Orhideja Zorova

MEDIEVAL SIMULACRA OF THE MOTHER EARTH IN
THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION

Within the sphere of the Christian doctrine the Earth is not existent as a
hypostasis distinction. However, the representation of a female figure defined
by the attributes and even by the name Gaia / Earth appears in the decorative
solutions of the secular medieval material, as well as in the narrations of the
Christian sacral art. In these contexts the figure is being determined as a per-
sonification of the Earth. Her iconography derives from the antique visual ma-
trixes which articulated the immanent and transcendent ideas of the primordial
deity - Mother Earth.!

Having in mind the hybridism of the Byzantine civilization — being a
chrono-topic syncretism of Roman law and administration, of Greek culture
and Oriental sensuality, the “pagan” remaining within its artistic system are not
a lapse. Namely: “...every art begins by what is known as a borrowing from a
higher culture, or, more accurately, by communing with it.”2

The iconographic model of the personification Earth shows certain evolu-
tion inside the Christian pictorial system. Within the process of Christianization,
the antique borrowing became de-divinized by the dividing of her corporality
from her personality. The “flesh” became a personification, while the hypostasis’
features dispersed in the female representatives of the Christian “pantheon”.

This dividing of the primordial deity was not synchronic to the begin-
ning i.e. the proclamation of Christianity for an official religion. Such conclu-
sion derives from the contextual and the iconographic characteristics of Earth’s
representations. During the Early Medieval period Gaia was represented in the
usual “antique” style, maintaining the emphasis on the attributes of fertility and
abundance (fig. 1). The contextual presence of Gaia's functional aspects can be
seen in the compositions in which she appears.

In the painted floor from Qasr al-Hayr al-Gharby (fig. 2), the Earth is
depicted as a female bust, richly dressed, with a snake coiling around her neck

I J1. Tlanwuh, I'. babuh, Jesux nepconugpurayuja, in: boropoauna Jbepumika, beorpan,
1975, 70-80.

2 D. V. Ainalov, The Hellenistic Origin of the Byzantine Art, Rutgers University
press, New Jersey 1961, 4.
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like a necklace, and with a garment filled with fruits in both hands.3 Similar
iconographic variants appear on the two Egyptian garments (fig. 3, 4), as well as
on the central medallion of one necklace belonging to the so called numismatic
type (fig. 5).4 Apart from the secular, her image also appears in examples that
probably posses sacral determinant. On the so called Barberini diptych (fig. 6),
the subordinated representation of Gaia emphasizes the moment of the imperial
triumph, while on the 6th century seal from Svinec (fig. 7), where she holds a
cornucopia, the image transforms into an ecclesiastic emblem.>

The qualification “personification” does not seem quite suitable for the
above mentioned representations of Gaia, which having in mind the given con-
texts, are more likely to represent invocations of good luck and abundance, as
well as to confirm and stress certain historical moments. These “pagan” invest-
ments, as well as the image of this persona non grata, are not that illogical
for the Christianity. Namely, the co temporal religious doctrine had the rang
of state’s confessional ideology, but the mental configuration of the Byzantine
men was not, nor it could ever be, ultimately Christianized. The antique roots of
the empire dominated the “pagan” sub consciousness of the Byzantine culture,
which could only trespass through the antique symbolical system. For these
reasons the term “personification” should probably be understood more descrip-
tively, as some kind of simulacra.

After the Iconoclastic hiatus the Christian art gathered a different artistic
outlook. This transformation was a partial consequence of the final defining
of certain theological issues, thus proclaiming the illustrated Christian narra-
tions for hieratic compositions.6 However, the representations of Gaia were not
excluded from the pictorial solutions. Although lacking textual references, the
representations of the Earth became almost an obligatory element in certain
scenes.

At this standpoint the illustrations of the Last Judgment in the Christian
sacral monuments appears as most interesting. The image of Gaia is a part of
the All Going Assumption (fig. 8, 9) i.e. the moment when the angels request
from the Earth and the Sea to give away their deceased. The eschatological
background of this scene utterly correlates to the antique generic aspects of
the goddess Earth. The iconography of her image although Christianized i.e.
cleansed of the antique nudity, still maintained certain attributes which primor-
dially gravitate towards this deity — the holding of the heavenly arch, the reptile
beast underneath or next to her, the appearance of floral elements on her cos-

3 Ed. David Talbot Rice, R. H. Pinder - Wilson, Islam i arabljanska osvajanja, in:
Rani Srednji Vek - Uobli¢avanje evropske kulture, Jugoslavija Beograd, 1976, 49-62.

4 H. Maguire, Garments Pleasing to God: The Significance of Domestic Textile De-
sign in the Early Byzantine Period, DOP 44, 1990, 217-19; H. Maguire, Magic and Money, in
Image and Imagination, Great Britain, TJ International Ltd, Padsow, Cornwall, 2007, 1037-
1054, 1039-40.

5 L. Rodley, Byzantine Art and Architecture — An Introduction, Cambridge Uni-
versity press, 1994, 92; A. B. bauk, Buzanmuiickoe uckyccmeo 6 cobpanusix Cosemckozo
Coro3a, ,,CoBerckuu XynoxxHuK" Jlenunrpang — Mocksa, 1996, 297, karanomiku 6poj 117.

6 1. Kalavrezou, Images of the Mother — When the Virgin Mary Became Meter
Theou,DOP 44, 1990, 165-172, 168-69.
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of Damascus, Syria

Fig. 3 - Textile roundel with
Figural Decoration, Egypt, Byzantine,
5th-7th century, Arthur M. Sackler
Museum, Harvard University

Fig. 2 - Tapestry woven panel
— The Earth with Crosses,
Byzantine Egypt, 4th — 7th
century, Musée du Louvre,

Paris Ci. 3 MenasboH (IUCK) O TEKCTHIA ca
(HUrypaIHOM ACKOPALMjOM H3 TIEPHOIa
V-VII Beka, Busantujcku Erunar,
Mysej Aprypa Cakiepa, YHUBEp3UTET
Xapsapy, bocron

Ci. 2 Tanucepuja - 3emiba

ca KpCTOBHMA M3 MEpHosa

IV-VII Beka, Buzanrtujcku

Erunar, Mysej Jlysp, [Tapus

Fig. 6 - Barberini Diptych,
Constantinople, 6th cen-
tury, Anastasius or Justinian in

Triumph, Musée du Louvre, Paris

Fig. 5 - Gold Pendant,
Byzantine, 6th century,
Virginia Museum of Fine
Arts,

Cn. 6 Juntux bapoepunu
n3 Lapurpana (VI Bex), Llap
Amnacrasuje (1w JycTHHHjaH)
npukasas y tpujymdy, Mysej
Jlysp, Ilapu3

Richmond, Virginia

Cn. 5 3natHu npuBe3ak
u3 VI Beka, My3ej nerux
yMeTHOCTH y Bupnmnuju,

Puumon, Bupyunuja

Fig. 1 - Gaia - Qasr al-Hayr al-Gharby, Floor
painting, 727 AD, Umayyad, National Museum

Cx. 1 Teja - Qasr al-Hayr al-Gharby, Cinka Ha
nogy u3 727. ronune, OMajajicka AMHACTH]A,
Hamronanuu my3ej y Jlamacky, Cupuja

Fig. 4 - Silk sleeve band,
6th-7th century, New
Haven, Yale University
Art Gallery

Ca. 4 Tpaxa cBuneHor
pykasa u3 neproga VI-VII
BeKa, YMETHHYKa rajepuja

‘Vuusep3urera Jeji, by
XejBeH,

Fig. 7 - Lead seal from Svinec,
A Goddess with Cornucopia —
Gaia (?), 6th century,Hermitage
Museum, St. Petersburg, Russia

Cn. 7 OnoBuu nevar u3 CBUHENA,
Boruma ca porom m3o6uspa - ['eja
(?) u3 VI Beka, My3sej Epmurax,

Canxr [TerepcOypr
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Fig. 8 - Last Judgment — Personification of the Earth,

Church of St. Clement (The Virgin Peribleptos), Ochrid,
Western facade, before 1595.

Cx. 8 Crpamnu cyn - nepcoHupHKanyja 3embe,
(pecka Ha 3anmagHoj pacaau npkse Cs. Kimnmenra
(Cs. Boropoguie Ilepusnente) y Oxpuny (mpe 1595.

TO/IMHE)

e

g

Fig. 10 - Personificatoin of the Earth, The Virgin of
the Hospitals, Ochrid, 14th century, southern facade

R

Cu. 10 IMepconndukarmja 3emibe, Gppecka Ha
jyxHoj dacann npkse CB. boroponuie bonanuke y
Oxpuny (XIV Bek)

Fig. 12 - The Pentecost, Church of the Holy Virgin,
Kuceviste, ¢.1330.
Cn. 12 Cunazak Cs. [Iyxa Ha anioctose, [{pksa

Bagenemwe boropoauue y Kyuesumry (oxo 1330.
TOJIMHE)

Fig. 9 - Last Judgment, Monastery of
Kuceviste, Sts. Archangels, Narthex,
1630/31.

Cun. 9 Crpawsu cyz, Gppecka y mpumpari
manactupa CB. Apxanhena y Kyaesumry,
(1630/31. rogune)

o

Fig. 11 Psalm 148, Lesnovo Monastery, 1349.
Ca. 11 Unycrpanuja 148 Icanma, ppecka y
npunpati MaHacTupa JlecHoso (1349. romune)

2 3 e

Fig. 13 - The Christmas Hymn, Church of St.
Clement (The Virgin Peribleptos), Ochrid,
1295.

Cu. 13 boxxnhna cTuxupa, ¢ppecka y IpunpaTu
upkse CB. Knumenta (CB. Boropoauue
Ilepusnente) y Oxpuay (1295. ronune)
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tume and even the presence of wings. Yet still the most important component of
her character — her personality was demised. In these compositions the Earth is
nothing more than a genre motif (fig. 10).7

The castrated functionality of the Earth is also visible in the remaining
scenes that use hers corporality — the Psalm 148 (fig. 11), the Pentecost (the
Descention of the Holy Spirit, fig. 12) and the Christmas Hymn (fig. 13).8

Observed through its historical context this de-divinization i.e. forgetting
of the antique deities was not accidental. During the transition of the antique
society into a Christian one, the Virgin gradually sublimed all the powers i.e.
aspects of the previous goddesses.® The idea of her supreme motherhood was
clearly proclaimed in the Homilies of George of Nicomedia. In the narration
titled “When his Mother stood next to the cross at the Crucifixion”, Christ’s
words to the Deciples “IAOY H MHTHP XOY” have the following interpreta-
tional meaning: “Though I have forbidden you to call anyone on earth Father,
1 wish nonetheless that you call her mother and honor her as such, she who
was for me an abode more than heavenly, and showed me an affection with
which nature is unacquainted”. These words undoubtedly describe the virgin as
mother of all living (fig. 14).10

In the opening verses of the Akathysthos (fig. 15), the hymn dedicated
to the Virgin, the idea of her invincibility is being emphasized. The Byzantine
society begun to perceive the Virgin as a leader of the Christian armies and as
a protector - palladium of the empire (fig. 16).1! The root of her power was in
her paradoxical virginal motherhood — the parthenogenesis. 1t is precisely the

7 A. Cepadpumona, Kyuesuwxu manacmup Ce. Apxaneenu, Cromje, 2005, 175, 177-
78, 184-85.

8 For the Christmas Hymn see E. lumutpoBa, Hnycmpayujama na Jlamackunosama
Boorcurna xumna 6o cruxanama oexopayuja na cnovenuyume o0 X1V eex, bankanocnaBuka
25, Ipunen, MHCTUTYT 3a cTapocioBeHCKa KyaTypa, 1998, 137-158; Ibid., Manacmup Mam-
ejue, Crorje, 2002, 95.

9 Elizabeth A. Gittings, Women as Embodiments of Civic Life, in Byzantine Women
and Their World, 39; Bisera V. Pentcheva, The Virgin of Constantinople: Power and Belief,
in ed. loli Kalavrezou, Byzantine Woman and Their World, Harvard University Art Museums,
Cambridge Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 2003, 113-118; A. Baring, J.
Cashford, The Myth of the Goddess, Evolution of an Image, Arkana, Penguin Books, 1993,
574-75.

10 George of Nicomedia was a deacon and chartophylacs of St. Sophia in Constanti-
nople and also a personal friend of the patriarch Photios, who in 860 appointed him a metro-
politan of Nicomedia. Among his numerous preserved homilies, the most interesting are the
ones connected to the theme Theotokos. loli Kalavrezou, Images of the Mother: When the
Virgin Mary Became Meter Theou, DOP 44, 1990, 169.

11 This aspect of the Virgin brings her close to Gaia. Namely the Roman command-
ers in cases of self-scarification for the army, pronounced a special devotion: “Dis Manibus
Tellurique”’, where on the last word they touched the ground. The epithets Blachernitissa and
Hodegetria clearly testify of the sublime nature of the Virgin, who was an actual hypostase
of nearly all the functions of the key antique goddesses. Bissera V. Pentceva, The Virgin
of Constantinople: Power nad Belief, Bo ed. loli Kalavrezou, Byzantine Woman and Their
World, Harvard University Art Museums, Cambridge Yale University Press, New Haven and
London, 2003, 113-117.
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Fig. 14 - The Crucifixion, Osios Loukas, before Fig. 15 - Representation of the Icon of the Virgin
1048. Narthex mosaic Hodegetria, Verse 24 from the cycle of the

Akathistos Hymn, Late 14th century, Markov

Cun. 14 Pacnehe, Mo3auk y HapTeKcy IpKBe Manastir

Xo3swuoc JTykac (npe 1048. ropune)
Cn. 15 IMpencraBibame nkone boropomuie

Onurutpuje, wiycrpauuja 24 crpode
boropoguunsor Akaructa y MapkoBoM MaHacTHpy
(1376/77. ronuue)

et

Fig. 16, 17 The Virgin — ZQOAOXOZX ITHT H,
Lesnovo Monastery, 1349, Narthex fresco painting

Cu. 16, 17 Boroponuna - JKHBOHOCHHM H3BOD,
¢pecka y Haprekcy JIeCHOBCKOr MaHacTHpa
(1349. rogune)

Fig. 18 - The Theotokos and Georgios of Antioch,
Martorana, Palermo, c¢.1143 and later

C. 18 boropomura n I'eopruje AHTHOXHjCKH,
Mapropana y Ilanepmy (oko 1143. u xacumje)
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| iRy
Fig. 19 - The Holy Wisdom build a Temple for Herself,  Fig. 20 - David’s repentence, Church of St.
Church of St. Clement (The Virgin Peribleptos), Sophia, Ochrid, 1345-46, Narthex

Narthex, 1295. .
arthex, Cu. 20 INoxkajame JlaBuioBo, hpecka Ha

Cu. 19 Ilpemynpocr ca3uia cedu xpam, ppecka y JPyroM cripary npumpare y upksu CB.
npunparu 1pkee CB. Knumenra (CB. boropoaune Coduje y Oxpumy (1345-1346. romune)
Iepusnente) y Oxpuny (1295. rogune)

element which most explicitly correlates the Virgin to the plead of antique god-
desses, on which genealogical pre-beginning stands Gaia. The Virgin is the last
in the chain of goddesses through which the earth becomes numinous.12

The symptoms of this process can be seen even in the metaphoric literal
narration of her hymn i.e. in its pictorial incarnation. Inside the specter of attri-
butes in the Akathysthos, the mythology and the iconography of the “Fountain
of Life” (fig. 17) most directly creates the relation between the Virgin and her
“ancestress”, where the cult of Cybele stands dominant.13

The Virgin’s connection to the qualifications of the earth-goddesses dis-
creetly appears even in some other of her epithets. For example Perybleptos
literally means “the one visible from all sides, adored by all viewers”. Thus the
Virgin became venerated as an “assistant in the everyday issues” and as “the
one who maintains the crown of the empire”, which is not too far from the sym-
bolical presence of Gaia in the Barberini Diptych.14

12 In the Hesiod's Theogony and in the Ovid's Metamorphoses, Gaia gives birth to
Ouranos (the Sky), Oureus (the Mountains) and Pontus (the Sea) through parthenogenesis.
Hesiod, Theogony, 116ff (translation Evelyn-White). During the Middle Ages the Earth no
longer represented a divine immanence in the nature, but the “fallen nature”, the “other
world”. The aspect of fertility transferred to the Virgin. The Myth...553,574-75,577.

A. B. IlonoBuh, bocopoouya ,,Uzeop srcueoma“ — O0 Majxe bozosa 0o majke
boorcuje, Tpeha Jyrocnorencka koHdpepenija Busantonora, Kpymesan 10-13 Maj 2000,
Beorpan-Kpywesaw, 2002, 107-114.

13 A. B. TlonioBuh, boeopoouya ,, Hzeop sicueoma“ — O0 Majke Bozosa 0o majke
boorcuje, Tpeha Jyrocnosencka koH¢pepennnja Busanrtonora, Kpymesar 10-13 Maj 2000,
Bbeorpan-Kpymesarr, 2002, 107-114.

14 From the beginning of the Byzantine Empire the Virgin was considered a protector
of the capital. The culmination of this aspect which will evolve in a direct connection to the
imperial subjects takes place during the Palacologan time. MBan K. 3apoB, Kmumopcmeomo
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Finally her telluric nature i.e. her presence in the afterlife spheres em-
phasizes the ancient aspects of the Earth and her hypostases. The Virgin was
considered “Queen of Heaven”, but she was also conceived as a protector and
benefactor of the sinners, who possessed the power to change the afterlife des-
tiny and to guarantee the salvation (fig. 18).15

And in the very end, probably as a superior “misterium tremendum et
fascinans” inside the Christian doctrine, we should mention Sophia (fig. 19,
20), whose enigma resembles possible simulacra of Mother Earth. Described
as a “creator of the world i.e. the matter” and as “womb of all creation”, and
even as an escort of the Old Testament Yahweh, in her pleromatic chronoto-
py she resembles the primordial goddesses from the antique cosmogonies.16
Unfortunately, in a certain moment, probably due to the potential danger of
this feminine complexity, the Christianity transformed the archetype image of
Sophia into the Logos, thus opening the marginalization of the “female prin-
ciple” inside the system i.e. its degradation into a subject “less than completely
divine, but more than fully humane” — the Virgin.l7

Using the sophisticated metaphor the Christian doctrine found a way
to elaborate the functionality of the masculine i.e. the paternal theology, which
although denied the existence of the “female principle”, could not exist without
its even antinomy presence.

Opxuzeja 3opoa
CPEJAWBEBEKOBHU CUMVJIAKPYMU MAJKE 3EMJBE
YV XPUITHRAHCKOJ TPA ANLININ

Xpumrhancka XujepaTnka MpeicTaBba OajJaHC TEOJIONIKe JOTME U HaTypaTHCTHIKOT
apTH3Ma. Y TakBOj HApaTWBHOj CHMOHMO3H, IEPCOHU(UKALIU]E CE T0jaBIbYjy Ka0 HEOIIXOAHU
enemeHar excipecuje. OBaj pa/1 Ha KOHKPETaH HauMH [IPATH [0jaBy jeJIHOT OBAKBOT €JICMEHTA
— nepconndukannjy Majke 3emsbe y XprhaHCKO] CaKpaJHO] M CEKyJIapHO] MaTepH]jaTHOj
kyatypu. Wmak, ymecto yoOudajeHOT TepMHHa ‘‘TIepCOHU(HKANMja”, y OBOj aHAIH3H
KOPUCTHMO TEPMHUH “‘cumysiakpyM”. Paziior 3a 0BaKkBy “HEIOCIIEIHOCT” je CaMH JIMK OBOT He-
xpunrhanckor 00KaHCTBA KOje Ce YIIOPHO jaBJba y XPHUITNAHCKOM HKOHOTPA()CKOM CHCTEMY,
pa3nydyjyhu mputom, CBOjy XHIIOCTaCHOCT OJ TEIECHOCTH.

Ha senuxkuom xemepujapx I[Ipocon 32yp na Cs. bocopoouya I[lepuenenma 6o Oxpuo, 30pOHUK
— CpennosekoBHa ymetHoct 6, Cromje, 2007, 58-59.

15 1I. I'posmanoB, Oxpudcko suouo cauxapemeo 00 X1V sex, Oxpun, 1980, 39-40,
82, 104-105, 107; C. Kopynoscku, E. lumutposa, Busanmucka Makedonuja, Vicropuja Ha
ymeTHocTa Ha Makenonuja ox IX mo XV Bek, Cromje 2006, 143, 153, 176-177.

16 In the Old Testament Sophia, “The Mistress of All Creation”, is described as tran-
scendent and immanent at the same time. Thus she becomes a descendant representation of
the archetype of the existence — Zoe. The Myth, 470, 611-13.

17" Namely, God is worshiped (latria), the Saints are venerated (dulia), while the
Virgin is given superior veneration (hyperdulia). The Myth, 553. For the complexity of the
relation between Sophia, Christ and the Virgin, as well as its theological implications see H.
Yaycunuc, Jyanucmuyku cauxu, Cromje 2003, 293-296, 300-304, 307-308.
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XPpOHOTOICKA aHajIn3a JIMKA OBOI' AHTHYKOT T. j. HCKOHCKOT OOKaHCTBA y OKBHPY
CPENOBCKOBHE €IOXe, pa3o0inyaBa PETPOrpajHH pPasBoj M IOCTYHHY JHUCIEP3Ujy
(yHKCHOHAMHUX acnekata Majke 3eMJbe y OPYrHM JKEHCKUM JIMKOBAMa hpunrhaHckor
PEIUTHO3HOT cUcTeMa. Y PaHOM IEpHOIy Cpelmer Beka, I'eja je, U MKOHOrpa)CKu H 110
CBOjOj YHKCH]H, CITMYHA CBOjHM aHTHUKUM Marpuiama. [IoTBp/ie 3a HaBeAeHY HACHTHYHOCT
BUJUBUBE CY Y IbCHUM MKOHOTIPa)CKUM arpulyTHMa, Kao M y caMOM KOHTEKCTY IpeJICcTaBa,
KOje Cy y CYIITHHH, HHBOKaluje 1o0pe cpehe 1 mioqHoCTH.

Haxon MKoHOKIAaCTHYKE KpH3e W KOHAYHOT yoOIHMYaBama XpUIITNAHCKHUX OTMH,
mojaBa 3emibe y BHU3YeNHHM Hapamnujama ao0Ouja cBe Behm cMmmcao XaHp MOTHBA —
nepconndukanuje. M mopen obasesHor mpucycrsa 3emibe y oapeheHHM ciieHama, meHa
Ipe/CTaBa JIMIICHA je XMIOCTaCHHX (YHKIMOHANHUX acmekara. OBa cdepa HeKalallme
CYIEPHOPHE CTBApATEeJbKE y MIAHTCOHNMA, Y XPHIINAHCKOM PEJIMIHO3HOM CBETY TPAHCIIOHYjE
ce y TEOJIOLIKH MPHUXBATJbHBE KEHCKE MPOTArOHUCTKUIbE KoH(ecuje. Tume Berauku Opoj
ommka Majke 3emsbe mocrajy uMaHeHTHH boropoxuiu. IloueBmmm on mapamoxcanHe
[aTPEeHOreHe3e, IIPEKO CBEOIIIITET MaTePHHCTBA 1 3arpoOHe J0OpoTBOpHOCTH, Boropoauua y
CTBapH M0CTaje OTEJIOTBOPEHHE MIPUHIIUIA AaHTUYKHAX [Pe-CTBAPaTesbKH, YHjH j€ IParoueTaK
ympaso [eja.

BokaHCTBeHa NPEMYAPOCT je oIl jefaH CyOiamMar KOA Kora €€ MOTY OCETHTH
peunanBH HeKatanmux acnekara [eje, HapounTo y cdepu “crBapama cBera’” T. j. MaTepuje.
IToTeHnMjaHa OIACHOCT OBE JKCHCTBEHE CIIOXKEHOCTH MIOUPHHOCH 13, Yy oapeheHom
TPeHYTKy, OHa Oyae 3amemeHa cuHOHMMHUM JlorocoM. Kpo3 oBy coducTuunpany
metadopy, xpuinrhaHcka [JOKTpHHA [OKyIaBa Ja [Ja OmpaBlame (QyHKIHMOHAIHOCTH
[aTpoHaNHe TEOJOrHje, alli “KCHCKM TPUHLMIT’, ¥ MOpe] 3BaHMYHE MapruHaju3alje,
T. j. HENPHUXBATJBHBOCTH y CHCTEMY, MOTBplyje ce aHTHHOMHUYHO, MOMONY BIACTHTUX
CHMYJIaKpyMa.






