnate of the 

Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, and was made man” (Acts, 1: 119). Thus, at the end of the 

4th century – along with the faith in the Holy Trinity and its definition – the figure of the 

incarnation already calls with itself the name of the Virgin Mary. In this way, the Second 

Ecumenical Council creates an important context for understanding the palimpsest we have 

outlined. The Third Council in its detailed apologetics unfolds the poetics of the incarnation, 

which in turn will be the theme of the Akathist. The comparison of the very development of 

poetics during the birth of the Akathist (626-627) can be framed by two other Ecumenical 

Councils – the Fifth (A.D. 553), and the Sixth (A.D. 681), in order to feel precisely as a 

dynamic of speech. This period includes and actually ends with the Justinian era (527-565), 

when we have the beginning of the changes in the depiction of the Theotokos and her 

memorable image “The enthroned Virgin (Theotokos) and the Child between Saints Theodore 

and George” preserved at St. Catherine’s Monastery, Mount Sinai), the beginning of 

illustrations to manuscripts of individual episodes from the New Testament (Alexandria, 
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Antioch; a century later in Constantinople) and the first known veneration of an icon (reported 

by Hypatius of Ephesus). We have every reason to place this pre-akathist period between the 

Second Ecumenical Council of 381 and the end of Justinian era in 565. Here, on the threshold 

of this period, at the end of the sixth and the beginning of the seventh century – essentially the 

early pre-Metaphrast era with a tendency towards apocrypha and folklore elements in the 

hagiographic literature, when the miniature became the basis for the construction of church 

monumental fine art in Byzantium – the first iconographic tendencies in the depiction of the 

Twelve Great Feasts of the Orthodox Church were formed. And the connections between the 

latter and the akathist cycle will be visible ahead in time. 

The reading of the historical context, which in most cases the creation of the Akathist to 

the Theotokos is associated with—the siege of Constantinople by the Avars and the subsequent 

victory of Emperor Heraclius over the king Khosrow II (Chosroes II in classical sources) of 

Persia in 626-627 – comes from the reading of the events of the previous two centuries. 

Historical sources and legends point to the great role of Patriarch Sergius (610-638) in the 

defence during the siege of Constantinople (July 29 – August 8, 626). The Patriarch led a litany 

around the city walls of Constantinople. It is reported that he carried the Hodegetria icon of the 

Mother of God, which was kept in the Church of St. Mary of Blachernae and was painted, 

according to the tradition, by St. Luke the Evangelist. In his homily on June 26, Dimitri of 

Rostov (also Dmitri, Dimitry or Demetrius) emphasized this connection between the 

Hodegetria icon in the Church of Blachernae, the litany of Patriarch Sergius and the miracle 

that happened with the sinking of enemy ships and the salvation of the city.6 It was then, 

according to the legend, that the first Akathist to the Theotokos in honor of the event was 

composed. For our narrative, it is important to note that at this point we have another, poetic 

context created on the same event. George of Pisidia, the above-mentioned poet and 

chartophylax (keeper of the records) of the Church of St. Sophia in Constantinople in the first 

half of the 7th century, wrote in vivid panegyric style, a poem of 541 verses – “On the siege 

carried out by the barbarians and its failure in front of the walls of Constantinople between the 

Avars and the citizens,” better known as the Avarica (or Bellum Avaricum). The imagery in 

some of the verses, as well as the rhetoric of the utterance as a whole, deserve attention, as the 

akathist word here has many discursive correspondences: “but you sailed yourself (Emperor 

Heraclius, the note is mine – M.D.) with the ship leading the world,/ carrying with him the 
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infallible Orthia”; and most of all: “So you had, indeed you had Virgin as an ally,/ who 

foretold your future well,/ having her armed with you,/ you fought with unearthly weapons” 

(Pisidian 2015: 61-65). The closeness of the mentioned verses to the pathos of the introductory 

stanza of the Akathist to the Theotokos is visible; it extends even on a textological level. I 

mention this not to recall that George of Pisidia was discussed as the possible author of the 

whole Akathist, but rather to show the spirit of the event and its reflection in the poetic and 

hymn speech. The introductory stanza of the Akathist and the other twenty-four stanzas may 

have been written at different times, and then it is not meaningless for the author of the 

introductory stanza (Patriarch Sergius or by his order) to witness the events described in 626, 

without this to affect the authorship of the remaining stanzas. Some of the stanzas of the 

Akathist to the Theotokos have a very similar sound to the work of George of Pisidia (for 

example, parts of Ikos 12: “Rejoice, Thou through whom the standards of victory are raised on 

high; Rejoice, Thou through whom our enemies are cast down”). The spirit of the time suggests 

that the Akathist probably dates from the 7th century, and if it was indeed written earlier, then 

at the beginning of the 7th century it was certainly supplemented (introductory stanza) and 

partial edits (in the last kontakion and the last ikos), influenced by the pathos after the defense 

of the capital city. 

Another important historical context, which changed the regime of the Akathist reading 

and the attitude towards the image of Theotokos, covers the Iconoclast period and its 

overcoming (726-843). The leading thread here are the words of Theodore the Studite and John 

of Damascus in defense of icons and against those who reject them because they are “deprived 

of voice and breath” (Грабар 1983: 228-234). The name of the latter is even doubly connected 

with the image of the Theotokos: once through the word (“That the holy Virgin is the Mother 

of God: an argument directed against the Nestorians”), and a second time through the image 

(the icon of Theotokos, before which John of Damascus prayed for the restoration of his cutted 

hand and before which the miracle of the healing took place). The dialogue between the word 

and the image complicates the feeling of a palimpsest: we learn about the prayer before the icon 

and the healing of John's hand from the Tradition, but we see them depicted from now on in the 

iconographic programs; become a canon for depiction of John of Damascus. The glued severed 

hand holding a scroll (ά) with praise to the Theotokos: a shortcut to the story of her 

icon “Of the Three Hands”, but also a possible reminiscence of the Akathist to the Theotokos. 
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The top event in this historical context is the Seventh Ecumenical Council in 787: the image 

was rehabilitated through the word – the “picturesque interpretation” of the word is recognized 

as capable of expressing the meaning embodied in the Gospel word: “images are inseparable 

from the Gospel narrative and vice versa; moreover, both deserve respect, because they 

mutually explain and prove each other” (Acts: 4, 541). By giving life to the image and 

extending to it, the word actually offers an additional Aristotelian farsightedness through which 

to observe, without the meaning that the image is an interpretation of the verbal text alone—on 

the contrary, it “takes” in its translation and all those meanings that the text has layered on 

itself, some of them iconic. Simultaneously with this rehabilitation of the image, the act of 

recognition is performative and turns into “salutation (kissing) and veneration of the icon of 

“Our All-holy, immaculate Lady, the Theotokos.” But before this act, in the years of 

iconoclasm, many icons (according to legend and some of the subsequent miraculous icons of 

Mount Athos) have already taken their long way to “escape” from the city and their physical 

survival will be a sign of spiritual salvation. Their destiny is shared by the Hodegetria icon  – 

saved in a niche of the Monastery of the Pantocrator to be returned a century later again in the 

Church of Blachernae. And this is the first case when the Akathist icon is threatened, and with 

it the symbolic and semantic field that it has outlined in the dialogue with the hymn sound.  

There are two post-iconoclastic contexts in which the “sound” of the Akathist to the 

Theotokos strongly collides with the harsh reality – the successive conquests of the city of the 

Theotokos by the Latins and the Turks. The conquest of Constantinople by the Latins in 1204 

was the first major blow to the mythopoetic universe of the image of the Theotokos—this was 

the first case in which the city of the Theotokos was deprived of the protection of the 

Theotokos. The protectress of the city seems to have withdrawn her protection (many see in 

this a sign of the sins of the capital) and nothing can save the holy icons and relics from 

desecration. Moreover, the Hodegetria icon itself was no longer in the possession of the 

Byzantines. According to the testimonies of the chroniclers of the Fourth Crusade, Geoffroy de 

Villehardouin and Robert de Clary, during one of the skirmishes, Alexios V Doukas, who was 

acclaimed emperor, carried in the battle against the Latins the miraculous Hodegetria icon of 

the Holy Theotokos, painted by the Holy Apostle and Evangelist Luke – the relic, “which the 

emperors carry with them when they go into battle,” because it was believed that “he who 

carries it in battle cannot be defeated.” However, the battle was lost, and the icon was taken 
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from the hands of the Patriarch of Constantinople, John X Kamateros, and handed over to 

Garnier de Traînel, Bishop of Troyes, to serve a grand liturgy in honor of the acquisition of the 

relic. As Alexios V Doukas did not dare to admit his defeat and lied that he had hidden the icon 

in a safe place, the Latins were forced to raise the Hodegetria icon of and the imperial insignia 

high above a galley floating along the walls of Constantinople so that all the inhabitants of the 

city be able to see who in fact owns the palladium. Two intentional states collided – to the pain, 

grief and despondency of the Byzantines, the Latins opposed not only hostility and contempt, 

but also ecstasy of the acquisition. Thus, the iconic miraculous icon was the first relic of 

Constantinople, which the Crusaders acquired on the eve of the conquest of the Byzantine 

capital. The Latins did not know that this was the Akathist icon, and accordingly did not 

understand that they were taking away from the city and the empire an important historical and 

semantic field – the symbolic modus of the word of salvation and its hymn sound, but they were 

well aware that for the Byzantine government and the inhabitants of the city the icon was 

extremely important. Therefore, in the ensuing disagreements over the division of the spoils, 

although they saved the icon from “sacred theft” and unconditional passage to the Western 

world, it was seized by force and kept vigilant in the Venetian residence in the Monastery of 

the Pantocrator without leaving Constantinople.7 The akathist word experiences its “zero 

degree” for the first time; its first introductory stanza now sounds like a speech act that cannot 

be confirmed by reality. But that is why it begins to sound like longing and belief that the status 

quo will be restored and the city will be saved and protected again, which attributes prayer-

incantation articulations to the thanksgiving-praise word. Along with the newly formed Latin 

Empire, there are fragmented parts of the former Byzantium – the Despotate of Epirus, the 

Empire of Nicaea and the Empire of Trebizond, but the City and the icon were lost. And so 

until 1261, when Michael VIII Palaiologos reigned in Constantinople and Byzantium – 

unhealed militarily and politically, but thriving culturally – remained on the map until May 

1453.  

The two incomplete centuries of the rise of art and literature during the reign of the 

Palaiologos dynasty mark poetic, hymnographic and iconographic praise to the Theotokos, 

previously unknown. It is as if with the return of the possession of the icon, the cult of the 

Akathist is revived. In parallel with the Palaiologan Renaissance, we can speak figuratively of 

the Akathist renaissance in the context of the new hymnographic forms (paraklesis 
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(supplicatory canon) and stichera), but also in the context of the iconography of the cycle: in 

fact, now for the first time, in this period is the earliest known illustrative cycle of the Akathist 

(Tomić Psalter).8 In the 14th century, as Aksinia Dzhurova notes, in the ensembles of wall-

paintings and miniatures, there was an increase in interest in illustrating individual hymns, 

among them the stichera on the Nativity of Christ and the Akathist take a special place 

(Джурова 2019: 39-41). And just as in the iconographic program of the Akathist, there is an 

interaction of the “new” scenes with scenes depicted so far from the Twelve Great Feasts, so on 

a textual level there are many new intersections. Poetic parallels began in the first half of the 

fourteenth century with Manuel Philes (1275-1345), one of the most significant Byzantine 

poets, close to the imperial house of the Palaiologoi, who worked hard in his favorite poetic 

genre – panegyrics in verse – and associated it in a memorable way with the image of the 

Theotokos. Several works stand out here: “On Her” (panegyric on an icon of the Theotokos), 

“On the Most Holy Theotokos: when the Sicilians planned to besiege the fortress, then the 

Theotokos stood against their intentions” (ca. 1307-1320, a work about the Catalan invasions of 

1304-1307 in Eastern Thrace and of 1305 in Edirne) and “On the icon of the Theotokos on 

behalf of Sir Michael Asen” (before 1328). The following verses have a close sound to the 

introductory first stanza and to the last two stanzas of the Akathist Hymn: “And all your deeds 

are gifts,/ o, leader, Virgin – God's Mother”; “Your icon turned the wind/… in favor of the 

inhabitant of your city, Virgin./ And you did a miracle…/ Christ through you showed…”; “O, 

Virgin, who spared, the city protected by you… beat and plunder every enemy tribe/ and the 

city protected by you,/ do arm and endow with wonderful weapons” (Фил 2015: 112-113). 

Since Manuel Philes` panegyrics in verse are just before the formation of iconography and the 

spread of the Akathist cycle, we can think of a stronger influence of the word on the image in 

this era, as well as a more comprehensive Palaeologan poetics in word and image. This feeling 

is intensified if we look at the last two decades of the 14th century: then the Bulgarian 

hymnographer Ephraim presents the exquisite “Supplicatory Canon to the Lord Jesus Christ,” 

“Supplicatory Canon to the immaculate Theotokos” and “Stichera of the immaculate 

Theotokos.” The literary style of “word-weaving” enters the verbal territories of representation 

of the image of the Theotokos and strengthens the hitherto known rhetoric. The akathist word is 

in dialogue again; the phrases,“You are blessed by the human race, Virgin, because you gave 

birth without seed to the Creator of all” and “You became the correction of Eve, o, Virgin, 
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because you have placed the God in your womb without seed” remind of Kontakion 2, Ikos 2 

and Kontakion 3; “We all have you for a firm foothold and cover” and “I found your mother's 

indestructible wall, o, Savior” remind of Ikos 4 and Ikos 10; “Be my strong weapon against my 

enemies…” reminds of Ikos 12. The acrostic itself of “Stichera of the immaculate Theotokos” – 

O praised Virgin Mary, Mother of God, accept the prayer of the wretched and long-suffering 

Ephraim…” already refers to “O all-praised Mother… accept now our offering” of the Akathist 

Hymn. The most influencial dialogue between the Akathist and the hymnography of Ephraim is 

in the use of the chairetismoi, the reading of which inevitably leads to certain stanzas of the 

Akathist: “Mary, help us to call you: Rejoice, protectress of the faithful” (to the introductory 

stanza), “Rejoice, o praise for the faithful and joy for the angels, for you are the only one who 

gave birth to the joy of the world” (to  Ikos 2), “to call on you faithfully: Rejoice you, joy of all 

the faithful” (to Ikos 3), “Rejoice you, you who are the cause of the joy of angels and men” (to 

Ikos 4 and Kontakion 9). In fact, the changes in the second half of this century (which are not 

only commensurate with the growing Ottoman threat to the empire) are much deeper and echo 

from the worship (replacing the Studite Typikon of the Orthodox Church with the Typikon of 

St. Savas under the influence of hesychasm and the Athonite Typikon) to hymnography, 

literature and iconography. The hymnographic works of Ephraim are another proof of these 

processes.9 

The fall of Constantinople in 1453 was the second strong blow to the mythopoetic 

universe – the city of the Theotokos was “abandoned” again, this time at the will of the non-

believers. The contextual sound is very strong; the verbal interpenetration gives rise to painful 

associations, especially in the images of the Hodegetria. Ivan Duichev points here to a monody 

by John Eugenikos on the conquest of Constantinople as one of the first literary works 

reflecting the sad events of 1453, as well as the diary of Nestor-Iskander, in which 

Constantinople is seen as a city protected for centuries by Theotokos, but also as an abandoned 

city (Дуйчев 1998: 325-345). From the point of view of the dialogue with the Akathist word, 

the verses on “The Immaculate and Pure Theotokos” of a Constantinople poet who refused to 

reveal his name: “Where are the holy icons?/ The Theotokos Hodegetria, the mistress of the 

world?/... Where are, apropos, the hymns and the psalms?/ And where are the domestics, the 

melody of the angels?/ The hymn of Hagia Sophia, the aromas, the liturgies?/… And where is 

Hagia Sophia with the Hodegetria? (Гюзелев, 2015: 604-634). The absence of the patron icon 
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strikes together with the absence of the akathist word, of the liturgy, of the worship in general; 

their disappearance is a sign, according to the anonymous author, of the transgressions of the 

inhabitants of the city and the empire. However, throughout the work they are sought after and 

expected, as if the last hope, until the verses sound: “The Hodegetria does not appear, Hagia 

Sophia has disappeared”. With this, the end of an era connecting the icon and the hymns of 

thanksgiving becomes a reality. These verses reflect a modus vivendi of the Akathist forms: the 

signs of the divinely inspired connection disappear one by one – the icon, and together with it, 

the protection “falls silent”; the chants cease, many of the images (the latest surviving and 

fortunately some of them surviving) follow their fate. The pathos of Doukas is similar in 

“Decline and Fall of Byzantium to the Ottoman Turks” and especially in the part: “They drank 

in honor of the icon of the Theotokos and asked her to become the patron and protectress of 

the city, as she once did against Khosrow, the Khanate and the Arabs, and now against 

Muhammad, because, they said, we want neither the help of the Latins nor the union with 

them” (Ангелов 1956: 313-344). “And asked her” – the reality of this directive speech act 

says everything about the intentional condition of the defenders of the city; “as she once did 

against Khosrow” – the reality of this repressed assertive speech act, but clear enough to be 

desired again – says it all about the hopelessness of the situation now, and about that moment 

with Patriarch Sergius and the “Akathist” Icon in 626, which left deep traces in the cultural 

memory of the city and the empire. It was the memory of the victory over Khosrow that 

strongly activated the Akathist sound, which for the second time was shaken by the historical 

vicissitudes that changed – this time forever – the fate of the capital city. But – as with the 

anonymous author, without success. In the same period “Prayer to the Theotokos” by Dimitar 

Kantakuzin (Demetrios Kantakouzenos) (written between 1460-87) stands out.10 It would not 

be an exaggeration to say that the perception of “Prayer to the Theotokos” after the 15th 

century onwards (as the poems of George of Pisidia and Manuel Philes, the hymns of Ephraim 

and the painfully echoing word of Doukas, Nestor-Iskander have already done in different 

centuries and the anonymous author from Constantinople) will inevitably intersect with the 

sound of the Akathist to the Theotokos. Not only because the rhetoric of chairetismoi is still 

alive in the word about the Theotokos, (“Rejoice, highly favored and pure! Rejoice, for God is 

with you! O, Virgin Mary, enlighten my soul”), and because she – the Lady – continues to be 

the only one to be perceived as “refuge, intercession and salvation, protection, intercession 
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and help.” The thematic reinforcement in the Theotokos theme affects both the fate of the City 

and the icon (the Hodegetria icon this time was saved by being carried over to Mount Athos),11 

so is the very “sensitivity” of perception to the word and images of the Theotokos. And if the 

Akathist to the Theotokos is a kind of core of the word of thanksgiving and prise (the most 

pronounced speech act of all, expressive in nature), then others either cling to it, layering new 

and new images and meanings, or in their existential helplessness seek trust in it for further 

consolation and protection. That is why the verses from “Prayer to the Theotokos” – To the 

Virgin prostrate yourselves, all you who pray,/ pour prayers to the Lady”; “You, my Lady, are 

my hope./ You are hope and refuge/ you are protection, intercessor and help/ you are my 

patron and salvation” not only do they layer up to the Akathist word, but they also sound like 

they were born of it.  

* 

The akathist word is the basis of verbal images and rhetorical figures, and subsequently 

of a complete iconographic program. They, in turn, often interpenetrate both in the creative 

process itself and in the perception of the works, as a matter not so much and not only of 

influence, but rather of an extensive intertext. That is why the Akathist word is a powerful 

source of iconology (in the sense that Erwin Panofsky puts into this notion). And if this is 

especially evident in the “golden“ for the Akathist 14th century, these processes from the 15th 

onwards are no less important and therefore the iconography of the post-Byzantine period and 

the verbal traditions of the Balkans require special attention. In this context, it is curious that 

Mount Athos, for example, “sheltered” in the 16th century some of the main representatives of 

the Cretan school and thus presupposed a new Athos Renaissance of the Akathist. The first 

akathist cycles here are from the end of the 15th century (Xenophontos, refectory, 1474-75, 

1497), and the best preserved specimens are from the next century (the Monastery of Great 

Lavra, refectory, second quarter of the 16th century, Theophanes the Cretan; Karyes, kellion 

under the Hilandar Monastery, 1541, 1545-46, monk Makarios; Dionysiou, katholikon, 1546-

47, Tzortzis the Cretan; Docheiariou, katholikon, 1567-68, Tzortzis the Cretan; Philotheou, 

refectory, 1561-1574; let us add to them the little later: Dionysiou, chapel, 1627, monk 

Mercurius; Esphigmenou, refectory, 17th century). From this point of view, the development of 

the akathist cycles and their places in Mount Athos can be traced before the appearance of 

Dionysius of Fourna`s Hermeneia (“Painter`s Manual”). This is the time of the First Jerusalem 
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manuscript (1566; the earliest post-Byzantine text in a painting manual), the Typikon of 

Nectarios (1599) and the book of pope Daniel (1674), as well as the time of the appearance and 

spread of “Miracles of the Theotokos” by Agapios Landos (written in 1641 on Mount Athos 

and printed in Venice), but in all of them without exception the Akathist remains out of sight as 

iconography. And so until the beginning of the 18th century. For this whole period we can say 

that the existence and functioning of the Akathist to the Theotokos is accompanied by the 

appearance of various poetic and hymnographic works, some of which are influenced by his 

imagery and rhetoric, others seem to be independent of it, and both create intertext for the 

reading, perception and understanding of the Akathist. The feeling is similar for the 

iconographic layers – existing as iconography scenes from the Twelve Great Feasts will enter – 

in some cases naturally, in others not quite – in the iconological understanding of the Akathist. 

On the other hand, after the middle of the 14th century, when the Ottomans permanently 

occupied parts of the Balkans, there was a growing need for the protection of the Theotokos – 

the one through whom, according to the Akathist, “the standards of victory are raised on high” 

and “the enemies are cast down.” This is an additional reason (besides worship) to be perceived 

as a new poetic strategy of the word in relation to the Theotokos (similar to the first kontakion 

of the Akathist Hymn), and a complete cycle of the Akathist to the Theotokos, in which each 

stanza of the Akathist corresponds to a separate scene. Although there are still no instructions 

for drawing the Akathist to the Theotokos in any of the mentioned early hermeneias, there are 

enough instructions in them for drawing the Twelve Great Feasts. The “lack” of hermeneia will 

be corrected at the beginning of the 18th century. If until now, the icon painters “remember” 

the images they paint (Мутафов 2020: 9-21), then henceforth iconography has another added 

dimension, especially after the Hermeneia of Dionysius of Fourna (1728-33). Each scene from 

the Akathist already has its own interpretation, accompanied by instructions for depiction. 

Thus, in the Hermeneia of Dionysius, looking at the later Akathist cycles on Mount Athos 

(Monastery of St. Gregory (Grigoriou), katholikon, 1770; Hilandar, refectory, 1780; 

Zographou, katholikon, 1817 – the year in which Joachim Karchovski translated into Bulgarian 

“Miracles of the Theotokos” by Agapios Landos), acquires a new strong reference – a fact that 

poses questions rather than offers answers about the reflection on the iconographic programs of 

the Akathist.12  
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The curves of such a chronology of the origin and development of the Akathist to the 

Theotokos can be situated in Bulgaria as well. In the field of Bulgarian art history, one can find 

the statement that the earliest preserved scenes from the Akathist to the Theotokos are in the 

Kremikovtsi Monastery (1493), on the west wall of the nartex. In fact, the preserved scenes in 

two registers depict stichera on the Nativity of Christ and scenes from the Life of Theotokos. 

The stichera on the Nativity of Christ contain in their iconography two scenes related to the 

adoration of the Magi (see: Джурич 1973: 244-255), in which we recognize the “traces” of 

Ikos 5 and Kontakion 6 from the Akathist to the Theotokos. In Bulgaria, preserved akathist 

scenes from a complete cycle we have only in the 16th century. These are the partially 

preserved scenes of the Akathist to the Theotokos (seven in total) in the refectory of the Rozhen 

Monastery, which were removed and today are stored in the museum collection of the 

monastery. Most likely they, as well as the akathist icon in St. George’s Chapel, later were a 

starting point for painting the scenes in the main church (katholikon) of the Rozhen Monastery 

in 1732. If we trust the Corpora of icon-paintings in Bulgaria for the 17th, 18th and 19th 

century, today we have preserved scenes from the Akathist to the Theotokos, in a total of 

twenty churches in Bulgaria, while the complete Akathist, which besides the twenty-four 

stanzas includes the introductory one – is found in only two places: the refectory of the 

Bachkovo Monastery (1643) and the Church of the Nativity in the Rila Monastery (1842-44).13 

The understanding of the dialogue between the word and the image in the Akathist to 

the Theotokos is subordinated to the principle of the palimpsest – the palimpsest is the 

“heritage” that leaves behind the Akathist dialogue between word and image. When in his 

hermeneias he offers a way of depiction of the scene “The Shepherds Heard” of Kontakion 4 of 

the Akathist to the Theotokos, Dionysius of Fourna14 utters the formula: “like the Nativity, but 

without the Magi.” And with regard to the last two historical stanzas of the Akathist –  “By 

shining in Egypt the light of truth” (Ikos 6) and “When Symeon was about to depart this age of 

delusion” (Kontakion 7) – the formula is even radicalized by Dionysius: they have to be 

depicted as “Escape to Egypt” and “Meeting of the Lord in the Temple” (also called the 

Presentation).” The identity is complete this time. But why? If we assume that the iconography 

of the Akathist to the Theotokos follows the text of the Akathist to the Theotokos, and that the 

other mentioned scenes (from the Great Feasts) are not drawn according to the Akathist text, 

then why depict different texts in the same way? However, if we assume that different as a 
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name, structure and time of writing texts have the same initial pattern (prototext: the idea of the 

incarnate Word of God), then what is depicted really assumes the same direction of fit, 

regardless of the different names of scenes and different iconographic schemes in which it fits. 

In other words, we must accept that in this corpus of texts, which operates on the principle of 

the palimpsest, in which there are other texts related to visible and invisible connections behind 

each text, we must not seek conformity only between the text of the Akathist to the Theotokos 

and the cycle of its images, and even the contrary: we must expect and look for many other 

texts/connections that gradually open up before us. But as convincing as such an argument may 

sound, and as easily traceable as such a reference may seem from the image to the word, the 

iconography of the Akathist to the Theotokos hides pitfalls. If the principle of similarity is 

possible for some of the scenes in it, then on what principle are the other scenes composed? 

How do the similar (already known) and the different (new) form a homogeneous structure – 

once as a narrative, involved as separate stories in the akathist's plot, and a second time – as 

images in a common iconic and semantic syntax? The Akathist, after all, is an independent 

iconographic program—compositionally and semantically organized in one whole. 

In any case, it is obvious that the text of the Akathist to the Theotokos does not suffice 

to realize the iconography of the Akathist cycle of scenes – as referents, the cycle points out 

other verbal and pictorial worlds as well, and like its signifier, it includes other iconic codes, 

which it transforms into iconographic code. The iconography of the Akathist cycle contains an 

echo of many different texts, images and gestures; it is a palimpsest par excellence. First, but 

not the most important, the text of the Akathist to the Theotokos does not contain many 

gestures that we find in the akathist images – let`s take for example the adoration of the Magi, 

which we find in “Homily on the Adoration of the Magi,” but not in the three Akathist texts 

(Kontakion 5, Ikos 5, and Kontakion 6). Second and more important: The Akathist, as a type of 

word-for-the-Theotokos, sounds – as we have seen – not alone, not isolated, but together with 

other words-for-the-Theotokos. A large textual corpus lies behind the iconography of the 

Akathist, of which the text of the same name is simply a part. This is especially evident in the 

14th century – when it was most widespread as an iconography. These words in the 14th 

century were reinforced by other hymnographic works: by Philotheus Kokkinos and his “Prayer 

to the Theotokos” and Theosteriktos the Monk and his “Small Supplicatory Canon (Paraklesis) 

to the Most Holy Theotokos, which is chanted in times of distress and sorrow of soul,” to the 



cssc – cultural and semiotic studies center – cssc – cultural and semiotic studies center – cssc – cultural and semiotic studies center – cssc – cultural and semiotic studies center – cssc  – cultural and semiotic studies center ‐ cssc 

 32

hymnographer Ephraim and his “Supplicatory Canon to the immaculate Theotokos” and 

“Supplicatory Stichera to the immaculate Theotokos.”  

The palimpsest`s figure is also visible behind the images themselves. This is exactly 

what we feel when we look at the Akathist scenes in the narthex of the church of the Seslavtsi 

Monastery in parallel with three of the scenes from the Great Feasts in the nave of the same 

church (“Annunciation,” “Nativity of Christ,” “Meeting of the Lord”). The feeling is even 

stronger when we look at the Akathist scenes in the main katholikon of the Rozhen Monastery: 

both they and the mentioned scenes from the Great Feasts are placed in adjacent registers of the 

same space of the katholikon (naos), and we can add to them similar scenes (e.g. “Meeting of 

the Lord”) from St. St. Cosmas and Damian’s Chapel inside the main church (katholikon). The 

Rozhen Palimpsest is actually much more complex, as the iconic collection of the monastery 

also preserves several Akathist scenes from Rozhen's refectory (apparently part of a complete 

cycle); we can add to them the akathist icon from the St. George’s chapel in the same 

monastery katholikon. The tangle of figures and meanings that Rozhen Monastery offers is 

really rich – the same original verbal narrative gives birth to different iconographic translations. 

Visual palimpsests suggest other correlations: for example, between the Akathist cycle in 

Dionysiou (1546-47) and the one in Docheiariou (1567-68), as the frescoes in both monasteries 

on Mount Athos are the work of the same painter, Tzortzis the Cretan. As for the most natural 

palimpsest overlays – those between word and image – at this stage it would be sufficient to 

recall that while for some of the early akathic cycles to the 15th century we have no known 

hermeneias (icon-painters’ manuals or guides), for the later there are two types of correlations: 

to the hermeneias before Dionysius (1729-33), in which the Akathist is not included (for 

example, the akathist cycle in Vatopedi from 1704), and to the hermeneias after Dionysius, in 

which the akathist is already an integral part of iconography (for example, the akathist cycles in 

Iviron from 1795 and Zographou from 1817). 

It is more correct to speak of the Akathist to the Theotokos in plural and not only 

because there are many akathists to the Mother of God,15 and above all, because the earliest of 

them – “Akathist to the Most Holy Theotokos” from the 7th century – functions as a prototype 

of all others in linguistic and stylistic terms. On the one hand, we have akathists dedicated to 

the feasts of the Theotokos (Annunciation, Nativity, Dormition [Falling Asleep], Protection of 

the Theotokos), on the other – with her status of protectress of Mount Athos – “Akathist Hymn 
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to the Most Holy Theotokos the Abbess of Mount Athos”, and last but not least, we have many 

akathists dedicated to her icons (“Panagia Gorgoepikoos” [“She who is quick to hear”], “Axion 

Esti” [“It is Truly Meet”], “Portaitisa” [“Door-keeper”], “Panagia Tricherousa” [“Of the Three 

Hands”], “Life-giving Spring,” etc.). This takes away the originality of the Akathist Hymn, 

which it undoubtedly had at the time of its creation. Centuries later, when the akathist texts 

dedicated to the Theotokos are already dozens, the problem is both the word and the image: 

each text in a certain way returns to the original pattern, but also vice versa, and this reflects on 

the iconography in the cases when we paint scenes with the Theotokos and Jesus Christ, as well 

as on the iconography of the Akathist to the Theotokos itself. When we are interested in the 

iconography of the Akathist to the Theotokos, we should turn to several specific texts: first, of 

course, to the earliest Akathist to the Theotokos, and then to some canonical and apocryphal 

texts (the Gospel texts of Matthew and Luke, the Gospel of James, etc.), closely related to 

certain verses in the Akathist. But it turns out that this does not suffice. Some of the other 

akathists actively use not only individual figures from the discourse of the first Akathist, but 

also further develop them on a palimpsest principle: erase and write on them, add or subtract, 

embellish or simplify, strengthen or weaken, most often in a panegyric aspirations constantly 

point to the original pattern for greater credibility or persuasiveness. The Akathists of the 

Theotokos should be read on the model of Plutarch's Parallel Biographies; namely the parallels 

between them show the additional life of each stanza from the early Akathist to the Theotokos. 

Why is it important to know this “additional life” of authentic stanzas? The nature of the 

dialogue between word and image is such that the image can absorb different places if similar 

(or even identical) words sound in them. If we ignore this fact, we will miss some of the 

references in the iconographic program. Here is a few examples. The first kontakion of the 

Akathist to the Theotokos (“O Victorious Leader of triumphant hosts! We thy servants, 

delivered from evil, sing our grateful thanks to thee, O Theotokos! As thou possessest invincible 

might, set us free from every calamity so that we may sing: rejoice, O Unwedded Bride!”), 

which definitely sounds impressive and whose symbolic layers are super rich in meaning, is 

found as the first kontakion – with small or larger variations – in several more akathist hymns 

dedicated to the Mother of God: “Akathist to the Most Holy Theotokos in honor of Her icon 

Joy of All Who Sorrow,” “Akathist to the Most Holy Theotokos in honor of Her icon Comfort 

or Consolation,” “Akathist to the Most Holy Theotokos in honor of Her miraculous icon Of the 
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Three Hands,” “Akathist to the Most Holy Theotokos in honor of Her miraculous icon 

Portaitisa,” “Akathist to the Most Holy Theotokos in honor of Her miraculous icon The 

Unburnt Bush.” Similar words can be said for almost all stanzas in the Akathist to the 

Theotokos. Moreover, the rhetorical figures of the Akathist to the Theotokos are extended 

beyond the corpus with Akathists dedicated to the Theotokos, her feasts and icons. We find 

them in the so-called Akathists to the Lord Jesus Christ, in the Akathists to the Holy Bodiless 

Powers, and even in the Akathists to individual saints. The matter is about akathist figurative 

language in general, for a phenomenon that goes beyond a specific text (a question that 

deserves attention is whether this is a priority only in the territory of the word, as it inevitably 

reflects on the iconography). And if we really accept that the Akathist to the Theotokos from 

the 7th century is the earliest form of akathist, then it follows that the functioning of the 

Akathist to the Theotokos as a model for further chanting is a sure sign of its archetyping (as a 

text) and its significance (as a force of the image of the Theotokos). Or, as it was fashionable to 

say at the dawn of cultural semiotics, in relation to the other akathists, the Akathist to the 

Theotokos functions as a primary modeling system. However, with regard to the language of 

the Theotokos, the Akathist is a secondary modeling system, as it is based on many linguistic 

prototypes. 

The linguistic prototypes of the Akathist to the Theotokos have an important function in 

the palimpsest outlined by us – they are a wonderful introduction to the rhizome (basis) of 

meanings that the akathist word illuminates. We can find them in different places. For example, 

when reading the protocols of the Third Ecumenical Council in the quoted orations of Bishop 

Cyril of Alexandria and especially in that homily of Cyril contra Nestorius (Acts 1: 279-281), 

which was delivered in the church of the Blessed Virgin Mary at a later stage of the Council—

when seven of Nestorius' supporters abandoned him and joined the Orthodox denunciators of 

Nestorius' heresy. From the praises in this oration, the praise-thanksgiving rhetoric in the ikos 

of the future Akathist to the Theotokos was born – not only as pathos, but also as expressions: 

“eulogisms” have been replaced by chairetismoi, but the anaphoric sound is preserved. Thus, 

from “We bless you, Virgin Mary, an inextinguishable lamp”, Ikos 11 was born (“We see the 

Holy Virgin as a Lamp of living Light”); from “We bless you, Virgin Mary, a crown of 

virginity and an indestructible temple”, Ikos 10 was born (“For virgins and for all who flee the 

thee thou art a Wall, O Virgin Theotokos undefiled”); from “We bless you, Virgin Mary, a 
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receptacle of the Incomprehensible One, mother and Virgin” Ikos 2, Kontakion 2 and Ikos 3 

were born (“How canst thou speak of a birth from a seedless conception?”, “the power of the 

Most High overshadowed her that knew not wedlock, that she might conceive: and He made 

her fruitful womb as a fertile field” and “bearing God within her womb”); from “Through you 

the heavens triumph, angels and archangels rejoice”, Kontakion 9 was born (“all the ranks of 

Angels marveled”), and finally from “But who of the people could praise the glorious Mary 

with dignity?”, Ikos 9 was born (“Eloquent orators we see dumb as the fishes in thy presence, 

O Theotokos”). It is obvious that the oration of Cyril of Alexandria gives rise to the model of 

praise, unthinkable beyond the declarative and expressive speech acts, which in turn will give 

rise to chairetismoi in the sound of the Akathist word. What is missing in it is the narrative – 

with Cyril of Alexandria we have praise without a story; the plot is suppressed. It is the 

narration that will be originally performed in the Akathist in his kontakia – as a basis for praise 

in his ikoi. The lack of narrative in the praises of the Third Ecumenical Council largely 

explains why the first images of the Blessed Theotokos are not plot-based, but praiseworthy. 

The iconic narrative is limited to a few scenes from the Great Feasts, some of which, later 

transformed, will become part of the Akathist (to some extent this is suggested by the insistence 

on the later unification of the christological and mariological lines in the hymn akathist 

message). 

Verbal overlays hide other connections in their depths. Insofar as the documents from 

the Third Ecumenical Council contain once acts distributed before the Council itself, and a 

second time the acts from the Council itself, here we should also mention the homily of the 

Bishop Proclus of Cyzicus, delivered before the Council in the Church of Constantinople in 

the presence of Nestorius (Acts 1: 137-142). I would say that the model of speech is formed 

here and that it was later raised and strengthened by Cyril (“the Blessed Virgin Mary is both a 

mother and a Virgin”; or “Oh, wonderful womb! The weapon against death is forged in you! 

The scroll of universal deliverance is written in you! Oh, a majestic temple!”). In one of 

Proclus' expressions I find the theological essence of the Akathist to the Theotokos – “a pure 

treasure of virginity, a bridal chamber in which the Word married flesh” – whose culmination 

is the refrain “Bride Unwedded,” and before that it ascends to that “bridal chamber of a 

marriage without seed,”  born in the chairetismoi of Ikos 10. Of course, in the speeches of Cyril 

of Alexandria the statement about the Theotokos reaches its apogee. Therefore, it would not be 
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an exaggeration to say that if the plot part in the Akathist's kontakia has its foreshadowing in 

the Gospel word, the non-plot part in the ikos has as its preform the apologetic speeches of the 

Third Ecumenical Council and especially the words of Cyril of Alexandria and Bishop Proclus 

of Cyzicus. What is still missing is the preform of chairetismoi, their rhetoric and verbal 

construction. In fact, the palimpsests are because they always hide other unsuspected layers. So 

I would go back even further to add an early inspired word – that of St. Methodius of Patara 

(†311)16. If Cyril and Proclus institutionalize the praise of the Theotokos during the Third 

Ecumenical Council and this resonates quite strongly, then the sermon on the Meeting by St. 

Methodius of Patara, although not so popular, gives rise to the archetypal sound of chairetismoi 

after the famous “Hail, thou that art highly favoured, the Lord is with thee” (Luke 1:28): 

“Rejoice, our eternal, endless joy. You – the beginning, middle and end of our triumph. You – a 

precious pearl of the kingdom, a true storehouse of every sacred sacrifice, an animated altar of 

the bread of life. Rejoice, a treasure of God's love. Rejoice, the source of the Son's charity. 

Rejoice, blessed mountain of the Holy Spirit. You – a shining light of the Sun, born at the end of 

time the Begotten from the beginning. We pray to you constantly, – remember, Holy Theotokos, 

for us, who boast of you and with glorious praises we always honor your living and indelible 

memory…”.      

Thus, the model of the chanting of the Theotokos came to life with different faces at the 

turn of the third and fourth centuries, in order to achieve its emanation in the Akathist word a 

few centuries later. It is based on a language (system of means of expression and techniques), 

which at first floats in the field of omiletic, of discourse and sermon, and later, already as a 

formed genre system, moves from the kontakion through the akathist to the canon. The 

individual speech manifestations of this language function on it, in which there is both 

movement within the akathist form itself, as well as interaction with other hymnographic and 

poetic works. Thus, the messages and sound of the Akathist are naturally connected after the 

7th century with separate works by George of Pisidia, Manuel Philes or Ephraim, and again the 

visual images and narrative images are naturally formed, which gradually merge after the first 

decades of the 14th century in a complete Akathist cycle. A variable plural text is born, built by 

the dynamics of the dialogue between word and image, in which the translation from one sign 

system to another plays an increasing role – especially when the akathist text is depicted. 

Whether the icon painter realizes it or not, he paints many more texts than the one he holds – 
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figuratively or literally – in his hands. For example, we want to depict Kontakion 2, and after it 

Ikos 2 from the Akathist to the Theotokos. Before us is the image of “the Holy Maiden, seeing 

herself in all Her purity,” and says “boldly” to the archangel Gabriel. She does this because she 

“wants to understand the words of his annunciation.” These two separate stanzas of the 

Akathist to the Theotokos, for which the hermeneias also offer two separate visual solutions, 

the Akathist to the Holy Archangel Gabriel brings together in one whole (Kontakion 7): 

“Seeking to understand the words of the annunciation of the Archangel Gabriel, the Holy 

Virgin Mary, seeing Herself pure, boldly said to him…”. A large part of the late akathist 

schemes works in a similar way – the divided collects, the collected divides, the synthesized 

unfolds, and the expanded compacts. But if the text does so with itself (with other texts), isn't 

there an open door for similar disseminations for the images as well? We can paint the scenes 

related to the Annunciation to the Theotokos under different influences: of the Gospel word (in 

its canonical-apocryphal diversity), of the akathist word, of the hymnographic-poetic variety of 

texts with which it is associated in one way or another, even under the influence of the word in 

hermeneias. The fan of possible reflections is quite wide – from the interpretative possibility to 

the panegyric aspiration. That is why we can paint the same by subtracting or adding according 

to the chosen type of text (in fact, this is exactly what Dionysius of Fourna advises when 

depicting those scenes in the Akathist to the Theotokos that coincide with scenes from the 

Twelve Great Feasts). But this, as we shall see, also implies differences. So maybe it's time to 

focus on the Akathist itself. 
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NOTES: 
 
1. Among the extensive literature on the Akathist to the Theotokos, see, for example, the texts of 

Mislivec, J., Кондаков, Н. П., Грозданов, Цв., Щепкина, М., Джурова, А., Лозанова, Р. and Серева, 

Е, cited in the bibliography. 

2. I find important the reading of the Akathist to the Theotokos through the prism of the theory of 

speech acts and intentional states because of the special statement of the Akathist (of course, this 

becomes most complete if such a point of view dialogues with those of rhetoric and homiletics). At the 

same time, because of the dialogue between word and image in the depiction of akathist scenes, I find it 

fruitful to compare the theory of speech acts and intentional states with the understanding of articulation 

of visual codes proposed by Umberto Eco in La struttura assente [The Absent Structure]. For speech 

acts, see: Austin, John L. How to Do Things with Words. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 

1962; Searle, John R. Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language. Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press, 1969; Searle, John R. Expression and Meaning: Essays in the Theory of Speech Acts. 

Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1979; Searle, John R. Mind, Language and Society. 

Philosophy in the Real World. London, Phoenix, 1999. For intentional states, see Searle, John R. 

Intentionality: An Essay in the Philosophy of Mind. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1983. The 

terminology used here is based on Searle's classification of illocutionary speech acts (assertions, 

directives, commissions, expressives and declarations) which further develops Austin's distinction 

between locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary syllables and is relevant to his definition of 

illocutionary acts as verdicts, executives, commissions, behaviors and exposives.  

3. See the texts of Sergey Averintsev, Georgi Popov and Stefan Kozhuharov mentioned in the 

bibliography. See also: Акатисти. Книга втора. Света Гора – Атон: Славянобългарски манастир 

„Св. Вмчк Георги Зограф“, 2010, 673 p. 

4. See: Архимандрит Тихон (Ракиħевиħ). Икона у литургиjи – смисао и улога. Манастир 

Студеница, 2010, 444 p., and in particular the chapters “Икона у литургиjи” (pp. 129-153) and 

“Икона у храму и богослужење” (pp. 154-180 and especially the idea of the double reality of the 

icon). 

5. See: Деяния вселенских соборов, изданныя въ русскомъ переводе при Казанской духовной 

академии. Санктъ-Петербургъ, 2008. Тома 1, 2, 3, 4. Издание Шестое, полное. V. 1, 597 p.; V. 2, 

304 p.; V. 3, 563 p.; V. 4, 645 p. The quotations further from the Acts will contain two numbers in 

brackets—the first for the volume, the second for the pages that are in the specified edition. Of essential 

interest to us is the doctrine of Θεοτόκος, born in the opposition of “Theotokos”, or “giver of birth of 

God” (Cyril) to “Christotokos”, or “giver of birth of Christ” (Nestorius) and related documents: Epistle 
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of Cyril, Bishop of Alexandria, to Nestorius (1: 191-199), Oration of Cyril contra Nestorius (1: 279-

281) and Anathematisms (1: 407-418). 

6. Numerous sources, including Petar Mutafchiev (see his work in the bibliography, pp. 225-226), link 

the litany led by Patriarch Sergius with the icon of apostle Luke the Evangelist, and the patriarch 

himself—with the composition and implementation of the Akathist service. See also: Kadas, Est. N. The 

Holy Monastery of Dionysiou. Agion Oros, 2008, 159 (pp. 86-87). What is of interest for us is the 

sermon of Dimitri of Rostov “On the miraculous icon of the Blessed Virgin, called Hodegetria” 

[Димитрий Ростовски „За чудотворната икона на Пресвета Богородица, наречена Одигитрия“] 

(see bibliography) precisely because of the fact that he points to Theotokos of Blachernae 

(Blachernitissa) as the icon before which Patriarch Sergius first performed the Akathist Hymn in 626. 

7. See for more details the book of Kalin Yordanov [Калин Йорданов] quoted in the bibliography and 

more precisely the chapter “The Fourth Crusade, the Latin Empire and the Relics of Romania” 

[Четвъртият кръстоносен поход, Латинската империя и реликвите на Романия] (pp. 345-535). 

8. As a complete iconographic program in the XIV century, the Akathist to the Theotokos can be seen in 

the churches of Saint Nicholas Orphanos (1315-30) and of Panagia Chalkeon in Thessaloniki (ca. 1340), 

the monasteries Dečani (1343) and Matejče (1356-60), St. Theotokos Peribleptos in Ohrid (1364-65), 

Markov Monastery (1366), as well as in the miniatures of the Tomić Psalter (1360-63), the Serbian 

Psalter in Munich (1370), a manuscript in the State Historical Museum in Moscow (ca. 1370), etc.  

9. On Ephraim, see also in the bibliography: Матеич, Предраг. Българският химнописец Ефрем от 

XIV век. Дело и значение. София: Издателство на БАН, 1982, 343 p. 

10. The work of Kantakuzin (known from a Novi Sad transcript, a manuscript from the end of the 16th 

century) was especially widespread in the 17th and 18th centuries and in a figurative sense retained the 

echo of the Akathist word for a long time. More about it, see in the bibliography: Гюзелев, В. Volume 

5, 651-654. See also: Динеков, Петър, Куйо Куев, Донка Петканова. Христоматия по 

старобългарска литература. София, Наука и изкуство, 1961, 470 p. (pp. 422-424). 

11. On the traces of the Hodegetria icon, see in the bibliography the sermon of Dimitri of Rostov “On 

the miraculous icon of the Blessed Virgin, called Hodegetria” [Димитрий Ростовски „За 

чудотворната икона на Пресвета Богородица, наречена Одигитрия“] and Kadas, Est. N. The Holy 

Monastery of Dionysiou. Agion Oros, 2008, 159 (pp. 86-87). The Mount Athos tradition tells how the 

icon appeared into the Monastery of Dionysiou on Mount Athos (“Praise of the Theotokos” chapel is 

dedicated to it) —it was given as a gift in 1375 by the Emperor Alexios III Megas Komnenos to the 

founder of the monastery, Dionysius, which is described on a silver plate on the back of the icon. At the 

same time, the fate of the icon is “doubled” by another, Russian, tradition, according to which it kept 
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today in the State Museum of the Moscow Kremlin (given as a gift to Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich in 1653 

by Gabriel, protosyncellus of the Patriarch of Jerusalem, through the bearer Dimitrios Kostinaris). 

Although I share the Athos tradition, I cannot fail to note that the same Athos edition presents the two 

traditions as equal, namely the book “Miraculous Icons of the Most Holy Theotokos” [Чудотворни 

икони на Пресвета Богородица] (see in the bibliography, pp. 102-104; 181-185). The 

misunderstanding is probably due to the fact that the book brings together two cultural traditions in one 

body, as the “Stories of the Most Famous Athos and Russian Miraculous Icons” [Сказания за по-

известните атонски и руски чудотворни икони] presented in it are in fact two different translations 

from Greek and Russian: the part about the icons from Mount Athos —from Greek, and that for the 

Russian icons—from Russian, which leads to the different interpretation of the fate of the icon. 

12. On the iconography of the Akathist in the period of the Bulgarian National Revival, as well as for 

the connection of the Akathist with the worship, see in more detail the dissertation of Elena Serova 

[Елена Серова], quoted in the bibliography. Here I also express my gratitude to her for providing her 

work. 

13. According to the Corpora of icon-paintings in Bulgaria for the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries, we 

have preserved the Akathist to the Theotokos in ten churches of the 17th century (in three of them 24 

scenes from the Akathist are painted and in one the complete Akathist of 25 scenes is painted: Seslavtsi 

Monastery of St. Nicholas, 24 scenes; Nativity of Christ, Arbanassi, narthex, 24 scenes; Bachkovo 

Monastery, refectory, 25 scenes; St. Athanasius, Arbanassi, 24 scenes); five churches from the 18th 

century (in four of them 24 scenes of the Akathist are painted – St. Nicholas, Arbanassi, 24 scenes, 8 

partially; Rozhen Monastery, 24 scenes, the first 12 scenes of which are preserved only partially, Holy 

Archangels Michael and Gabriel, Arbanassi, 24 scenes, 2 of them are preserved only partially; St. Luke, 

hermitage, Rila Monastery, 24 scenes), and five churches from the first half of 19th century (in three 

of them, there are 24 scenes from Akathist, and in one – of the Nativity of the Theotokos in Rila 

Monastery, the introductory stanza is painted: the Protection of the Theotokos, Rila Monastery: 24 

scenes; the Nativity of the Theotokos, Rila Monastery, 25 scenes, including the introductory stanza; the 

Dormition of the Theotokos, Troyan Monastery, 23 scenes – scene № 23 is missing (Ikos 12), as well as 

the introductory stanza (Kontakion 1). 

14. The hermeneias I use in this volume (and which can be seen in detail in the bibliography) are: 

Hermeneia of Dionysius of Fourna (1729-32 [1730-34]), Hermeneia of Zografski (1728, close to 

Dionysius, probably they use the same source model), Hermeneia of Dicho Zograph (1835-39; Dicho 

Zograph also has a later hermeneia, from 1851, close to that of Dionysius, which is not referred to here) 

and Hermeneia of Varban G. Kolarov (1863, close to Dionysius`). Due to the proximity of the other 
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hermeneias to that of Dionysius, in the text, I will follow mainly the hermeneias of Dionysius and Dicho 

Zograph; others I will mention in the rare cases where there is a difference. 

15. Most of these Akathists to the Theotokos can be seen in the book “Akathists. Book 2” [Акатисти. 

Книга 2] (edition of Mount Athos): Akathist to the Annunciation to the Theotokos; Akathist to the 

Most Holy Theotokos in honor of her Nativity; Akathist to the Protection of the Theotokos; Akathist to 

the Most Holy Theotokos in honor of her icon “Of the Three Hands” Akathist to the Most Holy 

Theotokos in honor of her icon “Portaitisa;” Akathist to the Most Holy Theotokos in honor of her icon 

“The Unburnt Bush”; Akathist to the Most Holy Theotokos in honor of her icon “The Unfading 

Bloom;” Akathist to the Most Holy Theotokos “The Abbess of Mount Athos”.  

16. About St. Methodius of Patara see: Поптодоров, Теодор. Vol. 2. История на проповедта, pp. 120-

122. Poptodorov was the first to note that the “lyrical-prayer address” of St. Methodius of Patara 

“appears as a prototype of the later composed akathists in honor of the Mother of God.” 
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PART TWO: STUDIES ON THE ICONOGRAPHY AND ICONOLOGY OF THE 

ACATIST TO THE MOTHER OF GOD  

 

The percertion of iconology as iconography with interpretative orientation, which we 

owe to Erwin Panofsky, as well as the perception of the Akathist as a palimpsest layering, in 

which the figures of the hymn and visual narratives intertwine and we reach their meanings by 

capturing the “conversation” they have leads to a certain type of reading of the cycle – both in 

general and in its constituent scenes.1 It is inevitably already a semiotic reading. The dialogue 

between word and image and the richness of their interpenetrations can in principle be traced in 

full through the idea of the sign. Here, however, in the true sense of the word, we are 

witnessing a polylogue.2 The first texts to which the Akathist word is “indebted” are the Gospel 

texts and the homiletic words attached to them; once born, other hymns and poetic works echo 

in parallel with it. Akathist images read and translate both the Akathist word and all the real 

and possible worlds to which it may be connected. Here the connection with the Gospel word is 

most vivid, but it is not the only one. If we paraphrase Robert Scholes (Scholes 1991: 218-219), 

we cannot imply random meanings to the Akathist word but we can fill it with all those 

meanings that we can relate to it by applying a certain interpretation code. In this way, the 

works of the icon-painters are in turn included in the ever-expanding intertext. Akathist scenes 

are (preceded by) accompanied by scenes from the Twelve Great Feasts, as well as from the 

stichera on the Nativity, from miniatures, from icons depicting dozens of types of the 

Theotokos, and at a cartain point, the metalanguage of the hermeneias born of the dialogue of 

the Akathist word with these works and looking at the legacy of images with which it “talks” is 

layered. To trace this polylogue means to see the processes in which the dimensions of the 

Akathist word (and especially the complex dynamics between the intentional state and the 

speech act within it) are captured in the images: that particular translation I spoke of in the 

first part, in which the resulting visual model follows the rich in connotations Akathist word, 

but at the same time echoes of other – verbal, but also visual – works are layered on it. Akathist 

text is a complex tangle of verbal forms, figures, stylistic curves, which are repetitive, but also 

when they are different – impossible without correlating them with each other. The image 

remembers this. With all these reservations, I approach the Akathist itself and its living among 
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texts and images, to try to highlight how the iconography of the cycle is possible in such a 

palimpsest layering. At the beginning of each study I will give the text of the Akathist to the 

Theotokos, corresponding to the scenes included in the study.3 Last but not least, our narrative 

will inevitably intertwine with many other narratives – from the times of the Holy Fathers of 

the Church to the present day, some of the akathist stanzas I consider, and especially the Gospel 

texts to which they refer, are the field of hundreds of interpretations. 

  

FIRST STUDY: THE ANNUNCIATION 

⸭ 

Scene One: Ikos 1. A Prince of the Angels [was sent from Heaven] 
A Prince of the Angels was sent from Heaven to say to the Theotokos, Rejoice! And seeing Thee, O Lord, 

take bodily form at the sound of his bodiless voice, filled with amazement he stood still and cried aloud to Her: 
Rejoice! For through thee joy shall shine forth: Rejoice! For through thee the curse shall cease. Rejoice! 
Recalling of fallen Adam: Rejoice! Deliverance from the tears of Eve. Rejoice! Height hard to climb for the 
thoughts of men: Rejoice! Depth hard to scan even for the eyes of Angels. Rejoice! For thou art the throne of the 
King: Rejoice! For thou holdest Him Who upholds all. Rejoice! Star causing the Sun to shine: Rejoice! Womb of 
the Divine Incarnation. Rejoice! For through thee the creation is made new: Rejoice! For through thee the 
Creator becomes a newborn Child. Rejoice! O Unwedded Bride! 

Scene Two: Kontakion 2. The holy one, seeing herself [in chastity] 
The holy one, seeing herself in chastity, said boldly unto Gabriel: “Strange seem thy words, and hard for 

my soul to accept. From a conception without seed dost thou speak of childbirth, crying: Alleluia!” 
Scene Three: Ikos 2. [The Virgin] seeking to know unknowable knowledge 
Seeking to know unknowable knowledge, the Virgin said to the ministering Angel: “From a maiden womb 

how can a son be born? Tell me.” And to her in fear he answered, crying: Rejoice! Initiate of God’s secret 
counsel: Rejoice! Faith in that which must be guarded by silence. Rejoice! Beginning of Christ’s wonders: 
Rejoice! Crown and fulfillment of His teachings. Rejoice! Heavenly Ladder by which God came down: Rejoice! 
Bridge leading men from earth to Heaven. Rejoice! Marvel greatly renowned among the Angels: Rejoice! Wound 
bitterly lamented by the demons. Rejoice! For ineffably thou shalt bear the Light: Rejoice! For thou hast reviled 
the Mystery to none. Rejoice! Wisdom surpassing the knowledge of the wise: Rejoice! Dawn that illumines the 
minds of the faithful. Rejoice! O Unwedded Bride! 

 

The first three scenes in the Akathist to the Theotokos are connected with the 

annunciation (announcement) by the Archangel Gabriel to the Most Holy Theotokos. Among 

the canonical Gospel texts, it relies solely on the text of Luke (Lk 1: 26-38). In the apocrypha, 

the Gospel of James, also known as the Protoevangelium of James (James 1, XI: 1-2) narrates 

about the annunciation. It was created in the second half of the 2nd century and passed in the 

old Bulgarian literature through translations in the 11-12th century as “The tale of James, 

Archbishop of Jerusalem for the birth of Our glorified Lady, the Theotokos and Ever-Virgin 

Mary” (James 2, 12). The text of the first three stanzas is written on these two stories, and the 

Akathist word remembers the corpus of works and words between the 2nd and 6th centuries. 
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For the earliest images of the annunciation, this was probably suffice. For the later ones, 

however, especially after the 10th century in Byzantium (the Metaphrastic tradition) and after 

the beginning of the 14th century in Bulgaria, the palimpsest is much richer, as it includes an 

extensive codified corpus of hagiographic works (among them, “Homily on the Annunciation 

to the Most Holy Mother of God”, celebrated on March 25, as well as the Synaxis of the 

Archangel Gabriel, celebrated on March 26). This corpus is complemented by numerous 

akathists, written later on the model of the Akathist to the Theotokos, among which very 

clearly the following stands out: “Akathist of the Annunciation to the Most Holy Theotokos” 

and “Akathist to the Holy Archangel Gabriel.” They are not only an important intertext, but 

also a prism for observing the Akathist to the Theotokos. The introductory stanza of the 

Akathist of the Annunciation introduces the figure of the great sacrament of the Incarnation, 

which is an interpretative language for the Akathist to the Theotokos. Kontakion 3 sheds 

additional light on where and how exactly the word of annunciation is fulfilled (“in Her inner 

palace, not caring for the things of life, but abiding in prayer and reading”) and on the 

iconographic aspects of the unfolded book before the Mother of God at the same time. (“And 

having unfolded the book of the prophet Isaiah, she was reading his words”). Ikos 9 utters the 

words that carry a vivid memory of the Gospel according to Luke, but do not sound in the 

Akathist to the Theotokos (“Behold the maidservant of the Lord! Let it be to me according to 

your word”). As for “Akathist to the Holy Archangel Gabriel,” as I have already mentioned 

above, within stanza 7, two stanzas from the Akathist to the Theotokos (Kontakion 2 and Ikos 

2) are interfered with. This points to the principle of text modeling of akathist words, and offers 

ways to translate the image. Genre diversity begins to play a huge role when different texts 

articulate the same theme (or event). The same moment in the narrated story points to different 

places – an episode of a gospel text, akathist hymns, homilies on the feast, poetic praises, etc. 

Speech acts similar in structure and meaning, “enter” within the depicted scene. The 

iconographic translation follows not only the text of the Akathist to the Theotokos, but this 

whole intertext, woven from visible and invisible connections. Moreover, insofar as the first 

three scenes collectively express the gospel of the Theotokos, the iconography is inevitably 

associated with the handwriting of an already established scene from the Great Feasts – “The 

Annunciation.” In this sense, the Akathist to the Theotokos, who as a text details the event, also 

presupposes the detail of the gesture and of the image as a whole; offers more than one scene of 
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the Annunciation. Next to the already established symbolic mode of the annunciation – the 

“Annunciation” scene stands the visual story of the annunciation – the Akathist scenes. 

The hermeneias (icon-painters’ manuals or guides) are included in this dialogue with 

specific iconographic solutions.4 In Dionysius of Fourna`s Hermeneia (“Painter`s Manual”), the 

scene on Ikos 1 has the title “A Prince of the Angels” and the description: “Houses; the Virgin 

Mary is seated on a chair, spinning red silk. Above is the sky, and out of it an archangel is 

descending, blessing her with his right hand, and holding in his left a flowering branch” (the 

differences in the description of the Annunciation scene in the Twelve Great Feasts are 

insignificant). In the hermeneia of Dicho Zograph, the scene has the title “Akathist to the 

Theotokos” and the description: “[…] a balcony with an open veil, and under it – the Theotokos 

is seated on a nice chair. There is a chair in front of her, and there is an open gospel on it with 

the inscription: “Behold, the virgin shall conceive in her womb, and bear a Son.” She looks at 

the gospel and her right hand is placed on the book. The archangel Gabriel is opposite her, 

standing higher than the Theotokos, on clouds. He hands her a flower with his left hand, blesses 

her with his right, and speaks to her with mouth or through a book, as you wish. His head is 

above her [the Theotokos] and is slightly bent. He is dressed in a sticharion to the feet. He is 

barefoot. […] He says to her, “Rejoice, o most blessed one, for the Lord is with you.”  

The two hermeneias reveal two different images of the Theotokos: the spinning one and 

the reading one, both of which are early. Of course here we must keep in mind the symbolic 

nature of the silk (the scarlet, the purple – according to James), which symbolizes the veil of 

the temple, as well as the symbolic nature of the book (scroll, margins of the written text) – it is 

present not so much and not not only as an object, but also as a referent for the spoken word 

that functions in the image.5 Through the written (and even only hinted in the book) word, the 

image captures both a specific text and the whole modeling world of the text. The image of the 

reading Theotokos can be made meaningful through the very act of reading, which rehabilitates 

the subject status of the book (the akathist message that Theotokos “spent her time in prayer 

and reading” and not in life's things), but much stronger is the reasoning that the text, which is 

unfolded before her in a book or scroll, has the symbolic property of referring beyond 

objectivity – to the prophetic word of Isaiah (Is 7:14), to identification with the image of 

Sophia and to “seeing” the future days, which are forthcoming to her, or to other important 

words, which interpenetrate with the image and without which it cannot reveal the hidden 
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meanings of its message. The iconography of the scene highlights the posture of the Theotokos 

(“sitting”), at the same time doubling her occupation at the moment of the angel's appearance: 

spinning “red silk” in Dionysius, reading the Gospel in Dicho Zograph. Luke's text is silent 

about the Theotokos` occupation, the only Gospel account that includes this is the Gospel of 

James (James 1, 12; James 2, XI-1). The iconography, which seeks textual support for what the 

Theotokos did when the angel appeared to her (as well as the hermeneia of Dionysius later), 

relies solely on James. Iconographic correspondences can be found in both directions. What 

Dionysius of Fourna recommends, we can see in the early akathist scene in the Tomić Psalter 

(the Theotokos on a chair with a spindle in the right hand and red thread in the left hand), as 

well as in the Dionysiou Monastery on Mount Athos (the difference from the Tomić Psalter 

here is that Theotokos has raised her right hand in front of her chest; we have a similar gesture 

in the scene in Bachkovo Monastery). What Dicho Zograph recommends, we see in the mosaic 

from the end of the 13th century in Santa Maria in Trastevere (the Theotokos sitting on a chair 

with a gospel, but closed in the left hand; the closed book is an object that hides the specifics of 

the message, but at the same time is also a symbolic modus,6 hiding in its bowels the mystery 

of the prophecy of the incarnation). However, a number of images follow another canon of 

depiction (if we reverse the force of action of the hermeneias, we should say that they deviate 

from what is prescribed in both hermeneias). As the first Akathist scene, they present 

Theotokos at the well, as she is in the Gospel of James (James 1, XI-1; James 2, 12). We see 

such scenes in Seslav Monastery, Patriarchate of Peć Monastery, Vatopedi and in an icon from 

the Balkans from the third quarter of the 14th century,7 as in all four cases the greeting of the 

angel to the Theotokos takes place outside. This iconographic translation is not without reason, 

because in the plot of the story, when she was with a pitcher to fill it with water from the well, 

she heard the archangel's voice, “Rejoice, blessed one…,” and then, “trembling,” she went into 

her house; “setting down the pitcher, she took the purple thread and sat down on the chair” and 

began to spin. And if Luke does not say anything regarding Theotokos` occupation at the 

appearance of the angel (and this leaves the feeling of a lacuna, which in future readings of 

words and images may be filled in one way or another), then he clearly indicates that the angel 

is inside the chamber with the Theotokos, when she utters the archetypal word of the 

cchairetismosoi: “And having come in, the angel said to her, “Rejoice, highly favored one, the 

Lord is with you; blessed are you among women!” While Luke internalizes the event of the 
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gospel (inside, in the house of the Theotokos), James exteriorizes it (outside, at the well). At the 

same time, while Luke does not point out the activity of the Theotokos, James points to the 

alternating activities of Mary (outside she is with a “pitcher for water,” inside she “was 

spinning the scarlet thread” and “the purple thread”). Among this mixture of verbal codes, 

beginning with the stories of Luke and James, the iconographic codes first choose “their” text, 

and then choose whether to follow the continuity of the event or break it, often contaminating 

the verbal codes. If the iconographic annunciation is outside at the well, Luke is displaced, 

while James is preferred; if it is inside – vice versa (cf. Charalampidis 2007: 25-36). Then it is 

time to choose the symbolic mode of the Theotokos through the action depicted inside – the 

spinning or reading Mary.  

Within the iconographic code of the annunciation, the depicted action offers various 

iconic utterances, some of which do not know the seated Theotokos. For example, the scene 

from the Akathist cycle in Markov Monastery presents Theotokos with a spindle and thread in 

her left hand, but standing, listening to the words of the annunciation (she is standing in the 

first of the few surviving Akathist scenes at the rectory of the Stavronikita Monastery on Mount 

Athos, painted by Theophanes the Cretan in 1546, as well as in the Akathist icon in Novgorod 

from the border of the 14-15th centuries; identical gesturity hints at the half-preserved scene in 

the Rozhen Monastery). In depicting the same scene in the Monastery of St. Gregory 

(Grigoriou) on Mount Athos (1768-79), the painters Gabriel and Gregory of Kastoria, painted 

the Theotokos sitting with an open book in her hand, despite the fact that in the then-known 

hermeneia of Dionysius of Fourna (1729-32) the other hypostasis is recommended. On Mount 

Athos this was repeated again at the very end of the 18th century in the Akathist cycle in Iviron 

(the Theotokos is on her knees with an open gospel in front of her), and at the beginning of the 

19th century in the Akathist cycle of Zographou (the Theotokos is sitting on a chair with an 

open gospel in front of her, with her left hand on it). All the three images are close to the 

iconographic code of the mosaic of Santa Maria in Trastevere from the end of the 13th century. 

As a whole suggestion, the iconographic code of the first scene is built by the iconic 

cchairetismosos, which is in the gesture of the archangel Gabriel (including the recognizable 

symbolism of the lily), and the iconic narrative, which is in the the tangle of gestures and poses 

of the Mother of God, as well as her situation inside or outside the home (and again the 

recognizable symbolism of the symbols of purity and chastity of Mary). While the visual 
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chairetismos is almost constant, the visual narrative of the Theotokos is changing. The reasons 

for this are both the preferences for a certain text as the basis of the story (respectively – its 

verbal “behavior” of utterance or silence) and the absence of an additional narrative moment in 

the Akathist word. The reason for the change in the iconographic code is the behavior of the 

speech acts translated in the image – their ability to reveal and affirm worlds, but also to shut 

up: lacunas that the image must inevitably fill. 

All the active power of the word in the second Kontakion in the Akathist hymn falls on 

the Theotokos, who in the canonical texts we hear speak only in the Gospel according to Luke: 

twice in the conversation with the angel (Lk 1:34; 1:38) and once in the conversation with 

Elizabeth in her house (Lk 1: 46-55). Kontakion 2 is built on the first replica of Mary from Lk 

1:34 (“How can this be, since I do not know a man?”), but the two stanzas of the Akathist are 

not a direct consequence of each other, but rather two different modes of reading Luke's text. In 

the Gospel text, after the words of Mary, the angel speaks of the incarnation of God the Word 

as forthcoming (the same chronologist we have in James), while the previous stanza of the 

Akathist sees simultaneity of action and expression (true perlocutionary act): “And seeing 

Thee, O Lord, take bodily form at the sound of his bodiless voice, filled with amazement he 

stood still and cried aloud to Her: “Rejoice!” This suggests that both the akathist word and its 

depiction are invariants of the word of Luke and/or James, and that the akathist idea seeks a 

new symbolic mode in constructing its verbal and iconic narrative rather than continuity in the 

narrative scheme.  

In the hermeneia of Dionysius, the scene has the title “The holy one, seeing herself [in 

chastity]” and the description: “Houses; the Virgin Mary stands astonished, and holds a scroll 

saying: “How can this be, since I do not know a man?” (cf. Lk 1:34). The archangel Gabriel 

stands before her and blesses her with his right hand, while with his left he holds a scroll which 

says, “Rejoice, highly favored one, the Lord is with you!” (cf. Lk 1:28; similar to James 12). In 

the hermeneia of Dicho Zograph, the scene has the title “The holy one, seeing herself [in 

chastity]” and the description: “A house with large arches. The Mother of God is on the left, 

standing, bashful, with her head bowed. […] On the right is the archangel Gabriel, but standing 

below, not as in the above case. His right wing is turned back over his head. He holds a flower 

in his left hand, and with his right he blesses, looking at her, and saying to her, “Do not be 

afraid, Mary” (cf. Luke 1:30; similar in James 1, 12; James 2, XI-2).  And she holds a book in 
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her left hand and says, “How can this be, since I do not know a man?” The hermeneias 

accumulates new intentional states to the already known by Luke “troubled” and “considering” 

Mary (Lk 1:29), as well as to the “trembling” and wondering Mary from the Gospel of James 

(James 1, XI:1): “astonished” (Dionysius) and “bashful, with her head bowed” (Dicho 

Zograph) – all challenges to the depiction of the scene, based on the angle of depiction, body 

posture and sign language of the head and hands. 

The scene in the Tomić Psalter (1360-63) depicts the Theotokos sitting, but not with a 

scroll or a book, as is the case according to the later prescriptions of the hermeneias, but with 

the same spindle and the red thread from the previous scene. In general, the signs of the written 

word are absent in the annunciation of Tomić psalter, probably because the images themselves 

– as illustrations – fall within the word. And another image from the Palaeologian era – the one 

in Markov Monastery, depicts the Theotokos sitting (the painter seems to exchange the 

positions of the Theotokos as a correspondence of the first two stanzas). The iconographic code 

is the same in the Patriarchate of Peć Monastery. We can find this changed posture of the 

Theotokos, who stands before the angel with a scroll in her hand, in the katholikon of Rozhen 

Monastery and in the Mount Athos monasteries of St. Gregory (Grigoriou), Iviron and 

Zographou, or upright but without a scroll, as in Bachkovo and the Mount Athos monasteries of 

Dionysiou and Vatopedi. The beginning of this iconographic code is in the Balkan icon from 

the 14th century, later we find it in the Novgorod icon from the end of the 14th century.  

It is interesting that the second ikos is built on the same speech act on which the second 

kontakion is built: “How can this be, since I do not know a man?” But while the kontakion is 

structured entirely on the question of the Theotokos, the ikos is structured on the answer of the 

angel, and (most likely) in the name of continuity, the question of the Theotokos is repeated 

again. All three akathist texts write a lacuna regarding the final answer of the Theotokos, which 

frames the event – after receiving it, the angel “departed from her”, “Behold the maidservant of 

the Lord! Let it be to me according to your word” (Lk 1:38). The images, as well as the 

hermeneias, later “correct” this omission of the word, which in its hymn structure has again 

broken the linear sequence of the story. In the hermeneia of Dionysius of Fourna, the scene has 

the title “[The Virgin] seeking to know unknowable knowledge”, and the description: “Houses; 

the archangel stands reverently, pointing upward with his right hand and holding a scroll in his 

left which says, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Highest will 
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overshadow you.” (cf. Lk 1:35) The Virgin Mary stands before him with her right hand on her 

breast, and holding a scroll in her left hand, which says, “Behold the maidservant of the Lord! 

Let it be to me according to your word” (cf. Luke 1:38; similar in James 12). In the hermeneia 

of Dicho Zograph it has the title “[The Virgin] seeking to know unknowable knowledge” and 

has the following description: “Houses. The Theotokos is on the left side, upright, slightly bent, 

with her right hand on her breast, and holding a scroll in her left hand with the inscription: 

“Behold the maidservant of the Lord! Let it be to me according to your word.” […] A curtain is 

drawn over it. The Holy Spirit is coming down from heaven upon her head. The angel stands 

before her – even lower than in the second case. With his left hand, he hands her a twig with 

three leaves, and with his right he raises it up, with a rolled up sleeve, points to it with his 

finger and says, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, (and the power of the Highest will 

overshadow you).” And she answers to him with a scroll, as above.”  

Here the symbolic nature of the image is especially clear. The third akathist scene in the 

Tomić Psalter offers what some already depict as the first scene of the annunciation, namely the 

image of the Theotokos at the well. It unexpectedly returns to the Gospel of James, as if to 

show that mixing the two Gospel texts allows the iconographic code to choose where and how 

to place the images and form their syntax. The iconic utterance “The Theotokos at the well,” 

which no part of the akathist word implies, can be translated into the iconographic code of the 

first or third scene. But in the general palimpsest sound it also gives different power to the 

verbal figures: to that of the text of James, which in one case introduces into the annunciation, 

and in the other case brings out of it, but also to that of the text of Luke, which in both the case 

sees the annunciation inside the house of the Mother of God, but not outside. Two different 

iconographic decisions make a semantic change in the iconology of the annunciation. Within 

the same scene, they follow two different assertive speech acts (Luke and James) with different 

illocutionary power and direction of fit, or they perform the same assertive act (James) within 

two different scenes. The iconographic code “sees” the Theotokos on her knees before the 

angel (St. Gregory), sitting (the Balkan icon from the 14th century, Rozhen), facing him in 

front (Seslavtsi; Patriarchate of Peć Monastery), standing, but slightly turned towards him 

(Dionysiou, Docheiariou, Vatopedi, Iviron). The latest iconic solutions are closest to the early 

“Annunciation” scene in the Cappadocian church of Tokali (10th century). At the same time, in 

most of the scenes, the iconographic code “The Theotokos holds a scroll in her hand with the 



cssc – cultural and semiotic studies center – cssc – cultural and semiotic studies center – cssc – cultural and semiotic studies center – cssc – cultural and semiotic studies center – cssc  – cultural and semiotic studies center ‐ cssc 

 51

words of Lk 1:38” is hesitant and replaced. The Theotokos does not hold anything in her hands 

in the scenes in Bachkovo and Seslavtsi, while in Dionysiou, Docheiariou, Vatopedi and 

Rozhen she holds the spindle with thread from the previous two scenes. The most stable 

iconographic code exists in the scenes of St. Gregory and Iviron.  

Although the three scenes of the Annunciation seem to be a complete whole, the scene 

depicting Kontakion 3 (The power of the Most High) is meaningfully attached to them. As an 

iconography, it is different from them (the code varies from the two servants holding a curtain 

behind the Theotokos to the angels – two or four – in the scenes of Mount Athos), but 

iconologically writes on the mystery of the incarnation, continuing the spirit of what Luke said 

and more accurately captures in the paraphrase of the verse “the Holy Spirit will come upon 

you, and the power of the Highest will overshadow you” (Lk 1:35) that changes the 

illocutionary power and the type of speech act. Thus in Kontakion 3 the assertive (the 

transformed commissive of Luke) unequivocally declares the act of the incarnation of God the 

Word: The power of the Most High overshadowed then her that knew not wedlock, so that she 

might conceive: and He made her fruitful womb as a fertile field for all who long to reap the 

harvest of salvation, singing: Alleluia! That is why, despite being in the paradigm of historical 

scenes, in its speech the word of Kontakion 3 is also dogmatic one. Here, the assertive moment 

at first glance has less impact than the rhetoric of praise for what happened in the previous two 

ikoi and the second kontakion, namely, the seedless conception by the Holy Spirit. But in fact 

this is not the case at all: a closer look at the utterance reveals that the essentially assertive 

verbal act conceals the unspoken declarative “Let it be!” which invisibly precedes and 

accompanies the incarnation and without which it could not have taken place. In this sense, the 

first three scenes of the annunciation are understood only here as a Divine act, as an event. The 

text of Kontakion 3 is disseminated in its semantic essence – in addition to being semantically 

connected with the previous three stanzas, it also “penetrates” into the next stanza. To a large 

extent, the first words of Ikos 3 (“Bearing God within Her womb”) interpret the meaning of 

Kontakion 3. The scene is possible owing to two gospel texts. In addition to the explanations of 

the Gospel according to Luke, we shall add another gospel text here: that of Matthew. It was 

Matthew who, in listing the lineage of Jesus Christ, twice inserted the motif of the virginal 

conception of Christ: once with the neutral assertive mention “she was found with child of the 

Holy Spirit” (Mt 1:18) and a second time with the words of the angel to the troubled Joseph, 
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“do not be afraid to take to you Mary your wife, for that which is conceived in her is of the 

Holy Spirit” (Mt 1:20). Thus the Akathist words “The power of the Most High” find their 

palimpsest basis not only in Luke, but also in Matthew. They have a curious continuation in the 

hymnography of Ephraim: f. 59b of the “Supplicatory Canon to the Lord Jesus Christ” through 

the phrase “Virgin, because you gave birth to the Creator of all without seed” dialogues 

simultaneously with the spirit of Kontakion 3 and the beginning of Ikos 3 from the Akathist to 

the Theotokos. We also find a variation of this verse in f. 62a – “Virgin, because you received 

God in your womb without seed” (Матеич 1982: 181, 186). The iconography of this scene 

seems to go beyond the scheme of the annunciation, but in fact iconologically carries it within 

itself, as it expresses the symbolic mode of the incarnation of God the Word – once on the 

principle of metonymy (it is adjacent to the three scenes directly expressing the annunciation) 

and secondly on the principle of metaphor (semantically conveys their sound in relation to the 

incarnation). It is no coincidence that it goes beyond the scene of the Annunciation, where the 

symbolic mode of incarnation is sheltered by the descending ray on the image of the 

Theotokos, and develops into a separate scene. In a sense, the fourth scene in the iconography 

of the cycle is as much a continuation as the metatext of the first three. 

 

 

SECOND STUDY: THE NATIVITY  

⸭ 

Scene Seven: Ikos 4. The shepherds heard 
The shepherds heard the Angels glorify Christ’s coming in the flesh. Quickly they ran to the Shepherd, 

and beheld Him as a Lamb without spot, that had been pastured in the womb of Mary; and they sang praises to 
her, saying: Rejoice! Mother of the Lamb and Shepherd: Rejoice! Fold of spiritual sheep. Rejoice! Protection 
against unseen enemies: Rejoice! Key to the Door of Paradise. Rejoice! For Heaven exults with earth: Rejoice! 
For things on earth :Rejoice with the Heavens. Rejoice! Never-silent voice of the Apostles: Rejoice! Unconquered 
courage of the victorious martyrs. Rejoice! Firm Foundation of the Faith: Rejoice! Shining Revelation of Grace. 
Rejoice! For through thee hell is stripped bare: Rejoice! For through thee we are clothed in glory. Rejoice! O 
Unwedded Bride! 

 

At the very beginning, we have to distinguish between the story, the feast and the 

image. Despite the early Gospel account, in the middle of the third century the West did not 

know the feast of the Nativity. While the feast of the Epiphany first appeared in the East, the 

Nativity was brought to the East from Rome. As a testimony to the transfer of the feast to the 
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East, thewy usually make a mention of the homily of John Chrysostom “Homily on the Nativity 

of our Savior Jesus Christ” (A.D. 388), “several years ago, (the feast) was transferred from the 

West” (Поснов 1993: 351-358). For some time in the East, the celebration of the Nativity and 

the Epiphany was common, the separation of the two feasts and the celebration of the Nativity 

on December 25 dated only in the end of the 4th – beginning of the 5th century. From the point 

of view of understanding, which believes in the palimpsest existence of the textual and pictorial 

worlds, this is an important circumstance as far as the verbal and iconic figures of the two 

feasts. In fact, the commitment is much deeper, because the celebration of Epiphany on January 

6 included a homage to the worship the Infant Jesus by the wise men from the East, but we will 

talk about that later. 

“And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory,” wrote the 

Apostle and Evangelist John (Jn 1:14). The text of Matthew, which otherwise explicitly 

emphasizes and symbolically builds the Nativity of Jesus Christ, deprives us of a narrative 

about the event itself. In the message twice mentioned and important for all Christians, the 

narrative is in its zero degree and directly merges the news of the virginal conception of Christ 

with the message of the wise men from the East. While Matthew certifies the Annunciation and 

the Nativity with one gesture, Luke tells about them with all those details, without which the 

dogmatic aspect of reflection on the incarnation of God the Word and His Nativity is 

inconceivable today. Luke tells of the Nativity of Jesus in the second chapter of his Gospel, but 

after a symptomatic silence. After the conversation with Elizabeth, we learn (Lk 1:56) that 

Mary, carrying the Baby Jesus in her womb, remained with Elizabeth for about three months 

(the time from the Annunciation, March 25, to the birth of John the Forerunner, June 24). By 

analogy with verse 24 of Luke (“Now after those days his wife Elizabeth conceived; and she 

hid herself five months”), the narrative of the virginal conception of Mary also “hid” for about 

five months, stopping and resuming days before the birth. We can say that in today's 

topoanalysis of the Nativity, Luke does not give grounds for the topos “cave,” but gives 

grounds for the most characteristic detail of the mise-en-scene of birth – the manger (“and laid 

Him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn”, Lk 2:7). Again, Luke builds 

almost the entire iconographic context of the Nativity: the shepherds and the flock (Lk 2:8), the 

angels' good tidings to men (Lk 2:9-12), the key angelic words “Glory to God in the highest, 

and on earth peace, goodwill toward men!” (Lk 2:13-14), the conversations between the 
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unbelieving shepherds themselves before heading to the manger (Lk 2:15), the discovery of the 

Infant Jesus in the manger (Lk 2:16), and the transmission of the good tidings of the birth, the 

human origin of which is marked by the shepherds (Lk 2:17-18; 2:20). As for the other images 

of the cave and the donkey, the cave is introduced as an image from the Gospel of James 

(James 1, XVIII-XXI; James 2, 18-21), with connotations that are more in line with the 

mythological image of the labyrinth (Joseph said: “Where will I take you and shelter you in 

your awkwardness?”, “And he found a cave and led her there”...), and the rest already 

“canonical”, in the words of Meyer Shapiro, images of an ox and a donkey are introduced 

according to the words of Isaiah, “The ox knows its owner, and the donkey its master’s crib” 

(Isa 1:3). The over-interpreted symbolism of the scene8 shows both the significance of each 

iconic detail in the image (the swaddling cloths of the Baby Jesus as a symbol of the “linen 

cloth,” the manger as a symbol of the altar, the appearance of Christ in the cave as a symbol of 

the wisdom He will bestow on this world, etc.), and various scenes of changes in iconography 

(for example, the change in the way the Theotokos is depicted in the scene after the Council of 

Ephesus, or the unification of the scene with other scenes such as the “Worship of the 

Shepherds” and the “Worship of the Magi,” etc.), which make it one of the most depicted 

scenes. 

Immersion in the world of the Nativity inevitably brings to the top of the palimpsest one 

of the most famous kontakia of Romanos the Melodist, sang up to the 12th century every year 

on the same feast, during dinner at the Imperial Palace in Constantinople by a double choir of 

chanters from the churches of Hagia Sophia and the Holy Apostles (Попов 2003: 486). Its text, 

which I quoted at the beginning of the first part (“Today the Virgin gives birth to the 

Transcendent One, and the earth offers a cave to the Unapproachable One!…”), contains 

enough potentials for iconic images on which the pictorial beginning can stand, i.е. to take on 

the function of even an early iconographic manual in depicting the scene. In the hermeneia of 

Dionysius, the scene has the title “The shepherds heard” and the description: “Everything as 

for the Nativity of Christ, leaving out the Magi.” This symbolic instruction obliges us to look at 

the description of the Nativity scene in the part about the Great Feasts in the same hermeneia: 

“A cave, with inside it on the right the Mother of God kneeling and laying the infant Christ, 

wrapped in swaddling clothes, in the crib; on the left Joseph also is kneeling with his hands 

crossed on his breast. Behind the crib an ox and an ass are looking at Christ, and behind Joseph 
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and the Virgin are shepherds holding staves and looking with wonder at Christ. Outside the 

cave are sheep and shepherds, one of them playing on a flute and others looking up with fear, 

while above them an angel blesses them. On the other side the Magi on horseback in royal 

clothes are showing each other the star. Above the cave a crowd of angels in the clouds hold a 

scroll with these words: “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill toward 

men!” [Lk 2:14]. Above in the midst of them is shining a star, a long ray from which flows to 

the head of the divine Infant”. If we have correctly understood what Dionysius said, he expects 

the painters to lay the model on the scene of the Great Feasts with only an important reduction, 

probably prompted by purely syntactic motives: not to portray the Magi due to the danger of 

over-redundancy of the image (this is, in fact, what we observe in the dialogue of this scene 

with the neighbors in the Markov Monastery). It is very likely that he said this while observing 

similar scenes already depicted and this iconic overcrowding. In the hermeneia of Dicho 

Zograph, the scene has the title “The shepherds heard about the Nativity of Christ” and the 

description: “A big cave. In the cave, the Theotokos and Joseph are on their knees, and Christ is 

a swaddled young Child with His head to his mother, placed in a manger and around Him – 

hay. Near to the Theotokos and Joseph, inside the cave, to the side of the Theotokos – an ox, 

and to the side of Joseph – a donkey. Behind the Theotokos is a shepherd, bent, and behind 

Joseph is another one […]. A star has descended from the heaven even to the cave. Above the 

cave and around – sheep and shepherds, some playing with flutes, others with crooks […] An 

angel says to a young shepherd with a scroll, showing it to him with his hand: “Behold, I bring 

you good tidings of great joy.” And many other angels in the clouds above the mountain. One 

of them holding a scroll which says, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill 

toward men!”. If you wish, draw three kings riding horses and pointing to the star (italics are 

mine – M.D.). As a complete iconographic guide, this is probably one of the few places where 

the differences between Dionysius and Dicho Zograph are insignificant. But only if we exclude 

the last line – the presence of the Magi, which Dionysius explicitly leaves out the scene. In the 

iconography of the “Nativity” scene, as well as in the depiction of the Nativity stichera, the 

Magi are one of the obligatory elements in the composition of the scene (the cave, by the way, 

too). However, the akathist image, which in any case has a separate internal composition of 

three scenes with the Magi (on the principle of text in the text), does not need them for the 

reasons already stated. The Magi are removed as iconic images from the structure of an 
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established visual narrative with a recognizable iconographic code (“Nativity”) to form a new 

complete visual narrative, the iconographic code of which they write themselves. By allowing 

the Magi to be portrayed in this scene by the Akathist, Dicho Zograph ignores exactly what 

Dionysius explicitly insists. It is interesting how the painters themselves act – the “Nativity” 

scene from the Great Feasts already has a long history of depiction and the Akathist scene, as a 

secondary one, must be commensurate with the already established primary iconographic code. 

In the miniature from the Tomić Psalter, the Akathist scene is depicted with many 

iconic reductions: the Theotokos holds the Infant Christ in her arms, and this is all that can be 

seen in the cave - devoid  of mangers, oxen and donkeys, even Joseph; the scene “inside” – in 

terms of absences – is a mirror of the scene “outside”, where the three images of shepherds are 

deprived of flock, songs and especially the star and the ray falling on the Child – that which 

connects the earthly with the heavenly world. But these, as we shall see, are reductions not only 

in relation to the Akathist depictions on the scene, but also in relation to the tradition of 

depicting the “Nativity” scene. In comparison with the Munich Serbian Psalter from the end of 

the 14th century, Aksinia Dzhurova rightly notes that there is an additional motive to the scene 

– the bathing of the Infant Christ in the presence of Joseph (Джурова 1990a: 116). This is 

largely characteristic of the depicting of the Nativity in the 14th century (the mosaics in Chora 

of 1303-20; the frescoes in “St. Nicholas Orphanos” of 1310-35, Banyani of 1321, the 

Patriarchate of Peć Monastery of 1335 and in Dečani of 1343; Akathist Icon in Novgorod by 

the end of the 14th century).9 Therefore, the scene in the Munich Serbian Psalter places the 

Akathist depiction in tradition with established iconic images from the Nativity, while the scene 

in the Tomić Psalter refuses to do so. On the other hand, in another miniature from the Tomić 

Psalter, presenting the “Nativity” scene from the Great Feasts (Джурова 1990b: 118b), all the 

reduced elements in the iconography “return”, including the motif with the bathing of the Infant 

Christ, which makes me think that it is more a question of internal syntagmatic relations 

between the separate images in the Tomić Psalter and that in it the Akathist scene is strictly 

distinguished from that in the Great Feasts. Moreover, as we shall see, the iconographic code of 

Nativity, including the topos of the cave and the manger, is one of the most frequently used in 

the Tomić Psalter: we find it not only in the expected scene with the worship of the Magi, but 

also in Kontakion 8 (“Seeing this strange birth”) and Kontakion 9 (“All the ranks of Angels”). 

However, the comparison with the scene from the Akathist cycle in Markov Monastery is more 
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interesting. Here the Magi are an integral part of the composition of the scene. As far as the 

pictorial field in Markov Monastery in many of the scenes is without clear boundaries (as in 

this case), next to this scene is the plot with the worship of the Magi (almost contaminated as a 

drawing). This means that there is a doubling of worship. A similar moment is present in the 

depiction of the Nativity stichera, but there the iconic images of the Magi fit into two different 

scenes with the same iconological meaning, while in Markov Monastery it is the same 

iconographic code in the depiction of the same scene – what Dionysius of Fourna wants to be 

avoided. Some of the images on the Akathist scene follow the model of the Munich Serbian 

Psalter and include the scene with the bathing of the Infant Christ (Patriarchate of Peć 

Monastery, Vatopedi). Most of them, however, do not include this scene and are closer to the 

pictorial poetics of the Tomić Psalter (Dionysiou, Docheiariou, St. Gregory, Iviron, 

Zographou). Some of the images of “The shepherds heard” follow the poetics of the Tomić 

Psalter also in terms of iconic reductions: in St. Gregory we do not find the falling ray of the 

divinely-moving star, in Iviron and Seslavtsi the flocks and the song of the shepherds are 

missing. At the same time, in depicting the “Nativity” scene from the Great Feasts in the 16th 

century, representatives of the Cretan school of Mount Athos (who performed the iconographic 

programs in Dionysiou, Docheiariou, and Stavronikita) continue to include the motif of bathing 

the Child, while the late images of the Nativity of Mount Athos are as close as possible to 

Dionysiou and do not include this motif in the scene (St. Gregory, Zographou, etc.). The 

iconographic deviations of the akathist scenes from the Nativity”are largely due to the fact that 

while the “Nativity” scene arranges in its pictorial syntax images from different verbal worlds 

with disturbed chronology, which sometimes intertwine images from “foreign” worlds (images 

of servants and the bathing of the Newborn Christ are also common in the “Nativity” scene), 

then the pictorial syntax of the Akathist tries to restore the linear time of the narrative as far as 

possible (fails to arrange the Encounter and the Escape to Egypt) and to minimize the import of 

“foreign” elements. Hence the feeling that the scenes from the feasts look richer in terms of 

iconic material, and the Akathist scenes – much simpler. In the Novgorod Akathist Icon from 

the end of the 14th century, “The shepherds heard” is followed by two very specific scenes.10 

They are built on the first assertive part of Ikos 4 (“The shepherds heard… Quickly they ran to 

the Shepherd, and beheld Him…”) and then on one of the rare cases of depicting an assertive 

part of the chairetismoi part (typical of this icon, as I noted in the first part), “Rejoice! For 
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Heaven exults with earth” (Лифшиц 1991: 241). The iconological interpretation of the two 

scenes shows – in the chronology of events after the Nativity of Christ – the first worship 

before the Infant Christ and the Theotokos: that of the shepherds. While the first scene shows 

the shepherds in our familiar style and posture, the second shows three shepherds in a bow that 

we are used to associating more with the Magi. 

 

THIRD STUDY: THE WORSHIP OF THE MAGI  

⸭ 

Scene Eight: Kontakion 5. The divinely-moving star 
Seeing the divinely-moving star, the Magi followed its radiance. Keeping it before them as a beacon, with 

its help they sought the mighty King; and attaining the Unattainable, they rejoiced and cried to Him: Alleluia! 
Scene Nine: Ikos 5. The children of the Chaldaeans saw 
The children of the Chaldaeans saw the Virgin holding in her hands Him Who with His hands fashion 

mankind. Though He had taken the form of a servant, yet they knew Him as their Master. In haste they knelt before 
Him with their gifts and cried out to the Blessed Virgin: Rejoice! Mother of the Star that never Sets: Rejoice! 
Bright Dawn of the mystical day. Rejoice! For thou hast quenched the furnace of deception: Rejoice! For thou 
dost illumine all who love the Mystery of the Holy Trinity. Rejoice! For thou hast cast down from his dominion the 
tyrant that hates man: Rejoice! For thou hast made known the Lord Christ Who loves mankind. Rejoice! 
Liberation from the filth of pagan idols: Rejoice! Liberation from the filth of sin. Rejoice! For thou hast quenched 
the worship of fire: Rejoice! For thou hast released us from the flames of passion. Rejoice! Guide of the faithful to 
chastity: Rejoice! Joy of all generations. Rejoice! O Unwedded Bride! 

Scene Ten: Kontakion 6. God-bearing heralds 
Becoming God-bearing heralds, the Magi returned to Babylon. Having fulfilled the prophecy concerning 

Thee, and preaching Thee to all as Christ, they left Herod to his own raving, for he known not how to sing: 
Alleluia! 

 
 
At the very beginning, let us distinguish again the story, the feast and the image. On 

January 6, Christians in the East celebrated the Epiphany, which at the end of the 4th century, 

according to Ephrem the Syrian, included the baptism at the Jordan River, the Nativity of 

Christ and the Epiphany, i.e. the appearance of God and the divine light on earth, and they 

added to them also the miracle at Cana of Galilee, the miraculous feeding of five thousand with 

five loaves, and the worship of the Magi.11 Despite the mixing of so many events, the main tone 

of the feast was given by the Nativity of Christ and the Baptism of Christ. In the West, they 

gradually gave a different meaning to the feast and turned it into a celebration of the worship 

the Infant Jesus by the wise men from the East. When I said in the previous study that from the 

point of view of understanding, which believes in the palimpsest existence of the textual and 

pictorial worlds, these are important circumstances when it comes to mixing the verbal and 
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iconic figures of the feasts, I meant mostly the connection of two worships: of the Nativity and 

of the worship of the Magi. In the Orthodox tradition, the thread is not broken and the “Homily 

on the Worship of the Magi” is still published today under the date of December 25. The 

formula “once together” will leave a lasting cultural mark on the verbal and pictorial figures, 

which will find grounds in the sermons of the feast. 

The plot line of the worship of the Magi is known from three Akathist stanzas. 

Corresponding to the text space is the pictorial, which in three consecutive scenes connects the 

theme of the worship of the Magi with that of the Nativity. The textual support of both the 

Akathist word and the visual narratives here is different from that of the Annunciation and the 

Nativity. In the New Testament, only Matthew tells of the worship of the wise men. His story is 

accompanied by the early apocryphal Gospel (Protoevangelium) of James, the later Gospel of 

Pseudo-Matthew, as well as another apocryphal text – “Skazanie Afroditiana” [The tale of 

Afroditian].12 As began the second chapter of his Gospel with the words, “Now after Jesus was 

born in Bethlehem” (Mt 2:1), Matthew actually ignored all the events of the Theotokos’ life 

before the birth of Christ, and consequently, the first seven scenes of the Akathist, actually 

fitting into the eighth scene based on Kontakion 5. The Akathist word and image read the 

Matthew’s text selectively and quite deliberately omit everything related to Herod, but also a 

lot of details related to the wise men: for example, the very beginning of the narrative, 

including the arrival of the wise men in Jerusalem and the first announcement of the star, is 

abandoned (Mt 2: 1-2), the trouble of Herod (Mt 2:3), the meeting of Herod with “all the chief 

priests and scribes of the people”, from whom he learned that the Messiah was to be born in 

Bethlehem (Mt 2: 4-6), Herod's secret meeting with the wise men from whom he determined 

what time the star appeared (Mt 2:7) and the sending of the wise men by Herod to Bethlehem 

with the “request” to return and bring back word to him (Mt 2: 8). The end of the narrative is 

also abandoned: the wise men were divinely warned in a dream that they should not return to 

Herod (Mt 2:12) and – when he saw that he was deceived by the wise men – Herod decided to 

put to death all the male children who were in Bethlehem and in all its districts, from two years 

old and und in order to break the prophecy (Mt 2:16). Apart from the Gospel of Matthew, these 

episodes are also characteristic of the Gospel of James (James 1, XXI: 1-4; XX: 1; James 2: 21-

22) – Herod questioned there “the high priests and the astrologers.” “Skazanie Afroditiana” 

[The tale of Afroditian] with incomparable pathos turns the meeting of the wise men with the 
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Theotokos and the Infant Jesus into an experience of the miracle before which the whole world 

must worship. This apocryphal text is composed in such a way, that Mary revealed to the wise 

men the secret of the annunciation and the virginal conception (thus, the palimpsest layers are 

decisively multiplied). The painters know very well excerpts from these plots, but as 

iconography they are not established within the Akathist cycle. The Akathist word actually 

divides the plot into three parts: the wise men see the divinely-moving star and follow its 

radiance (Kontakion 5), it leads them straight to the Theotokos and the Child, Whom they 

recognize as Lord in human image and Whom they hasten to fall down and worship, presenting 

gifts to Him (Ikos 5), after which – this transformation is very important – they return to 

Babylon as God-bearing heralds. This is the condensed narrative that the Akathist word 

provides for the translation of the images. But although it omits, along with dozens of plot 

details, an important intentional state – the “exceedingly great joy” of the wise men (Mt 2:10), 

the painters try to “see” it in the iconographic programs, not remaining indifferent to the poses 

of the wise men, nor to their gestures and faces. They must make another effort: to invent the 

number of wise men, which none of these texts specify. Meyer Shapiro points out that at first 

the scene was depicted “with two, three or four figures in similar oriental clothes, approaching 

the seated Mary and the Child in an indefinite space.” Later, we have a wide-ranging, festive 

scene with the three individualized kings, which includes “numerous allusions brought in by 

the imagination of inspired readers and exegetes.” And what is very characteristic is that “the 

written versions of the story are in turn influenced by these images.” Shapiro's conclusion 

coincides with the intentions of the present text, conveyed through the idea of tracing the 

palimpsest layers of word and image: “it is precisely such pictorial transmutations of the 

individual text that, over time, give great importance to iconographic research in revealing 

changing ideas and ways of thinking.” (Шапиро 1993: 286) 

In the hermeneia of Dionysius, the first of the three scenes has the title “The divinely-

moving star” and the description: “Heaven, with a bright star descending in rays of light; below 

are mountains, and the Magi on horses, pointing it out to each other.” In the hermeneia of 

Dicho Zograph, the same scene has the title “The divinely-moving (-send) star” and the 

description: “Hills, and kings riding horses. One of the kings, named Gaspar, with a sharp 

beard and crown, is on a white horse. The other, a young man named Melchior with a slightly 

long beard, is on a red horse. The third, named Balthasar, is young, without a beard, his face is 
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black and Arabian, and his horse is black with a reddish tinge. […] Above them – a big star 

with strong rays – he points it out with his right hand. […] All three are crowned. Dicho 

Zograph's hermeneia is remembered by the name of the kings (one of the transformations of the 

wise men-Magi), something that can be attributed to the layered in time stories-images that 

Shapiro mentions. According to one of them – the festive sermon on the Magi of December 25 

– the Magi come from Persia, Arabia and Ethiopia. The first is Melchior (an old one, with long 

white hair and beard), the second is Gaspar (young and beardless), and the third is Balthasar 

(with a dark face and long beard), a description that the iconographic code will sometimes 

replace. In this context, I would like to recall two images in which the three wise men from the 

East are signed by name: an early Cappadocian image from the 9th century (see: p. 175 in the 

picture part) and that from the gate of the cathedral of Monreale “the Doors of Paradise”, made 

by Bonanno Pisano in 1186 (ibid., p. 284). 

The iconography of this scene in the Tomić Psalter is closely connected with the 

previous scene “The shepherds heard” – as an echo of the common feast once. The three Magi 

are depicted in one direction, and not the older but the much younger among them pointing to 

the landmark star. While this fills the right side of the scene composition, the left is completely 

occupied by the central detail in the Christmas scene. Rather, the scene depicts a contaminated 

account of the Gospel texts – it depicts the journey of the wise men to Bethlehem, while also 

presenting their arrival in front of the cave during the miraculous birth. A later miniature in the 

Munich Serbian Psalter (c. 1370) adds to the previous visual narrative an image of an angel 

leading the Magi to the cave. (Джурова 1990a: 116; Джурова 1990b: 286) Closer to the 

Munich Psalter than to the Tomić Psalter is the visual narrative of this scene in the Markov 

Monastery – the three wise men are guided not by the star but by an angel. I have already had 

the opportunity to note the contaminations regarding the worship of the Magi, and in fact, it is 

the scene that visually separates the fusion of two worships. Two centuries later, the three wise 

men follow the star, but also the angel in the akathist scene from the rectory of the Rozhen 

Monastery (16th century); they all move in one direction, with the first of them, the oldest, 

pointing to the star and the others following. We have the same iconographic code in the later 

image of the Akathist in the nave of the main church of the Rozhen Monastery, and before that 

in the image from the Seslav Monastery. On the other hand, the three wise men in the scene 

from Dionysiou and Iviron follow the star, but move in different directions. Here, however, 
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there is a shift in the assertive speech act in Kontakion 5, which is at the heart of this scene. It 

reads, “Seeing the divinely-moving star, the Magi followed its radiance. Keeping it before them 

as a beacon…” The introduction of the image of the angel is not just an additional iconic sign, 

nor even – if we trust its important function – a complete iconic statement (it functions as such 

in the depiction of the life cycle of John the Baptist). It is something much more – a change in 

iconography, which leads to a different iconological meaning. In some scenes the angel 

accompanies the star, and in some cases even replaces it – the scene in the Patriarchate of Peć 

Monastery is an example of how the star and the angel are depicted simultaneously, while the 

scene from Markov Monastery is an example of substitution. The images of angels in the 

Akathist to the Theotokos have undoubtedly important functions, especially in “All the ranks of 

Angels” scene. However, especially in the scene in Kontakion 5, “The divinely-moving star,” 

the figure of the angel, accompanied by the absence of the star, or functioning simultaneously 

with it, replaces the meaning set by the Gospel and Akathist words. And on the Kontakion of 

the Nativity of Christ itself (December 25), which says, “…the Magi with the star travel on 

their way.” 

The scene after Ikos 5 – “The children of the Chaldaeans saw” – is the most 

recognizable in the pictorial text. It has the difficult task of depicting the worship of the wise 

men before Him “who has been born King of the Jews”: here is the deep theological meaning 

of the meeting of the wise men with the Sacrament, with the incarnate God the Word. While 

the shepherds hear, the Magi began to see – they are the first to experience the dogmatic power 

of the fourteenth stanza of the Akathist Hymn. Shepherds are the first to see the “strange birth” 

as a chronology, but the first to “transfer their minds to heaven” to recognize God in the Child 

are the Magi. Therefore, the shepherds remain only in the historical time, while the Magi enter 

the cyclical time of the worship. Let us remember that in the beginning the Worship of the 

Magi was read as an Epiphany, as the first appearance of Jesus Christ in this world; that until 

the 5th century it was an episode of the common celebration of the Baptism of the Lord 

together with the Epiphany, i.e. the appearance of God and the divine light on earth. It was not 

until the 7th century that the symbolic meaning of the Worship of the Magi was reconsidered 

(three wise men, three gifts, three different ages, the Holy Trinity, etc.). Gradually, their 

depiction began at three different ages, and in the 14th century the oldest of them had already 

knelt before the Child – a sign of worship and recognition of the incarnate divine principle.13 
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Over the centuries, the symbolism of the gifts themselves, which are kept today in the 

Monastery of St. Paul on Mount Athos: gold – as to a king, frankincense – as to a God, myrrh – 

as to  a mortal human being. 

As I said above about Kontakion 5, the three texts — of Matthew, of James, and the 

apocryphal “Tale of Afroditian” — are the literary foundation on which the Akathist text 

stands. In Ikos 5 this is most discernible, as it represents the meeting of the Magi with the holy 

family, on the other; here is the offering of the gifts before Christ in the cave. Matthew is 

laconic: in the cave are the Child with His mother Mary (not a word about Joseph), and the 

gifts of the wise men are “gold, frankincense, and myrrh” (Mt 2:11). There is no description of 

the wise men from the East, much less personalization by names and characteristics. The 

Protoevangelium of James fills this gap in part, giving only a more detailed logical account of 

what happened. The rhetorical goal of the Protoevangelium is to sew the story of John the 

Baptist and Elizabeth, on the one hand (saved from the mountain), and the killing of Zechariah, 

on the other, to the slaughter of the infants by Herod. Here, “The Tale of Afroditian” becomes 

the main narrative, which – although it does not name the wise men and does not give their 

description – gives a much fuller picture of the meeting with the Infant Christ and the 

Theotokos.  

In the hermeneia of Dionysius, the scene has the title “The children of the Chaldaeans 

saw” and the description: “Houses; the Virgin is seated on a throne, holding the infant Christ in 

her arms, and the Magi kneel before her, holding their gifts; Joseph stands behind the Virgin, 

and the star sheds light from above. Outside the house a young man is holding horses of the 

Magi by the bridles.” In the hermeneia of Dionysius, there is also the scene “The worship of the 

Magi” with the description: “Cave; the Virgin is seated on a bench and holds in her arms the 

infant Christ, who blesses. Three Magi stand in front of them holding golden vessels in their 

hands. The first of them, an old man with a long beard, bareheaded, on his knees, looking at 

Christ and in the one hand, holding a gift and in the other, his crown. The second one, with a 

barely stubble beard, and the third without a beard. They look at each other and point to Christ. 

Joseph stands behind the Virgin in astonishment. […] Far away on the mountain, the same 

Magi riding on horses and departing for their own country. An angel shows them the way in 

front of them.” This time Dionysius does not refer the Akathist scene to the festive scene, so we 

can assume that for him they are different. So let us look at both scenes. Regarding the image 
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of the Holy Family, the differences are that while in the Akathist scene there are no intentional 

states, in the second scene Christ is blessing and Joseph is in astonisment. There are more 

differences in the depiction of the Magi. First, they, as an intentional state expressed in 

gesturity, are different: the first looks unequivocally at Christ, the other two look at each other, 

pointing to Him, as if convincing themselves that they really see the King of the Jews. This 

psychological dissection is absent in the Akathist scene. Against the akathist “the Magi kneel 

before her, holding their gifts,” the second scene offers a number of rewritings – specifies the 

number of the Magi (“three”), the appearance of Magi (“the first of them, an old man with a 

long beard, bareheaded, the second one, with a barely stubble beard, the third without a 

beard”) and the type of gift holders (“holding golden vessels in their hands”). At the same 

time, the iconic images of the Magi are not born of the Gospel texts either: what is in the 

Gospel text is absent in the hermeneias, and vice versa. For example, the Gospel text explicitly 

emphasizes the gifts: gold, frankinscence, and myrrh (Mt 2:11; cf. James 1, XXI-3, and The 

tale of Afroditian, 8), mentions nothing of Joseph, and the kinesics of the Magi is memorable: 

they “fell down and worshiped Him.” The difference comes with “The tale of Afroditian.” The 

Magi talk to the Theotokos and thus become (secondary) witnesses of the annunciation for the 

incarnation of the God the Word. In the conversation, they see the true nature of the Theotokos 

(Θεοτόκος) – that it is the heavenly ladder on which God descended to earth, which allows 

them to praise the “mother above all mothers”. At the same time, this apocryphal text inserts 

elements into its story that do not unfold like iconography: each of the Magi holds the Child in 

his arms before worshiping Him, then kisses Him and only then gives His gifts, and the Child 

accepts the Magi`s praises laughing and clapping His hands. But part of this narrative may 

“sleep” in the rhetoric of the condensed time of the depiction of the bows and glances of the 

Magi, another part may be radically transformed and reinterpreted as an iconic gesture – 

nothing prevents the Child from being seen in this way, Who, (responding to the praises) 

blesses. The image of the blessing Child, although “recommended” by Dionysius only for the 

scene of the Great Feasts, can be seen in most of the Akathist scenes of worship of the wise 

men from the Palaeologian era onwards: Markov Monastery, Dionysiou, Docheiariou, 

Bachkovo, Rozhen, Iviron, Zographou. A century later, in the hermeneia of Dicho Zograph, 

new moments are found. Here the scene has the title “The children of the Chaldaeans saw (The 

worship of the Magi)” and the description: “Houses with large arches. [...] The Theotokos sits 
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on the left side on a chair with a pillow. She is turned to the right and holds Christ on her lap. 

He blesses with His right hand. His mother holds His shoulders. Joseph stands behind her, a 

little higher. […] The three kings, called Magi, come on the right side. The old one has thrown 

his crown and scepter before the Christ. He is on his knees before the Christ. With his right 

hand, he holds a chalice, and with his left, he puts it on his belt and looks up at the Christ. The 

other, with the small beard behind him, is also on his knees, with a crown on his head, serving a 

bowl with a spherical lid; with his right hand, he holds its bottom, and with his left he has 

reached for the lid and looks at it. The youngest one, the black one, is standing in the middle 

behind the two of them with his head bowed. He holds a box with six corners low to his belt. 

He has a crown on his head. Kings do not wear military clothes, but royal ones. […]”. The 

moment discussed with the blessing Child here seems to be legalized, but apart from it, we 

have a major change in the interior – the cave of Dionysius has been replaced by a “house.” 

The return to the “house” (Mt 2:11), which we notice in the Tomić Psalter and on the Balkan 

icon from the 14th century, but not in the Markov Monastery at the same time, we will see later 

in the image of the scenes in Bachkovo, Iviron and Zographou. The oldest images of Mount 

Athos preserves the image of the cave. It seems important to me that John Chrysostom and 

Gregory of Nyssa insist that the cave was the probable place of the meeting with the Magi, “so 

that the kings of the earth might know that the kingdom of the newborn King is in poverty and 

humility.”14 And while there is consonance in the syntax of the other monuments, the 

iconography of the Tomić Psalter shows an iconic inconsistency: in two adjacent images, the 

Magi find the Child in the cave, but worship Him in an environment of visible urban 

architecture. But here, too, the biggest changes are in the images of the Magi – in terms of age 

(even the color of their skin), their clothing, their gestures and the type of vessels they serve as 

gifts. In fact, Dicho Zograph provokes, if nothing else, at least a look at the shapes of the 

vessels brought by the Magi – a whiff of cultural, ethnographic and even purely artistic 

significance: from the conditional stylization of vessels in the Cappadocian church of Agachalti 

from the 9th century (see p. 175 in the picture part) to the exquisitely ornamented vessels in 

Karanlık Kilise (or the Dark Church) in Cappadocia dated from the 12th century (ibid., p. 177). 

The third scene is too interesting. Following the text of the Akathist word, we shall see 

how the “Magi who have become [already] God-bearing heralds” returned to Babylon. The 

Akathist text is based on Mt 2:12 and James, XI: 4, which sound almost identical: the Magi, 
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being divinely warned in a dream that they should not return to Herod, departed for their 

country another way. In fact, they never promised to return to him. They just “heard” the king, 

then left and postpone his order, “bring back word to me, that I may come and worship Him 

also” somehow back in time, especially after their meeting with the Child. To the plot scheme 

outlined by these two texts, The Tale of Afroditian adds new elements: first the Magi are asked 

by the Jewish high priests “to take back their gifts and conceal the miracle” (this sheds 

additional light on the previous scene), and after worshiping the Child and returning to where 

they were staying, a “terrified young man” informs the Magi to leave immediately and be saved 

from the wrath of Herod, which they do. Before I explain why I'm saying this, let's see what the 

hermeneias advise. In the hermeneia of Dionysius, the scene has the title “God-bearing heralds” 

and the description: “A fortified town; a watchman is before the gates, looking out, and there 

are mountains outside the town. And there are the Magi on horses and an angel showing them 

the way.” In fact, Dionysius could easily have referred to the last sentence of his instructions to 

the scene of the Great Feasts discussed beforehand: “Far in the mountains, the same Magi on 

horseback riding to their country. An angel shows them the way.” This only shows that in 

Dionysius' understanding, the festive scene marked the iconographic territory, and the akathist 

scenes are maps of this territory – something that is worth using as a prism for akathist 

iconology. In the hermeneia of Dicho Zograph, the scene has the title “God-bearing heralds” 

and the description: “A field and hills. On the left – a large fortified town and a large gate. A 

young man comes out from inside, [looking] like a girl. […] He is bareheaded, with rolled up 

sleeves. With his right hand, he points out to the town. To the right side, there are the kings, 

walking towards the fortress. The young man goes first – the black one. After him – the one 

with the small beard, and at the back the old one. Their horses have one leg raised, ready to 

step, their right legs stretched. Above them [the horsemen] an angel flew in clouds towards the 

town, with his arms outstretched again, and his head turned back to the right.” In general, the 

iconographic translation is accurate: the Magi return to their country. In fact, in the texts of the 

hermeneias we will see instructions for iconographic details (“rolled up sleeves,” “raised leg 

[on horseback]”, but not the most important: the escape-salvation of the Magi from Herod, the 

other way they take. I am writing all this, looking at the miniature in Tomić Psalter, depicting 

this scene (the other images in Kontakion 6 are to one degree or another canonical). The Magi 

are depicted before the king. I feel a certain aporia. They should flee from a certain king at all 
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costs. Matthew and James explicitly insist that the Magi take a different path to escape Herod, 

as The Tale of Afroditian does. Therefore, the depiction of Herod disrupts the linear sequence 

of events (something like the exchange in the next two scenes of the Meeting (the Presentation) 

of the Lord and the Escape in Egypt in the text of the Akathist) and the depicted scene was to 

be depicted before the worship of the Magi (Dionysius calls this scene “The questioning of the 

Magi” and naturally puts it before their worship before the Infant Jesus). But here there is more 

than a broken linear sequence. There is an illicit substitution, because the depicted meeting with 

Herod is depicted instead of a scene, which must have the opposite meaning – the God-bearing 

heralds return to their homeland, fleeing from Herod. The contradiction is not between the 

Akathist text and the Akathist image, but between the last and the primary texts in the 

palimpsest, the Gospel word, on which and through which the Akathist word is possible. If 

there was the slightest sign that the image used the apocryphal text of Afroditian, the situation 

would be radically different. In this apocrypha, the Magi meet two kings – first with their own 

(Persian), then with the Jewish (Herod). And at the first they return after their mission and 

“diligently confess everything, because they know that Christ is the Savior.” The aporia also 

come for this reason  - in the failure, to look for possible gaps in the meaning. And I see this 

possible doubleness in the image of the king, the miniature of the Tomić Psalter: the completely 

real linear distortion in the pictorial syntax (the meeting with Herod), but also the somewhat 

possible logical end of a God-bearing mission (the meeting with the king of Persia). 

 

 

FOURTH STUDY: DOGMATICS IN IMAGES 

⸭ 

Scene Nineteen: Ikos 10. A bulwark art Thou to virgins, O Virgin Theotokos 
A bulwark art thou to virgins, and to all that flee unto thee, O Virgin Theotokos; for the Maker of Heaven 

and earth prepared thee, O Most-pure one, dwelt in thy womb, and taught all to call to thee: Rejoice! Pillar of 
virginity: Rejoice! Gate of salvation. Rejoice! Beginning of the new and spiritual creation: Rejoice! Provider of 
God’s mercy. Rejoice! For thou hast given new birth to those conceived in shame: Rejoice! For thou hast given 
good counsel to those robbed of understanding. Rejoice! For thou bringest to naught the corrupter of man’s mind: 
Rejoice! For thou bringest to birth the Sower of purity. Rejoice! Bridal Chamber of a marriage without seed: 
Rejoice! For thou joinest in union the faithful to their Lord. Rejoice! Fair nursing-mother of virgins: Rejoice! 
Bridal escort of holy souls. Rejoice! O Unwedded Bride! 

Scene Twenty-Two: Kontakion 12. Wishing to grant release 
Wishing to grant release from ancient debts, the Redeemer of all men came of His own will to those who 

were exiled from His grace; He has torn up the record of our sins, and from all He hears the cry: Alleluia! 
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The message of dogmatic stanzas can be generally expressed as follows. The Creator 

who has already appeared (blessed are the shepherds who first saw Him and the Magi who first 

recognized Him) is revealed to all His creations, so that we humans may move away from the 

vanity of this world and transfer our minds to heaven, in a mystical vision of God to realize the 

mystery of the incarnation; so that we can believe that the incarnate God the Word is also here 

on earth, without in the least retreating from heaven. So that we can marvel at the communion 

of God as the disembodied angelic army, feeling that there is no word worthy to describe the 

miracle of the incarnation. Through his incarnation in the pure womb, the God the Word 

reveals to us an understanding of the essence of the Theotokos, helps us to see the Theotokos as 

a support for our salvation and a never-ending light of spiritual enlightenment. We have two 

states – the articulation of the basic Christian dogma of the Incarnation and hence the praise of 

the Theotokos – and they constitute the second part of the Akathist to the Theotokos. We also 

have two motives – the christological and the mariological – but they cut through the dogma of 

the scenes not only in the second part, but also in the whole Akathist to the Theotokos. 

Although this is most clearly felt in the second half of the Akathist Hymn, the theological 

essence of discernment, understanding and acceptance of the incarnation is embedded in all 

Akathist scenes without exception. The external principle of alternation in the individual 

stanzas in relation to their orientation to Christ and to the Theotokos carries rather the meaning 

of the inseparable – the Theotokos in the Akathist stanzas is thought of as the Mother of God, 

inseparable from the Child, and Christ – as the incarnate God the Word, inseparable from the 

Theotokos. That is why the Theotokos is chanted as a tabernacle of God the Word (Ikos 12), as 

a Mother (Kontakion 13), as a casket of God’s Wisdom (Ikos 9), i.e. through Him, so that the 

other can be built on this image – that of the tree of glorious Fruit on which the faithful feed 

(Ikos 7), of the One through whom Paradise is opened (Ikos 8), of the lamp of living light, 

shining upon those in darkness (Ikos 11). The Theotokos is the unshaken fortress of the Church 

(Ikos 12). The figure of the fortress (the “unconquered rampart,” the wall) is an invariant of the 

cerement, and the cerement itself – the “immaterial cloud,” as perceived by Andrew and 

Epiphanius – is one of the metaphors through which the image of the Theotokos is most often 

thought. The attenuation of the action of this metaphor, or worse, its absence, is a sure sign of 

hard times. In the dogmatic understanding of the cerement are hidden hymnographic and poetic 

intentions, praise, thanks and prayers to the Theotokos – this adds to the palimpsest as the word 
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coincides with the feast, so respectively the iconographic type of the Theotokos. We need her 

merciful protection throughout all the days of our lives, we want to feel her protection in 

difficult times, and in this desire the word and the image offer intensifying trajectories, often 

repetitive – the realm of anaphora, parallelisms, conglobation. All Akathists dedicated to the 

Mother of God, without exception, “love” this figure. The years of hesychasm reinforce its 

significance. She is among the favorites in Ephraim's hymnography: “we all have you as a firm 

support and protection” (“Supplicatory Stichera…”, f. 86b); “For thou art an unshakable pillar, 

O Virgin” (ibid., f. 87a); “Be my strong support and strong protection, O Virgin” (ibid., f. 97b); 

“I have discovered the indestructible wall of your mother, the pure Virgin” (“Supplicatory 

Stichera to our Lord Jesus Christ,” f. 103b). The hermeneia of Dionysius offers the expression 

“The Blessed Virgin stands in the midst, holding the infant Lord in her arms,” which Dicho 

Zograph unfolds in a potential visual metaphor: “The Theotokos stands upright, with the 

blessing Child in her arms, with a crown turned straight, stepped on two stone steps.” Around 

her, in both cases virgins stand, some with crowns (such as Dicho Zograph insists on the image 

of the martyresses and their bowed heads and even lists some of them by name). This 

iconography of the Theotokos Oranta – in a more reduced version, as in the Patriarchate of Peć 

Monastery and Zographou, or in a more extended version, as in Docheiariou, Vatopedi, St. 

Gregory (Grigoriou) and Iviron, is widely used. There are cases in which the posture of the 

Theotokos is not Oranta, but Hodegetria, as in Markov Monastery. At the same time, there are 

other readings based on the ambiguity that allows the reading of the assertive act in Ikos 10: “A 

bulwark art thou to virgins, and to all that flee unto thee, O Virgin Theotokos.” In the miniature 

of the Tomić Psalter on the left side of the Theotokos Oranta (without the Child) are the 

“virgins” (among the nuns and the venerable mothers is Mary of Egypt), and on the right side – 

monks and hermits. According to Aksinia Dzhurova's successful interpretation, the scene is 

entitled “The Theotokos, a bulwark for those who have took the vow of celibacy” (Джурова 

1990a:117). The scene in the Bachkovo rectory can also be seen through this prism. More 

important in this case is that this stanza (respectively this scene), which brings together praise 

and prayer in one, can be used as a prism to read the fate of the City, the Empire, ultimately of 

human destinies. More generally, the belief in palladium – the “Directress” from the first part 

of this book – is strong and difficult to break, because behind the icon, the understanding that 

Ikos 10 professes stays somehow hidden. The “Directress” is one of the signs of this faith, 
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perhaps the strongest sign. Personally, in the silent communion with God, the Theotokos is our 

intercessor before Him; support in the difficult path of trials. Deprived of this support, it is as if 

we are losing everything. 

One of the scenes with pronounced symbolism in the dogmatic part is the image of 

Kontakion 12. The key word here is forgiveness (“the Redeemer of all men”; “to grant release 

from ancient debts”). It is expressed in the unequivocal act of tearing the record of our sins. 

Let us first see how the hermeneias interpret this. In Dionysius' hermeneia, the scene has the 

title “Wishing to grant release from ancient debts” and the description: “Houses; Christ stands 

among them, tearing with his hands paper on which is Hebrew writing; at the bottom of the 

piece of paper is written: “The writing of Adam.” Young men and old kneel to either side of 

Christ.” In the hermeneia of Dicho Zograph with the title “Wishing to grant release from 

ancient debts, [the Redeemer of all]” and the description: “Houses […]. Christ stands in the 

midst and looks straight ahead. With both hands, He holds a very long piece of paper, torn in 

the middle, but somehow stays. Christ has His arms wide open left and right. The following is 

written on the piece of paper: “He has torn up the record of our sins, and from all He hears the 

cry: Alleluia!” There are people around Christ on the right and on the left side. Those on the 

right side are on their knees. […] Their hands are outstretched to Christ, their heads and eyes 

are on Him. And Christ has stepped on three stone stairs.”  

Dionysius is concentrated in the action, the meaning of his description is to convey the 

basic act – the tearing of the scroll and, of course, the essence of the scroll itself (the writing 

(record) of Adam), beyond which the tearing loses its meaning. In Dicho Zograph’s hermeneia, 

the action is dramatically delayed: Christ does not tear, but holds the torn paper (we learn about 

the very act of tearing from what is written in the scroll). On the principle of “text within the 

text”, it is not the iconography of the whole image that tells, but the verbal narration within the 

pictorial field of the scroll. Deprived of such a story, the image loses its meaning, or – as in the 

case of the deleted inscriptions on the scroll – makes sense by default, and only for one super 

reader. In general, Dicho Zograph omits the connotations of the birth of the New Testament 

between God and man, omits the apocryphal Adam and his agreement with Satan, omits links 

to the messages of the Apostle Paul – we find it difficult to feel the theme of forgiveness of sins 

and the power of the Resurrection. I don't know to what extent we can blame the authors of 

hermeneia for this, but most of them often give references to texts from the New Testament 
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when depicting the scenes (Dicho Zograph is one of them), and here the referential force is 

silent. The “dropped” thread initially leads to two apocryphal books of Adam – “The Sea of 

Tiberias” and “Book of Adam and Eve”,15 in which Adam gives Satan a “handwritten record” 

(handwriting) of himself and the entire human race after him. Thus, according to apocryphal 

logic, the human race is doomed to be in the power of Satan. But the two apocryphal books 

differ in their final messages: in the first one, Satan accepts and sends, according to this record, 

even righteous people as sinners, from Adam's death to Christ's Crucifixion. In the second one, 

Adam knows that God will come down to earth, “will take a human image, and crush Satan.” 

Thus, the handwriting will be in force until Christ's Resurrection. That is, the tearing of Adam's 

handwriting and Christ's Resurrection are two incarnations of the same act: victory over death 

and redemption of old sins. The dogmatic aspect of the omitted thread, however, is beyond the 

apocryphal books. We also find it in the Akathist to St. Mary of Egypt, in whose third ikos we 

find the same figure: “Rejoice, for He who knows your secret sins has torn their handwriting.” 

The prototype is in several lines from the Epistle of St. Paul to the Colossians. Digging into the 

existential niche what the image of the true follower of Christ should be, Apostle Paul writes, 

“since you have put off the old man with his deeds, and have put on the new man who is 

renewed in knowledge after the image of Him who created him […] But above all these things 

put on love” (Col 3: 9-14). The visible game of allegory — the replacement of Old with the 

New Testament — however, begins earlier, culminating here. It begins with a long 

enumeration, recalling the steps that Christians take in joining the Church of Christ: the 

circumcision made without hands, by putting off the body of the sins of the flesh, the burying 

with Him in baptism and the raising with Him in the Resurrection. “And you,” writes St. Paul, 

“being dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He has made alive 

together with Him, having forgiven you all trespasses, having wiped out the handwriting of 

requirements that was against us, which was contrary to us. And He has taken it out of the way, 

having nailed it to the cross” (Col 2:13-14). There is no more impossible palimpsest than the 

wiping out that St. Paul writes about. The flight of metaphor in him (the ancient handwriting is 

nailed to the Cross by self-sacrifice; the old garment is put off) is reduced to literality in the 

akathist word and image (it is caught in the middle and torn). A super reader is expected to 

restore fragment by fragment the symbolic mode of the sacrament and its symbolic character – 

the tearing of the book-garment breaks not only the umbilical cord of a nation with two 
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different understandings of the Sabbath, but also the previous pagan beliefs of other nations. St. 

Paul has a lot to do with this: he knows about the Gentiles, sin, and forgiveness (2 Co 2:10; Eph 

4:32; 5:1)16 This means feeling that the tearing of the ancient handwriting-scroll, which 

unequivocally means the forgiveness of old debts, is in fact a wonderful handwriting metaphor 

of Christ's teaching sweeping everything in its path, of the victory of the gospel word. 

Destructive palimpsest – not just deleted in order the New Testament word on the deleted text 

to be written, but torn, destroyed, to start over. Like the drops of blood from the Cross of the 

crucifix that fall on Adam's skull… 

In his observations on the depiction of Kontakion 12, Tsvetan Grozdanov (Грозданов 

2007: 216) writes: “In the frescoes from the 14th century, the scene is well preserved only in 

St. Theotokos Peribleptos; in Decani it was destroyed, in Markov Monastery it was smeary, and 

in Matejče it is partially preserved” (let us add that the scene is missing in the Munich Serbian 

Psalter, as well as in the Novgorod icon from the end of 14th century). The iconographic code 

of the scene marks a stable iconic image – the tearing of the crucified handwriting (the 

associations with the Cross are visible) and the prayer poses of the witnesses on both sides. 

There are also two variable images – the positioning of the handwriting and the characters 

written on it. In the Monastery of Theotokos Peribleptos in Ohrid, as well as in the Markov 

Monastery, the ancient handwriting (παλιό χειρόγραφο) is raised high in the open arms of 

Christ, and in its middle part, that of the rupture, is waist-high. In Bachkovo and Iviron, the 

hands of Christ are dropped lower, respectively the lower part of the handwriting; in 

Docheiariou, Vatopedi, and Zographou, the lowering of the handwriting continued almost to 

the end of the Savior's garment, and in Seslavtsi and St. Gregory the tearing was transformed 

into the stepping of Christ with both feet on the base of the open handwriting. In St. Gregory, 

the image of Christ is in mandorla, the arms are put at the waist, and the handwriting coincides 

with the outline of the lower half of the mandorla, which adds an additional symbolic aspect to 

the forgiveness of human sins. The scroll in Theotokos Peribleptos and Markov Monastery is 

not a handwriting in the narrow sense of the word, as there are no handwritten signs on the 

scroll (two unwritten halves of the scroll Christ holds in His hands in Theotokos Peribleptos, in 

Markov Monastery they are simply delineated by lines of several also unwritten fields). Most 

likely, they were erased in time, judging by the note of Tsvetan Grozdanov, but also by the 

scene in Seslavtsi, where the contours of letters on the scroll can be seen here and there. The 
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situation in Vatopedi is close to that in Seslavtsi, and in Docheiariou – to that in Theotokos 

Peribleptos. The handwritten signs in Bachkovo, St. Gregory, Zographou and Iviron are visible, 

differing in their referential power (the inscription “handwriting”, the name “Adam,” an excerpt 

from a text or an allusion to an ancient text). 

Two monuments abruptly deviate from the described iconographic code and these are 

the Balkan icon from the third quarter of the 14th century and the Tomić Psalter. In both we 

have no act of tearing the handwriting. In the icon, there is an image of “Harrowing of Hell” 

(“Descent into Hell”) with the release of Adam and Eve, and in the widely commented image 

of the twenty-second stanza of the Akathist Hymn in the Tomić Psalter, there is a composition 

with two separate iconic utterances. The right side of the composition represents Christ in a 

mandorla with a cross in His hand, which points to the gates of heaven. Dzhurova sees in this 

scene a palimpsest response of the Troparion of the Resurrection: “Thou didst destroy death by 

Thy Cross, Thou didst open Paradise to the thief” and reads the image as “a rare and very 

interesting iconographic version of Christ's Resurrection” – not as a victory over hell with 

broken doors or liberation of Adam and Eve, and as the opening of the gates of heaven 

(Dzhurova 1990a: 118). The left side of the composition is accordingly read as a “possible 

illustration of the homily of Epiphanius of Cyprus” and even in connection with the text of the 

Gospel of Nicodemus. The textual grounds are an important point in understanding this scene, 

they are in a dynamic relationship with the meaning of what is depicted.17 And it points to the 

victory of the risen Christ over death, by which human sins are redeemed. Unlike all other 

iconographic programs, the one in the Tomić Psalter for the last time finds grounds to read a 

certain scene in a different way and these are not iconographic grounds, but iconological ones. 

Neither the statement of the akathist stanza nor even the metaphor that gives birth through the 

words of the Apostle Paul can be read directly. The meaning that makes this metaphor possible 

is read: nothing is achievable without the Resurrection of Christ. This is the final, but in fact the 

starting point of the incarnation – the victory over darkness, the break with death. Somewhere 

here, in the angel bent over the helpless Satan (echoed by Adam's apocryphal faith), is the 

figure of the tearing of the old scripture. Maybe we shall see it when the gates of heaven open. 

The tearing of the manuscript and the opening of the gates of heaven, both as acts of speech 

and as iconography, are different worlds, but as dogma they have a common meaning: victory 
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over death and the birth of a new world clothed, as the Apostle Paul would say, in the garment 

of love.  

 

 

FIFTH STUDY: IMAGES-PRAISES 

⸭ 

Scene Twenty-Three: Ikos 12. We all sing in honor of thy Son 
We all sing in honor of thy Son, O Theotokos, and praise thee as a living temple. For the Lord Who holds 

all things in His hand made His dwelling in thy womb; He hallowed and He glorified thee, teaching all to cry to 
thee: Rejoice! Tabernacle of God the Word: Rejoice! Greater Holy of Holies. Rejoice! Ark made golden by the 
Spirit: Rejoice! Never-empty treasure-house of life. Rejoice! Precious crown of Orthodox kings: Rejoice! Honored 
boast of Godly priests. Rejoice! Unshaken fortress of the Church: Rejoice! Unconquered rampart of the Kingdom. 
Rejoice! For through thee the standards of victory are raised on High: Rejoice! For through thee our enemies are 
cast down. Rejoice! Healing of my body: Rejoice! Salvation of my soul. Rejoice! O Unwedded Bride! 

Scene Twenty-Four: Kontakion 13. O Mother worthy of all praise 
O Mother worthy of all praise, who hast borne the Word, the Holiest of all Holies: accepting this our 

offering, deliver from every ill and from the punishment to come all those who cry aloud to thee: Alleluia! 
 
We can also read the last ikos of the Akathist Hymn as a semiology of praise. In it we 

are suggested at least two connections. The first: the dogmatic aspect of the Incarnation is 

framed (“We all praise thee as a living temple, for the Lord made His dwelling in thy womb”) 

and thus, as a mythical uroboros, the Akathist sound returns to its beginning. The second: the 

introductory stanza is framed and its pathos is added (and more likely predicted). Here the 

Theotokos is “an unconquered rampart of the Kingdom”; through her “the standards of victory 

are raised on high” and “our enemies are cast down” – all attributes of the “Victorious Leader 

of Triumphant Hosts”. At the textual level, this excerpt from the text of Ikos 12 works as an 

interpretative mode in relation to the introductory stanza - it explains it, completes it, fills it 

with references that the reader guesses, makes it much more tangible; gives the historical 

narrative a dogmatic flavor. Ikos 12 is a beginning and an end that go back to historical times. 

His chronologist is that of the liturgy. The reading of the hermeneias also convinces that these 

two scenes are thought of as liturgical. For Dionysius, the scene entitled “We all sing in honor 

of thy Son” presents the Theotokos on the throne with the Child in front of the praising 

hierarchs, priests, chanters and deacons, who say stichera with open scrolls in their hands. For 

Dicho Zograph, the scene entitled “We all sing in honor of thy Son” adds details to the picture 

described by Dionysius about each of the images – a style with which we are already 

accustomed. Therefore, it is with the other praise scene, which is also made meaningful in the 
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liturgical time. In Dionysius, it has the title “O Mother worthy of all praise” and a description 

that is an expansion of the previous one (“kings, priests, bishops, and holy men worshipping, 

some kneeling, others standing and holding scrolls saying “Alleluia”). Dicho Zograph again 

offers additional imagery. For him, the scene suggests an image of the Theotokos with Christ 

on her chest, with her arms “more spacious than the Heavens,” and below them – the Holy 

Table, on which is placed a seven-lamp lampstand (menorah) – just as the prophet Zechariah 

saw it. I will return to Dicho Zograph's insistence on the icon of the Theotokos “More Spacious 

than the Heavens” (Platytera) a little later.  

The depiction of these two scenes varies between two possibilities: the direct depiction 

of the Theotokos on a throne with the Infant Jesus, or the indirect depiction of the principle 

“text in the text.” Although the principle is not applied consistently, the scene on the last ikos 

of the Akathist Hymn most often represents the Theotokos on a throne with the Child, and the 

scene on the last kontakion in the Akathist Hymn “prefers” the “text in the text” model (the big 

exception is Markov Monastery). Both models of depiction respect the liturgical character of 

the scene. This liturgical essence in the iconography of the last ikos (the liturgy before the 

Theotokos is usually led by a bishop) can be seen in the early Balkan Akathist icon from the 

14th century, in Markov Monastery and in the monasteries of Vatopedi, Iviron and St. Gregory 

on Mount Athos. Specific is the depicted scene in Markov Monastery, which presents part of 

the Great Liturgy with the participation of five bishops in front of the icon of the Theotokos 

“Eleusa” and a figure with the insignia of the royal (imperial) power. Here the undoubted 

connection with the next scene leads to a common liturgical sound of the iconographic code, 

which permeates and unites the two scenes and fills them with a single dogmatic meaning. As a 

composition, they are different, but the signs of the palace ceremony are inherent in both. The 

first liturgical scene (according to Ikos 12), as I said, is in front of the “Eleusa”-type icon of the 

Theotokos, (the Balkan icon is the same type), unlike the next (according to Kontakion 13), 

which is before the “Hodegetria”-type. The choice of depiction type of the Theotokos changes 

not only the semantics of the image, but also the overall meaning of the message: the “Tender 

Mercy” (Eleusa) and the “Directress” (Hodegetria) enter the syntax of the two scenes with 

different history and structure, write different iconographic codes.18 Although they preserve the 

liturgical character of the worship, unlike the image in the Markov Monastery, the Athos scenes 

on Ikos 12 do not include worship before an icon of the Theotokos. The scenes in Iviron, St. 
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Gregory and Zographou offer communion with the enthroned Theotokos and the Infant Jesus in 

the “real time” of the image. In the most common iconography on the scene, the praisers 

(hierarchs, chanters, monks holding scrolls in their hands, Gospel or just in a posture of prayer) 

are either straight on both sides of the Mother of God (Theotkos Peribleptos, Bachkovo, 

Zographou, Seslavtsi, Rozhen, St. Gregory), or only on one side (the Tomić Psalter, Vatopedi). 

The images in the katholikon of the Rozhen Monastery and in Seslavtsi contain different iconic 

statements: in the first case, two angels behind her throne flank the Theotokos, and in the 

second, she is depicted in a mandorla, which introduces new symbolism into the iconographic 

code characteristic of the scene. 

In the other liturgical scene, there are more visible signs of the Byzantine palace 

etiquette that after the middle of the 14th century, they were also characteristic of Serbia. 

Contemporaries are often involved in such scenes or typical palace ceremonies are reflected19. 

But here the difference stems from the text. First of all, we cannot fail to notice that in the very 

text of the last Akathist stanza the speech act has a special illocutionary force. “Deliver” and 

“rescue” (from every ill and from the punishment to come), that is, “save us,” unequivocally 

indicate a directive speech act addressed to the Theotokos as an object of praise. Such a speech 

act cannot be depicted, but a situation of its utterance can be depicted. Such is the liturgy. All 

parts of the church, Paul Evdokimov writes – the architectural lines, the frescoes, the icons – 

are “one whole with the liturgical sacrament and perhaps this is the most important, because the 

icon cannot be understood outside this whole” (Евдокимов 2006:287). That is why often in the 

frame of the scene, instead of depicting the real figure of the Theotokos, her already established 

image (icon) is included; the other persons in the depicted scene are in indirect contact with the 

Theotokos through her icon. The choice of icon is not accidental; it is the “Directress.”20 Thus, 

in every historical moment, everyone is in touch with the Theotokos, as her miraculous image 

corresponds to the original image. To this “situation of pronunciation”, the hesychastic 

understanding is attached. That is why the scene seems to have been torn from the prayer 

verses to the Theotokos by the hymnographer Ephraim and from the acrostic of his work: 

“Praised Virgin Mary, Mother of God” (f. 85a) accommodates self-reflexively the whole effort 

to percevie the Theotokos as a protector. 

The liturgical iconography of the last stanza also allows for dichotomy: the participants 

in the liturgy are most often standing in front of the icon of the Theotokos Hodegetria, but there 
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are cases when they kneel before the seated Theotokos. The miniatures in the Tomić Psalter 

and the Munich Serbian Psalter illustrate a moment in the festive celebration of the icon of the 

Theotokos Hodegetria in connection with the liturgical practice: on either side, there are 

hierarchs, chanters, priests and laity, with the second psalter emphasizing the procession. The 

akathist scenes in Seslavtsi and Rozhen also present a service, including hierarchs, in front of 

the “Directress” (in the refectory in Rozhen Monastery is preserved only the left side of the 

composition with the icon of the Theotokos, but probably the model is the same). In the 

katholikon of the Rozhen Monastery we have a liturgical scene with an icon in the depiction of 

the twentieth stanza (this time with the icon of Christ Pantocrator), which insists on an internal 

dialogue of liturgical scenes: a kind of “balance” of christological and mariological liturgical 

practices. One of the most influential iconographic decisions on the scene is again in Markov 

Monastery. It presents the service before the icon of Hodegetria on the fifth Sunday of Easter 

Lent, usually conducted with the participation of an imperial person, and here there is a bishop 

with a patriarchal cross. As separate iconic signs and as the spirit of the event, the depiction 

here is related to the depiction of the previous stanza. We have the same composition in front of 

Hodegetria in the Balkan icon from the 14th century, as well as in Dečani, but in the last image, 

the iconological syntax “moves” the scene to another place and it illustrates the twentieth 

stanza instead of the last. We have a radical shift of the established type of the Theotokos 

Hodegetria in St. Theotokos Peribleptos in Ohrid. Here the Theotokos (but not an icon) is 

depicted as Oranta (as if looking from the depths of the central apse), on either side of her 

groups of people with lighted candlesticks. The “Oranta”-type of the Theotokos (Our Lady of 

the Sign) throws a new semantics of protection – after its appearance in Constantinople in the 

9th century, such an icon is also sheltered in the Church of St. Mary of Blachernae and also 

considered palladium (Tradigo 2006: 172). “Oranta” is the reading of the painter from St. 

Theotokos Peribleptos, which suggests a new image of the on ewho “accept this offering” – the 

one who will “deliver from every ill and rescue from the punishment to come,” is the prayer 

intercessor. In this case, a type of the Theotokos image is probably sought, which – in addition 

to being an Inviolable Wall (Евдокимов 2006: 288), most strongly embodies the idea of 

Kontakion 13 and more precisely the prayerful reference “to heaven” for the protection of the 

human race. 
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The last Akathist stanza also allows a liturgical depiction without worship of an icon of 

the Theotokos. The compositions in Dionysiou, Stavronikita, Docheiariou and Vatopedi are in 

this spirit and are very close as a composition: the Theotokos with the Child, seated on a 

throne, on their right side – chanters, priests and laity, led by a bishop, on their left side – led by 

a royal person, all in a posture of prayer as in deisis.21 The expectation that the compositions at 

Dionysiou and Docheiariou would be closest (both attributed to Tzortzis the Cretan) is 

misleading; much closer as an iconographic scheme and technique of execution are the scenes 

in Stavronikita (painted by Theophanes and his son Simeon) and Dionysiou, especially as 

regards the figures on both sides of the Theotokos. The leading difference between the scenes 

on Mount Athos and the composition in the Bachkovo rectory is that the Theotokos in 

Bachkovo is full-length. The composition in St. Gregory is different: the Theotokos with the 

Infant in a medallion, raised above many virgins (on her left side) and kings and bishops (on 

her right side). The composition in Zographou is also different: kings and bishops kneeling 

before the Theotokos, holding scrolls with the inscription “Alleluia.” The most distinctive 

composition is in Iviron. In his translation of the hermeneia of Dionysius, Bishop Porphyrius 

Uspensky made a curious note on the images of the two angels, with which the Theotokos and 

the Child were flanked, referring to the image in Iviron. On the right side of the Theotokos is 

depicted a multi-figure composition of kings, hierarchs, men and women, devoted to celibacy, 

including two virgins with crowns, on the left side are ascetics and laity. The Theotokos is 

seated on a throne, “Platytera”-type (as in Dicho Zograph), with Christ in her, blessing with 

both hands in both directions. On either side, there is a scroll with the inscription “Alleluia.” 

This brings back the memory of the Theotokos Oranta from St. Theotokos of Peribleptos in 

Ohrid and once again raises the question of the doubled semantic power of the image. In the 

Akathist hymn, along with the “Directress,” other iconographic types of the Theotokos coexist. 

They are all “foretold” by the abundance of hairetisms in the Akathist Hymn, and more 

importantly, they are all manifestations of faith and hope for salvation in the various 

incarnations of the Theotokos. And they, refracted in her gracious image, merge into a deisy 

worship before God the Word. 
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SIXTH STUDY: THE VICTORIOUS LEADER  

⸭ 

Scene Twenty-Five: Kontakion 1. The Victorious Leader of Triumphant Hosts 
O Victorious Leader of Triumphant Hosts! We Thy servants, delivered from evil, sing our grateful thanks 
to thee, O Theotokos! As thou possessest invincible might, set us free from every calamity so that we may 
sing: Rejoice, O Unwedded Bride! 
 

The word of the introductory stanza of the Akathist to the Theotokos is a chant of 

grateful thanks and victory to the “Directress” after the deliverance of Constantinople from the 

Avars’ siege and the iconography of the stanza tries to capture the litany with the Theotokos of 

Blachernae (Blachernitissa) icon in the memorable August 7, 626 AD. As I explained in the 

first part, it is possible that the introductory stanza is a later addition from the 7th century to the 

Akathist to the Theotokos, but it does not violate the semantic whole. Two factors contribute to 

it being perceived of not just as an appendix, but also as an integral part of the whole. At the 

level of the signifier (structure, hymnographic and even purely poetic means of expression), it 

fits into the sound of the Akathist Hymn. More importantly, this also happens at the level of 

meaning foretold by the last ikos. From now on, each akathist will have an introductory stanza 

with a similar sound, and in some cases, as I have already pointed out, the repetitions will 

return directly to the original model, that is, to the introductory stanza of the Akathist to the 

Theotokos. Semiotically, this stanza gives a stronger life to the word than the others do. The 

latter in the act of depiction “invalidate” the word, because the speech act is transformed into a 

visual narrative. However, the word of the introductory stanza is not only painted, but also, it is 

written precisely as a word in the iconographic program, in the place allotted for depicting the 

stanza. Thus, in the 14th century – the heyday of the Akathist Hymn, the stanza is depicted in 

St. Peter's Church at Prespa and in the Balkan Icon, kept in the Kremlin, but at the same time it 

is written as a text in St. Theotokos Peribleptos in Ohrid (the practice of writing continued in 

the following centuries). Tsvetan Grozdanov sees a reason not to be depicted in the insufficient 

temple space (Грозданов 2007: 224),22 but it seems to me that other reasons may also be 

thought of. After 1204, when deliverance was refused and the City of Constantinople was 

abandoned, the meaning of reproducing the ritual after the victory was shaken. After 1261, 

when the City was recaptured, there was a new threat: the Ottomans were on their way to 

conquer the peninsula and capture the heart of the empire for the second time. Uncertainty 
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reigns: will the “Directress” be able to protect the City, or will the horror of the Fourth Crusade 

be repeated? The depiction of the first kontakion seems to be postponed for a future moment, 

when the voice will announce the victory with the help of the Theotokos. At the same time, 

there are allusions to the painting (hidden painting) of the victorious scene from the beginning 

of the 7th century, they simply “dissolve” in the laudatory sound of the last two stanzas of the 

hymn and this can be seen where there are liturgical scenes in the Akathist, including in St. 

Theotokos Peribleptos (the dissolution also takes place in the types of the Theotokos, which 

include Hodegetria, Oranta and Eleusa). The later drawing and/ or writing of the introductory 

stanza in the 16-17th  centuries (in the Hilendar rectory of 1622 it is written both as an image 

and as a text), as well as in the next two centuries, can be seen as visionary, as a trembling 

expectation that the triumphant cry after long centuries of slavery is pronounced. The memory 

of the victory is transformed into an invocative illocutionary act, which restores the brilliance 

of the forgotten image. The text of this kontakion is special and in the 7th century, it 

undoubtedly sounded impressive in its original form. After the Akathist to the Theotokos 

became the basis for dozens of future akathists, the most important part of this introductory 

kontakion was reproduced variably in several different introductory condices of akathists to the 

Theotokos at her icons. At the end of the “Homily on the Annunciation of the Most Holy 

Theotokos” from the Lives of the Saints for March, ending as usual with the troparion 

(apolytikion) and the kontakion of the feast (a memory of the akathist praise after the change 

and the introduction of the canon in the 9th century and its reduction from a polystrophic to a 

two-strophic organization), the kontakion was literally transferred from the Akathist Hymn 

here, i.e. in the biographical text not the whole akathist word sounds, but only its introductory 

kontakion with the figure of the Theotokos as a “Victorious Leader.” We find similar verses in 

the hymnography of Ephraim and especially in the “Supplicatory Canon for the King” 

dedicated to Tsar Ivan Shishman (“Mother of God, hurry up and give to our king your victory 

and supremacy over the enemies, to your people and to the city give deliverance from evils,” f. 

71a); “O Virgin, be a strong shield against my enemies” (“Supplicatory Stichera to the 

Immaculate Theotokos,” f. 100a). The hermeneias are uncertain in noting this scene: it is absent 

in Dionysius, and Dicho Zograph repeats the text of the introductory stanza itself. Probably all 

this is because beyond the unfolding of the plot and narrative interactions here, there is a 

special symbolic mode. This is the doubled image of the Theotokos-in-praise. With its 
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vocativeness, the first kontakion simultaneously dedicates (thanks), but also prays again, “As 

thou possessest invincible might, set us free from every calamity so that we may sing.” The 

introductory stanza is both an end and a new beginning. Despite its obvious specificity, it 

follows the cyclical liturgical rhythm of the dogmatic scenes: it could be repeated with each 

new victory, becoming a symbolic modus of the victorious. Respectively, it falls silent when 

the victor is an absent structure. Dogmatic in meaning, the introductory stanza is entirely set in 

a historical context – beyond it, it cannot or does not sound insincere. That is why it is either 

not depicted or is hidden in one of the liturgical scenes. Ikos 12 gives a wonderful occasion 

with the verses “Rejoice! For through thee the standards of victory are raised on high; Rejoice! 

For through thee our enemies are cast down,” and Kontakion 13 encompasses everything in the 

expression “O Mother worthy of all praise” – in this word “all” are all reasons for gratitude, all 

types of icons of the Mother of God, all moments of communion with the Theotokos 

(Θεοτόκος). 

There are two ways to depict the introductory stanza. One model is suggested by St. 

Theotokos Peribleptos, namely – to be written with a word in the image field. The other is to 

depict the veneration of the icon in the memorable year 626 and its procession near the walls of 

Constantinople. The scenes in St. Peter's Church at Prespa and in the Bachkovo Monastery 

choose the second option – they present the memorable worship of the “Directress” from the 

7th century. In terms of iconographic solutions, however, the scenes are reminiscent of the 

image interpreting the twentieth stanza of the hymn in Dečani, and especially a few images on 

the last kontakion in the Akathist Hymn - in Markov Monastery, Seslavtsi, the two images in 

the Rozhen Monastery. The liturgical scenes in the Akathist and the depiction of the 

introductory stanza are different in iconological, but close in iconographic “spirit.” The 

difference is in the direction of the speech act. Both in the introductory stanza and in the last 

kontakion chants of praise and thanksgiving are sung before the Theotokos, and in both there is 

a prayer speech, with the expectation that the Theotokos will respond (“deliver,” “rescue”), but 

only in the introductory stanza do the chants of victory sound now and for something that has 

just passed (now, after we have “delivered from evil”). While in the last kontakion, the future 

dominates (“accepting this our offering, deliver… from the punishment to come”), the 

presentness dominates in the word of the introductory stanza (we “sing our grateful thanks to 

thee” now because you have “delivered [us] from evil”). However, in the depiction, the image 
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of the introductory stanza depicts both the “now” and “before,” which led to the miracle: the 

litany of Patriarch Sergius is before the miracle, and the celebration of the Akathist service of 

thanksgiving, again by the same Sergius, is after this. As an iconology, the image brings 

together the two possible iconic images (“before” and “now”) into one iconographic code that 

is richer than the word because of this duality. The word divides, the image gathers. In addition, 

the introductory stanza lives in the flesh of the assertive speech act, while the last kontakion 

lives in the flesh of the directive speech act – two illocutions different in strength and direction. 

Insofar as both stanzas are permeated by the present (the thanksgiving offering); the 

iconographic code “clings” to it. In order to depict it, it needs a real, glorious direction of fit of 

the speech act – the unforgettable victory in 626. And it can depict it in both cases. The logic of 

depiction in the introductory stanza is understandable – it is a revealing of what happened – as 

we remember it from history and legends. The logic of depiction in each other stanza is more 

special. Either there must be a resemblance in the direction of prayer (“deliver [us] from every 

ill us”) in order to resemble something glorious in the past, or simply the ecstatic feeling of 

gratitude that should already be depicted in the Akathist Hymn should include in itself and 

intentionality, such as that after the event of 626: unconditional faith in the Protectress of the 

City. The formula is in the Doukas' question: why now, in 1453, the “Directress” is not there to 

protect the City and the people as ever in 626? Such a question makes the reference not only 

desirable but also possible, and this is the basis for future displacements. But the displacement 

can also be born of something else, which nature is no longer historical, but psychological, 

intentional: from that special feeling which dominates the whole scheme of depicting the 

Akathist – the worship of the Theotokos, in which the word simultaneously affirms, begs, 

conjures, and the iconographic code seeks the links between past, present and future. And in 

this search, it finds its “patterns.” This is in the very essence of the icon, says Victor Bichkov – 

to be a liturgical symbol; to have not only a dogmatic but also a psychological function 

(Бичков 2006:50-51).  

The semiotics of this displacement-recognition can be seen in many places in the 

depiction of the stanzas of the Akathist Hymn. The Tomić Psalter thus sees an opportunity not 

to depict Christ tearing the writing of Adam in two, but to grasp the meaning of the 

Resurrection and the victory over death; follows iconology, not iconography. The painter in 

Markov Monastery does the same when, when depicting Kontakion 10 (“Wishing to save the 
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world, the Fashioner of all things”), he decides to present the scene of “Harrowing of Hell” 

(“Descent into Hell”): he seeks the iconology of salvation, not the established iconography of 

the scene in kontakion 10. So we should not be surprised either by the adherence of some of the 

liturgical scenes to the depiction of the introductory stanza, or even by the decision of Dečani 

in the depiction of Kontakion 11 (“No hymn can recount”). Rather, here, in the “displacement” 

of Dečani, we must feel the semiotic gap in the laudatory word of the Akathist stanzas. It seems 

to be self-doubtful: as we turn to the all-praised Theotokos (Kontakion 13), as we sing the very 

sacrament of the Incarnation (Ikos 12), are we not in the trap of Ikos 9, namely, that we are in 

fact always “dumb” while marveling at the mystery? And especially Kontakion 11 – our songs 

of praise, although “as numberless as the sand upon the seashore,” cannot be equal to what 

Christ gives us with His incarnation and His victory over death. The Akathist to the Theotokos 

is a wonderful hymn that expresses the idea of the inexpressible mystery: the incarnation of 

God the Word. This presupposes more than one Theotokos type of praise and image, which 

often remain unattainable for us. But we have the pleasure of trying to describe and depict 

them. And it is hardly a coincidence that the kontakion of the Sunday of Orthodoxy, composed 

by St. Theophanes, ends with the words: “We confess and proclaim our salvation in word and 

images.” In this colorful polylogue of meanings, the Akathist Hymn – as a word and as an 

image – is not only the apotheosis of human prayer and praise, but also a reminder. We have 

been given so much that it is not the image of the sea sand that should measure our humble 

steps, but rather the voice of the shell, which preserves in itself the unfading word of creation. 
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NOTES: 

1. See: Panofski 1986: 73-98 and especially the scheme of pp. 84-85 for the iconographic analysis 

and the iconological interpretation. See aslo Shapiro 1993: 290-299 on the division into “themes 

of state” and “themes of action,” which can also be a starting point for palimpsest reading of the 

Akathist. Here I must point out another text, which skillfully reveals the ways of penetration of 

hymn poetry in church painting and is important for the reading of the iconography of the 

Akathist (see: Бакалова 1991: 3-20). I take this opportunity to express my gratitude to Prof. 

Bakalova for her long-standing support of my efforts in the field of speech and image. 

2. See: Дачев, Мирослав. Семиотика на цвета в поетичния текст. София, 1997, 376 p. (chapter 

“Цветове, знаци, думи”); Слово и образ. София, 2003, 287 p. (chapters “Семиотично 

четене” and “Полилог”), where I first developed this idea in greater detail.  

3. The English text of the Akathist Hymn is according to the translation in official use in the OCA: 

The Akathist Hymn, Adapted Reader’s Service, online at: 

https://www.oca.org/files/PDF/Music/Akathists/akathist-mog-abbrev-reader-service.pdf 

[10.07.2020]. 

4. I recall that the involvement of hermeneias in the observation of the dialogue between word and 

image in all the books in the Athoniada Library has a leading function. In the case of 

iconographic programs realized after the appearance of a given hermeneia (i.e. from the 16th 

century onwards), it is possible to trace the extent to which it actually becomes a participant in 

the dialogue between the word and the image. As for the iconographic programs before the 16th 

century, the hermeneias allow us to “see” what patterns and tendencies the orders in them are 

based on, what they stand out from the previous epochs, as well as to get impressions of some 

monuments that are not preserved today. In this sense, the returns that Dionysius of Fourna, for 

example, makes to the images of Manuel Panselinos, are valuable. 

5. In this regard, cf. also: Смядовски, Стефан. Светци, свитъци, книги. Посланията на текста в 

иконографския материал. София: Агата-А, 2003, Studia Classicа, 146 p. 

6. Throughout the text, I use “Symbolic mode” in the sense of Eco (see: Eco 1986: 156-163). The 

content of the symbol is a nebula of possible interpretations, textual modality, a way of creating 

and interpreting the text. In this process, the symbolic mode is updated - a way not only to 

create text, but also to interpret text. 

7. The icon is kept in the museums of the Moscow Kremlin (№ Ж-256). For more details see: 

Lifshitz 1991: 223. Further in the text “The Balkan Icon from the XIV century.” In the same 

edition, see also the Novgorod icon from the 14-15th century.  
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8. For more details see: Apostolos-Cappadona 2000: 190-191, Shapiro 1993: 282-289. For the 

image of the “seated Hodegetria” in “The Worship of the Magi” see: Лазарев 1971: 275-329 

(chapter “Этюды по иконографии Богоматери”). 

9. In fact, this iconographic detail dates back to the 12th century and can be seen in well-preserved 

monuments such as the mosaics in the Palatine Chapel (A.D. 1143-48) and Martorana (A.D. 

1143-51) in Palermo, in the partially preserved fresco in Kurbinovo (A.D. 1191), the fresco in 

the Karanlik church in Cappadocia and others.   

10. The Novgorod icon from the 14-15th century is characterized by the fact that it depicts several 

assertive speech acts in expressions that begin with heiretisms. Particularly interesting are the 

iconographic solutions of Ikos 1, in which – as a correspondence to “Rejoice! Recalling of 

fallen Adam: Rejoice! Deliverance from the tears of Eve” – two scenes are presented as details 

from “Descent into Hell;” or the Theotokos with the ladder as a correspondence to “Rejoice! 

Heavenly Ladder” of Ikos 2, as well as the image of the bridge as a correspondence to “Rejoice! 

Bridge leading men from earth to Heaven” of Ikos 2 too. 

11. For more details see: Поснов 1993: 351-358. 

12. The apocryphal “Tale of Afroditian about the miracle that took place in the Persian land” is an 

additional source on the question of the worship of the wise men (Magi). The oldest Slavic 

transcript is dated from approx. 13th century. - See: Стара българска литература. Том първи: 

Апокрифи. София, Български писател, 1981, 123-133. 

13. For more details see: Apostolos-Capadona: 2000, 172. 

14. The cave and the house are two long-discussed images in this scene originating from the texts of 

James and Matthew. For more details see: “Homily on the Worship of the Magi” (Ростовски 

2006a: 873). 

15. Cf. the text of the two apocrypha in: Петканова 1981: 31-35; 35-41. 

16. For more details see my book “Светите апостоли Петър и Павел”. София, 2018, 296 p. 

17. As an iconography, the scene can also refer to Chapter 20 of the Apocalypse of John – with all 

the ensuing conventions of the scene in which the angel catches Satan and binds him for a 

thousand years, then throws him into the abyss, here can be seen the moment of pressing Satan 

to the ground. As for the scene of the resurrection, interesting parallels can be made with 

Manuel Panselinos in the Protaton Church in Karyes, Mount Athos (the position of Christ 

extending his hand only to Adam) and Theophanes in Stavronikita (Christ with both hands to 

Adam and Eve). 
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18. See: Лазарев 1971: 275-329 (chapter “Этюды по иконографии Богоматери”), as well as: 

Кондаков, Н. П. Иконографiя Богоматери. Т. II. Петроград, Типография императорской 

Академии наук, 1915, 451 p. I will elaborate on the types of the Theotokos in the next volume 

of the Athoniada Library, dedicated to the iconography of the Theotokos and the miraculous 

icons of the Theotokos. 

19. See: Джурова 2019: 39. Many pages have been written on the palace ceremony and the akathist 

service (see note 1), as the liturgical scene on the last kontakion in Dečani is associated with the 

family of King Dušan; the one in Markov Monastery – depending on the version – refers to 

Heraclius and Sergius or again to King Dušan, etc.  

20. According to Mirjana Djuric, if we draw the differences between the traditional iconographic 

type of the Theotokos “Hodegetria” and the “Peribleptos”-type, then in the Tomić Psalter and 

Matejče, there is rather the second type of the Theotokos, which corresponds to the depiction of 

Heraclius in the Chronicle of Constantine Manasses (Vat. slav. 2, fol. 122 verso). See: Ћуриђ, 

Воjислав 1969: 335-354. 

21. In the variety of deisis gestures, I mean the totality that Mislivets notes when he speaks of 

archaic forms of deisis and of the established forms after the victory of icon-worship. See: 

Гращенков 1973: 59-64 (the article: Й. Мысливец. Происхождение „Деисуса“). 

22. On the images of the introductory stanza after the 14th century, see: Грозданов 2007: 224-229; 

Серева 2017:198. See also Alexander Kuyumdzhiev's note that while the siege of 626 was 

depicted in Arbore in 1541, the other Romanian monuments represent the siege of 

Constantinople in 1453.  
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