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Anita PAOLICCHI

ELEMENTS OF CONTINUITY AND DISCONTINUITY
IN THE ORTHODOX KIVOTIA OF SOUTHEAST EUROPE

Abstract: The aim of this paper is to present three different kinds of con-
tainers for the Eucharist (kivotia) that are attested in the Post-Byzantine
Balkans, discussing if their shape was connected to the Byzantine tradi-
tion or if, on the contrary, it represented a break with tradition. This paper
also tries to highlight the reason that, in the latter case, made that change
possible and acceptable in a really conservative context, as Post-Byzan-
tine Southeast Europe was, especially in regards to themes directly or
indirectly connected to the very central topic of religious identity.

I strongly believe that the analysis of the elements of discontinuity in
the artistic production may allow to a complementary better understand-
ing of the key elements consolidated by tradition: for example, the im-
portance of architectural representation in the (Post-)Byzantine culture,
which, as a general concept, has already been highlighted in the bibliog-
raphy. Based on the assumption that architectural objects are animated
by a spiritual, philosophical, or artistic intention, the symbolic prototype
which is at the base of each different kind of architectural kivotion will
be investigated: it will help understand its specific additional message
and will contribute to a better understanding of the cultural, religious
and political context in which it finds its origin.
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Key words: kivotia, liturgical vessels, religious identity, Byzantine tra-
dition, Post-Byzantine art.

Ancrpakrt: Llenta Ha 0BOj Tpya € Aa ce mMpeTrcraBaT TPU Pa3IUYHU
BHUJIOBH Ha CaJioBU 3a EBxapuctujata (KMBOTH) KOU C€ TOCBEIOYCHH
BO MOCTBHU3aHTUCKHOT bankaH, MUCKyTHpajKu MpUTOa Jald HUBHUTE
(¢opmMu Ouiie TIOBp3aHU CO BU3AHTHCKAaTa TPaaWIlMja WIH, HAPOTHUB,
IpeTcTaByBajie MPEKUH cO Tpaauiujara. Bo oBoj Tpyn, ucTo Taka, ce
o0uyBa Jia ce Harvlacu MpUYMHATA ITO, BO BTOPUOT CITy4aj, ja TPaBH Taa
poMeHa MOKHA U TPUQATINBA BO HABUCTHHA KOH3EPBAaTUBEH KOHTEKCT,
Kako MmTO OwWjia IMOCT-BU3aHTHCKara Jyrowctouna EBpoma, ocobeHo
BO OJHOC Ha TEMHUTE KOU CE€ TUPEKTHO WM MHIUPEKTHO MOBP3aHH CO
[EHTpAJTHATA TeMa Ha BEPCKUOT UJICHTHUTET.

CuiHO BepyBaM JieKa aHajM3ara Ha eIEMEHTUTE Ha TUCKOHTHUHY-
UTETOT BO YMETHHYKOTO TIPOM3BOICTBO MOKE J1a OBO3MOXKH KOMILIEMEH-
TapHO MOJ00PO pa3zdupame Ha KIIYyYHUTE €IeMEHTH KOHCOJIHIUPAHH OJT
TpaJuIHjaTa: Ha MMPUMEpP, BAKHOCTA HA apXUTEKTOHCKOTO IPETCTaBY-
Bamb€ BO (IIOCT) BU3AaHTHCKATa KyATypa, KOja, KaKO OMILIT KOHIIETIT, BeKe
€ ucTakHaro Bo Oubnmorpadujara. Bp3 ocHOBa Ha IpeTIiocTaBKara JaeKka
APXUTEKTOHCKUTE 00jeKTH C€ aHUMHPaHH CO AyXOBHA, (hrio30dcka Uiu
yYMETHHYKA Hamepa, Ke Ce MCIUTa CHMOOJIMYKUOT MPOTOTHUIT KOj € BO
OCHOBATa Ha CEKOj pasinyeH BUJ HA apXUTEKTOHCKU KMBOTHOH: TOA Ke
MIOMOTHE Ja ce pa3depe HeroBara creru(uIHa JONOJTHUTETHA MOpaKa
U Ke MpuaoHece 3a Moao0po pa3Oupame Ha KYJITYPHHOT, BEPCKHOT U
MOJUTHYKUOT KOHTEKCT BO KOj TO Hao'a CBOETO TOTEKJIO.

Kiy4nu 300poBu: Kugoiiu, TuillypSUucKu cagosu, perucucky uQeHiiu-
uie, BU3AHIUUCKA TUPAQUYUJA, UOCHI-6U3AHTUUCKA YMEUUHOCTU.

The aim of this paper is to present the main shapes kivotia — that
are the most important among the liturgical vessels, employed in the
Christian Orthodox rite to contain the Eucharist — have had in the last
centuries, discussing how each one of these shapes was connected to the
Byzantine tradition or if it represented a break with tradition. This paper
also tries to highlight the reason that, in the latter case, made that change
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possible and acceptable in a really conservative context, as Post-Byzan-
tine Southeast Europe was, especially in regards to themes directly or
indirectly connected to the very central topic of religious identity'.

The most spectacular kivotia produced and used in the Post-Byz-
antine Balkans have an articulated architectural shape, often that of a
church. As stated by several researchers, architectural objects are ani-
mated by a spiritual, philosophical or artistic intention?: the architectural
shape of an object is not merely decorative, it reveals something, and
carries an additional message.

Being 17th-century Wallachia the starting point of my research in-
terests, I had the chance to observe how the shape of kivotia became a
mean to transmit additional political messages, instrumental in strength-
ening the relation between the monasteries and the religious and polit-
ical élites. At that time, Orthodoxy as an identity-making feature was
particularly important: the reign of Wallachia was threatened by the
presence of the Muslim Turks on the Eastern border, and by the Catholic
propaganda issued by the Austrian administration of Transylvania in the
North. In this context of religious and political contrast in the North-
ern Balkan area, the Orthodox religion became the centre of Wallachian
consciousness and it is easy to understand why supporting the Orthodox
Church with the foundation of new churches and monasteries, but also
with valuable presents, became one of the main tools of the Princes’ pol-
itics. Especially during Constantin Brancoveanu’s reign (1688-1714),
but also, to some extent, also during the reign of his predecessors Matei

! My presentation is based on my current doctoral research (University of Florence),
which aims at a systematic categorization of the reliquaries produced in the Byzantine
and Post-Byzantine world, considering their shapes and their evolution through the
centuries, looking for similarities and differences within different areas of the Orthodoxy
and in comparison with the reliquaries produced and used in Western Europe.

2 I think it is worth quoting the words of Pierre and Catherine Provoyeur in the opening
of the catalogue edited on the occasion of an exhibition dedicated to the representation
of ecclesiastic architecture (Le Temple 1982, p. 19): «Les ceuvres qui renvoient a
Parchitecture sacrée [...] elles n’en sont jamais des substitutions, des représentations
innocentes, mais les manifestations d’une intention spirituelle, philosophique et
plastique qui donne un dessin, a la peinture ou & Iobjet une existence propre, un contenu
autonome en face de tout édifice construit auquel ils feraient référence, qu’ils en soient
le projet ou la copie». On the symbolic significance of the architectural representation
in Byzantine Art see: Architecture as Icon 2010.
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Basarab (1632-1654) and Serban Cantacuzino (1678-1688), the syncre-
tism of the political and the religious plans — evident in a complex and
continuous program of foundation of new churches and monasteries —
came to its highest point and was reflected in the magnificence of the
vessels destined to endow the new foundations under his protection. Do-
nating “personalised” kivotia, micro-architectural representation of the
church to which they were commended, with an outside decoration mir-
roring the interior iconography of the church, reflected and reverberated
the connection between the founder and the foundation. These kivotia,
about 30-40 cm tall, are not to be intended as exact scale reproductions,
but the inspiring model is easily recognizable because the characteristic
features of the building are usually reproduced quite carefully, for in-
stance through the number, position and shape of towers distinguishing
cach building?. In this way, a system of cross-references is established
between the church and the kivotion contained in it.

Probably, the most relevant example is a kivotion of gilded silver
and enamel, made in 1691 by a still unknown silversmith as a gift by
Constantin Brancoveanu to the main church of the Horezu monastery?,
his most important foundation [figure 1]. In this micro-architectural rep-
resentation, the church structure — with a three-apse plan and two tow-
ers — is perfectly reproduced, although the towers are not to scale. The
strong relation between the monastery and the Prince is revealed also
by a fresco in the same church, representing Constantin Brancoveanu
and his wife Maria holding the model of the church, surrounded by their
four sons and seven daughters. We can therefore observe three levels of
connection between the donor and the place: the real church, its three-di-
mensional miniaturization (the kivotion), and its two-dimensional min-
1aturisation on the surface of the wall decoration.

3 In some cases, these kivotia are the last documents of the general aspect of a building
that, along the centuries, has suffered major modification or that is no longer existing.
It can well be the case of the kivotion originally belonging to the Tismana monastery
(N1coLEscu 1968, cat. 198, p. 173), one of the oldest Wallachian monastery churches,
which has undergone a number of restorations in the last centuries (NICOLESCU 1968,
p. 44). On the pattern of identification of architectural elements in the silver kivotia and
the real churches, also see PaoLicch1 2018.

*  NIcoLEscU 1968, cat. 202.
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Brancovan church-shaped kivotia represent a qualitative height,
but, as already said, the existence of this kind of micro-architectural ves-
sel is not limited to the decades of his reign, at the end of the 17" century.
Those micro-architectures — often made with precious metals and gems
— were used all around the peninsula, as demonstrated by their presence
in the Romanian, Serbian and Bulgarian collections®. As a matter of fact,
the general features of these kivotia are identical, regardless of their or-
igin: Orthodox liturgical vessels were usually based on the Byzantine
tradition, and, being the Post-Byzantine Balkans usually quite conserv-
ative as to their Byzantine heritage, it is no surprise that architectural
kivotia were used in the whole region with only minor differences. On
the contrary, from the stylistic point of view, these kivotia could differ
widely from one another, because their authors could be, for instance,
Transylvanian, therefore using an unmistakably Western décor, or Bul-
garian, skilled in the filigree and etching techniques.

Nowadays, kivotia still have an architectural shape, often that of
a church, even if the connection with the church to which it belongs is
usually not so evident. This is probably due to the fact that they are not
purposely made for a specific church: once ceased the need to connect
symbolically the church and the donor, the shape of the kivotion did
not have to reproduce a specific existing building’s aspect any longer. A
magnificent silver kivotion made in 1784 for the Monastery of Curtea de
Arges?® is the proverbial exception that proves the rule: despite its late re-
alization, in an age when the political uncertainties that characterised the
Brancovean period were over, it represents a proof of the importance of
the identification between the church and the kivotion: even the smallest
architectural details are carefully reproduced. Its dimensions are bigger
than the older kivotia as to emphasise the symbolic importance of this
gift: its donor, Partenie, spent a huge sum for the architectural renova-
tion of the church, one of the most important in the region, and on en-
dowing it with liturgical vessels, e.g. a Gospel book-binding, reliquaries

5 See for example, in addition to the already mentioned NicOLESCU 1968: Masterpieces
1981, Cristiani d’Oriente 1999. Similar objects are also attested as incense caskets, see
for example: Treasures of Mount Athos 1997.

¢ Marturii 2012, cat. 49, pp. 166-167 (C. Tanasoiu).
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and silver vases. Unfortunately, only a chalice is documentarily attested
nowadays’.

In this conservative context, four kivotia dating back to the dec-
ades that precede and follow the year 1700 stand out for their unusual
cylindrical shape: two of them were made in Venice and were gifted
to Orthodox churches in Wallachia® [figure 2], one was probably made
in Ottoman Constantinople as a gift by Neophytos, the Metropolitan
of Adrianople (todays Edirne, Turkey), to the cathedral of his see in
1669°, while the last one, a gift from the abbot Damascene to the Bach-
kovo Monastery (Bulgaria) in 1705, was probably made in a local
atelier'”.

The main questions I had to deal with at the beginning of my re-
search on these cylindrical kivotia were why the donor decided to com-
mission such unusual objects and why was an object with such an unusu-
al shape accepted as Eucharist container in such a conservative context
as the Post-Byzantine Balkans. The third question is linked to one of the
assumptions on which my research is based: as architectural shape, in
Byzantine culture, has always a meaning and it is not simply a matter of
taste, what do these cylindrical kivotia mean? That question — as a matter
of fact — turned out to be the answer to the first two questions.

The hypothesis of seeing their shape as the miniaturization of an
existing building was immediately ruled out, because there are no cy-
lindrical buildings in any monastery centre in Southeast Europe. Ulti-
mately, the most consistent hypothesis was to identify their conceptual

7 His dedication to the monastery is witnessed by an inscription on a pomelnic; TOCILESCU
1886, p. 54 apud Marturii 2012, cat. 49, pp. 166-167 (C. Tandsoiu).

8 1 dedicated one essay to the Venetian provenance of these cylindrical kivotia in 2016
(see Paoriccr 2016), nevertheless, in summer 2018, during a research internship at the
National Museum of Art of Romania in Bucharest, where these objects are preserved, I
had the chance to observe that part of the conclusions based on previous bibliography
should be reconsidered; an article on this issue is in preparation.

> It now belongs to the collection of the Christian and Byzantine Museum of Athens.
Post-Byzantium 2002, cat. 33, pp. 160-161 (E. Chalkia).

10 Nowadays, it belongs to the National Church Historical-Archaeological Museum in
Sofia, where I had the chance to examine it in December 2018, during a two-weeks stay
in Bulgaria funded by the University of Florence to make research for my current PhD
research project.
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origin in the miniaturization of a symbolic space with religious conno-
tations: maybe a miniaturized martiryon, maybe the sepulchre of Christ,
or possibly the Holy Sepulchre of Jerusalem itself. This hypothesis was
reinforced by the theological connection between Christ’s passion and
the Eucharistic moment, especially in the Orthodox rite, where the Holy
Communion consists of both bread and wine. However, unfortunately,
this is not supported by documents'!.

In any case, a question was still open: identifying the reasons be-
hind the brief appearance of this kind of kivotia in the late 17" century.
The geographical distribution of the four cylindrical kivotia on a wide
area spanning from Wallachia to the Ottoman empire allows to speculate
that this kind of liturgical vessel, at that time, was probably more com-
mon than expected, or, at any rate, rare but not incompatible with the
Orthodox rite. Furthermore, documentary evidences from the 5" century
CE back up the hypothesis that this kind of object did have a long tradi-
tion both in Western and Eastern Christianity as Eucharist container, but
that it was dismissed in the Latin rite because later liturgical evolutions
made it useless, while it survived in Greek Orthodoxy, thou becoming
progressively more uncommon — as the church shape established itself'.

On the contrary, another shape the kivotia assumed in Early Mod-
ern Age was definitely a break with tradition, as it does not have any
connection with the Byzantine tradition of Eucharist containers. This
new kind of kivotion has the shape of a ciborium, a canopy supported by
columns, freestanding in the sanctuary. This kind of architectural struc-
ture was used in the ancient times to visually highlight the altar, empha-
sizing its importance, in both Eastern and Western churches: often there
were curtains hanging from the ciborium, and those curtains were closed
at the most solemn part of the Mass [figures 3-4]. The introduction of
other structures that screened the altar, such as the iconostasis, made the

' Nevertheless, the hypothesis of interpreting the cylindrical kivotia as miniaturized Holy
Sepulchre is backed up by the existence, in the Post-Byzantine Orthodox monastic
centres, as for example Mount Athos and Mount Sinai, of a rare liturgical object of
cylindrical shape called Zion. It is usually used as a censer, or as an incense casket, or
— rarely — even as a Eucharistic container and, as the name suggests, it symbolises the
Heavenly Jerusalem.

12 PaoLiccHI 2018.
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ciborium purposeless, so that it almost disappeared during the Middle
Ages. Nevertheless, in the 17" century, the ciborium had a revival in
Baroque churches in the Latin West: a masterpiece in this sense is the
famous baldachin in the Papal Basilica of St. Peter in the Vatican, by
Bernini. In approximately the same period, in the second half of the 17"
century, a ciborium was also erected in the Orthodox church of St. Eli-
jah the Prophet in Yaroslav (Russia): at the time of Catherine the Great,
even Orthodox foundations were somehow influenced by Western artis-
tic styles, and this may explain the introduction of the ciborium in that
newly built church.

Kivotia in the shape of a ciborium are attested in different areas
of the Balkans: for example, a 18th century ciborium-shaped kivotion
is attested in the collection of the National History Museum of Sofia
and it is said to have been made for a Greek church, as a gift by two
women, namely Elisabeth and Catherine Opadzeni, in 1781" [figure 5].
Two later examples, from 1855 and 1865, belong to the National Art
Museum of Bucharest and come from Moldova, an area under Russian
influence'®.

This kind of kivotion of “Catholic inspiration” was therefore prob-
ably introduced in the Balkans thanks to the strong cultural and political
connections with Russia: that can probably be regarded as a reason for
their early appearance as gifts to Moldovan foundations. As demonstrat-
ed by arecent survey I have done in Wallachian monasteries and church-
es, this kind of ciborium-shaped kivotion is definitely the most common
nowadays, together with the church-shaped typology.

In conclusion, what I would like to point out is that many of these
objects, if analysed only individually or in relation to their specific lo-
cal context, could appear incomprehensible and inexplicable, while — if
discussed as part of a broader picture — their origin and meaning become
evident.

13 This is all that can be evicted from the Greek inscription on the kivotion, which, unfortunately,
does not mention the exact church to which it was donated; Ruseva 2011, p. 268.

4 T had the chance to analyse these ciborium-shaped kivotia during a research internship at the
National Museum of Art of Romania (Dept. of Medieval art) in summer 2018, funded by the
University of Florence.
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I strongly believe that the analysis of the elements of disconti-
nuity in the artistic production may allow to a complementary better
understanding of the key elements consolidated by tradition. For ex-
ample, the older and newer kinds of kivotia presented in the paper have
very different shapes, depending on their specific figurative prototype:
the real church to which the kivotia belong, the Holy Sepulchre, or an
i1solated architectural element such as the ciborium. Nevertheless, from
those particular unusual shapes it is possible to abstract a universal con-
sideration, underlining once again the importance of architectural rep-
resentation in the (Post-)Byzantine culture, which, as a general concept,
has already been highlighted in the bibliography. As stated at the begin-
ning of this paper, architectural objects are animated by a spiritual, phil-
osophical, or artistic intention: detecting the symbolic prototype which
is at the base of each different kind of architectural kivotion will help
understand its specific additional message and will contribute to a better
understanding of the cultural, religious and political context in which it
finds its origin.
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Fig. 1. Architectural kivotion from the Horezu monastery, 1691, National Museum of Art of Romania, Bucharest (OMuzeul National de Artd al Roméniei)
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Fig. 2. Gylindric kivotion from the Comana monastery, Venetian provenance, 1698-1699, National Museum of Art of Romania, Bucharest
(©Muzeul National de Artd al Romaniei)
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Fig. 3. Rohault De Fleury, La messe. Etudes archéologiques sur ses monuments, vol. Il, 1883, pl. 110: the ciborium of the Basilica of Sant’Ambrogio,
Milan (the digitalisation on this image has been provided by the Laboratorio Fotografico del Dipartimento di Civilta e Forme del Sapere,
University of Pisa)
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Fig. 4. Rohault De Fleury, La messe. Etudes archéologiques sur ses monuments, vol. ll, 1883, pl. 103: the ciborium
of the Basilica di San Marco, Venice (the digitalisation on this image has been provided by the Laboratorio Fotografico
del Dipartimento di Civilta e Forme del Sapere, University of Pisa)
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Fig. 5. Ciborium-shaped kivotion (LlapoxpanuTennuua — bangaxun), 1781 aprox., National History Museum, Sofia (OHawuoHaneH uctopuuecki my3eii)
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