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ABSTRACT 

Hesychasm developed in the Orthodox Church amid 

controversy regarding relations with the West. The 

Hesychastic doctrine of the "uncreated light" found 

expression in the art of the Palaeologan Renaissance. 

Traveling artists, such as Theophan the Greek, transmitted 

the style and content of this Byzantine art to Russia. 

Meanwhile, the growing monastic establishment of the 

Russian Church cultivated the spirit of Hesychasm and 

simultaneously shaped Russian culture. The Slavophile 

movement, beginning in the nineteenth century, revived 

traditional Russian art forms and influenced contemporary 

artists. Thus the medieval icons, expressive of 

hesychastic doctrine, became the bases for Rayonism. 

v  



CHAPTER 1 

HESYCHASM: ITS ORIGINS 

Rayonism has been commonly described as a Russian 

offshoot of Futurism or, occasionally, of Cubism. 

Statements by its originators regarding its essentially 

Russian character have been routinely ignored as so much 

chauvinistic rhetoric- It is my contention that, far from 

deriving from Futurism, Rayonism is theoretical ly 

patterned upon a phase of Eastern Orthodox theology called 

Hesychasm, and that the Russian character of the movement 

is quite literally true. 

Furthermore, I contend that the stylistic devices of 

Rayonism constitute a revival of Byzantine artistic 

conventions of the Palaeologan era which had been adopted 

by Russian artists of the fifteenth century. 

The path of this rather unexpected development is 

clear enough, but protracted and, at times, meandering. 

Thus an understanding of this movement in Russian avant-

garde art need begin with an understanding of the 

fourteenth century controversy surrounding Hesychasm. 

Hesychasm is a method of contemplative prayer within 

the Orthodox Church that makes use of the control of 

physical faculties and concentration on the Jesus Prayer 

1  
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to attain a vision of the "uncreated light of God." This 

light, seen by the Hesychist, is the same as was manifest 

at Christ's Transfiguration. This vision is not a mere 

created phenomenon, rather it is the eternal light of God 

Himself. It is not, however, the Divine essence; "no man 

can see God face to face in this world" (John 1:18), but 

it is the Divine action. In God, action is truly 

distinct from essence.1 

There is a regular technique for seeing the divine 

light, which requires concentration of consciousness 

through an intensive exercise of those bodily organs in 

which spiritual potentialities are thought to be located. 

Sitting with the chin resting on the chest the monk 

(almost all practitioners were monastics) controls his 

breathing, focuses his eyes on the navel, flexes his 

muscles, concentrates on the heartbeat and repeats 

continually, "Lord Jesus Christ have mercy on me," while 

the will is relaxed in an act of forgiveness and mercy 

towards all men and hope in God. This exercise prepared 

one for absolute quietude of soul and for an experience of 

that same Divine light which Peter, James, and John wit-

nessed at the Transfiguration of Jesus on Mount Tabor. 

^Kew Catho1ic Encyc1opedia, 1967 ed., s.v. 
"Hesychasm," by F. X. Murphy. 

^New Catho1ic Encyc1opedia, s.v. "Jesus Prayer," by 
H. D. Hunter. 
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Hesychasm, by the fourteenth century, asserted a 

clear distinction between the divine essence and the 

divine attributes, specifically the attribute-energy, in 

God. This theory, which is fundamentally opposed to the 

Western scholastic concept of God, had been prepared by 

Greek theologians centuries before. Ultimately, this idea 

may be traced back to neo-Platonism. The Platonists had 

thought of God as unapproachable in every way, far removed 

from every category of being known to us. God Himself 

could not even act upon matter, rather divine action was 

put into effect by demiurges, intermediaries between God 

and creation. The Greek Fathers had tended to distin

guish, in the same way, between God's unapproachable 

essence and His action or energy operating on creation. 

God transcends all things, he is absolute, unknown, 

infinite and above everything. But we can know and attain 

God's action. Thus, the foundation was laid for a real 

distinction between the unapproachable essence and the 

approachable energy. The Hesvchasts illustrated this 

distinction between God's essence and energy (light) by 

analogy to the sun, whose rays are distinct from its 

globe, although there is only one sun.3 

Bitter controversy raged over these ideas. Gregory 

Palamas, who gave Hesychasm its definitive theological 

^Catholic Encyclopedia, 1910 ed. , s.v., "Hesychasm," 
by Adrian Fortescue. 
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foundations, was challenged in two ecclesiastical synods. 

His writings were condemned by the second in 1342, and he 

was banished. In 1344 he was excommunicated, but in 1347 

another synod under the Emperor John VI Contacuzenus 

vindicated Palamas. Finally, in 1351, yet another synod 

declared Hesychasm to be an official doctrine of the 

Orthodox Church and excommunicated Palamas' various 

opponents.4 

It is significant that the philosophic opponents of 

Hesychasm within the Orthodox Church borrowed their 

arguments from Western Scholastics, in particular St. 

Thomas Aquinas. They argued that God is simple, and 

except for the Trinity there cannot be distinctions in an 

actus purus. A distinct energy such as uncreated light 

that is not the essence of God, must be a kind of 

demiurge, something neither God nor creature; or there 

would be two Gods, one an essence, the other an energy. 

Thus the controversy surrounding Hesychasm may be viewed 

as an issue between Greek Platonism and Latin rational 

Aristotelean philosophy. The Hesychasts were all strongly 

Orthodox, bitterly opposed to Roman Catholicism, while 

their opponents were all "Latinizers" eager for reunion 

with the West.5 

4New Catholic Encyclopedia, s.v., "Palamas, Gregory," 
by H. D. Hunter. 

5Catholic Encyclopedia, s.v., "Hesychasm." 



CHAPTER 2 

PALAEOLOGAN RENAISSANCE 

The "Uncreated Light" 

The beginning of the Palaeologan Renaissance 

coincided with the Hesychastic Controversy. It seemed 

that the idea of the "uncreated light" which is the basis 

of the religious teachings of the Hesychasts was reflected 

in the art of the age. The link between Hesychasm and art 

was the monastic centers, such as Mount Athos.l The 

effects of Hesychasm, however, are to be seen not only on 

Mount Athos, where it had its most ardent followers, but 

also in the large cities, including Constantinople, 

Novgorod and Moscow2 

The number of churches dedicated to the 

Transfiguration during the fourteenth and early fifteentn 

centuries increases enormously throughout the Orthodox 

world.3 Having been generated by the Hesychastic interest 

•'•John Stuart, Ikons (London: Faber and Faber, 1975), 
p. 65. 

^David Talbot Rice, Byzantine Painting: The Last 
Phase (New York: Dial Press, 1968), p. 150. 

•^Stuart, p. 65. 

5  
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in the Transfiguration, the churches in turn generated a 

need for icons of the Transfiguration. 

Beyond this, there are elements of Palaeologan 

painting which are difficult to explain in terms other 

than those of Hesychasm.4 Among these elements two are of 

specific interest here. 

First, the joy in depiction of natural objects during 

this period and the greater interest in details can be 

explained in light of Hesychasm, since Orthodox belief as 

interpreted by theologians, such as Palamas, maintained 

that not only man, but all creation can be enlivened by 

these "energies," thereby taking on a sanctified nature. 

Meaning is to be found in every detail of nature.^ 

The second, but by far more important element is a 

definite connection between the Hesychastic vision of 

"uncreated light" and the increased brilliance and 

transparency of color used by the artists of the 

Palaeologan renaissance. There was an intense preoccupa

tion with the depiction of light itself. This is plainly 

to be seen in the glowing mandolas and radiant beams of 

light that proceed from the figure of Christ in the 

Transfiguration and certain other scenes. The represen

tation of light is not only the first consideration, but 

the actual subject of these icons, for it is the direct 

4Ibid. 

^Ibid., p. 66. 
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manifestation of the divine energy to the senses.6 Thus 

the Hesychastic vision of the "uncreated light" infused 

Palaeologan icons with the energy wherein "matter, pure 

and alive in God, is trembling with the first tremor of 

7 its nascent light." 

The period from the late fourteenth through the early 

fifteenth centuries was a time of heightened cultural 

activity throughout the whole Orthodox Christian world. 

The Palaeologan renaissance spread outward from its 

center, Constantinople, expanding into Georgia, Armenia, 

Serbia, and Bulgaria in addition to Russian centers, such 

as Novgorod, Suzdal and Pskon.8 

The Byzantine acculturation of Russia had been a 

natural and continuous process for several centuries, but 

during this period there was a conscious effort to bring 

the Orthodox Church in Russia, and as a consequence all 

Russian culture, more in line with the Greek spirit. 

Russia absorbed this new spirit from several sources. 

Colonies of Russian monks had long been established in two 

places famous for their lively exchange of ideas: Mount 

Athos and Constantinople. There were also connections 

6ibid. 

"^Metropolitan Anthony, "Body and Matter in Spiritual 
Life," in Sacrament and Image: Essays in the Christian 
Understanding of Man, A. M. Allchin, ed. (London: The 
Fellowship of St. Alban and St. Serius, 1967), p. 41. 

®Stuart, p. 67. 
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between Russian and Bulgarian monastaries; many Bulgarian 

and southern Slavs holding high positions in the Russian 

Church. This extended even to the rank of Metropolitan 

(chief prelate of the Russian Church), a position 

appointed by the Patriarch of Constantinople until the 

mid-fifteenth century. Consequently, it is not surprising 

that Greek and Bulgarian painters were employed in 

Russia, particularly at the Metropolitan Court.9 

Add to this the Bu1 garians 'apprehension of the 

advancing Turks. As their invasion pressed into the 

Balkans, the number of stone churches built there 

diminished. As a result many painters traveled north to 

work in Russia. 

Theophan the Greek 

Among the Greek artists who introduced the 

Palaeologan style into Russia, Theophan the Greek is 

unquestionably the greatest and most influencial 

Records state that no less than forty churches in 

Constantinople, Galatea and Chalcedon contained paintings 

done by Theophan before he went to Russia.^ 

Unfortunately, none of this work survives. He arrived in 

9Ibid. 

1°Ibid. 

Hlbid. 

•^Talbot Rice, p. 151. 
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Novgorod some time before 137 8 and remained in Russia for 

the next thirty years. During this time he painted the 

walls of thirty stone churches in Novgorod, Nizhniy and 

Moscow. Of this work only the frescoes in the Church of 

the Transfiguration of Novgorod survive.^ These 

frescoes, together with a handful of disputed icons, are 

all that remain to show us his style.14 These paintings 

all manifest a distinctive manner in which highlights are 

splashed on in a linear fashion with a marked bravura. But 

the highlights are not necessarily found on the protruding 

parts of the face, rather they are often on what should be 

shaded areas. (Figure 1) Hence, this light is not governed 

by empirical laws.15 These highlights are especially 

effective in rendering the flesh of the saints. As Stuart 

put it: "Sharp daubs of light, rendered by quick impetuous 

brush-strokes reminiscent of calligraphy, impart character 

and energy to the faces of the saints, bringing them al 1 

to life. "16 

In this manner Greek artists, such as Theophan, in 

this and similar works, introduced not only the palaeologan 

style of painting, but also the Byzantine pictorial 

l^Stuart, p. 68-69. 

l^George Heard Hamilton, The Art and Architecture of 
Russia (Baltimore: Penguin Books,. 1954), p. 58. 

^Viktor Lazarev, Old Russian Murals and Mosaics 
(London: Phaidon Press, 1966), p. 154. 

^Stuart, p. 69. 



1 0  

\v.? 

iMcj. l.--Abel. Fresco by Theophanes the Greek, 
Novgorod, Church of the Transfiguration. 
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"uncreated light" into the Russian art millieu. Nor was 

the intellectual content of this denied the Russians, who 

explicitly describe Theophan in the Chronicles as "painter 

of icons and Greek philosopher17 

1^Ibid., p. 68. 



CHAPTER 3 

HESYCHASM AND RUSSIAN MONASTICISM 

Monastic Beginnings 

Hesychasm, of course, also entered Russia in a purely 

religious fashion, together with all the other doctrines 

and liturgical trappings of Orthodoxy. In fact, the 

Orthodox Church led Russia out of its dark ages, supplying 

a sense of unity for its scattered population, guiding its 

princes and inspiring its artists.1 

Within the church the monasteries were the central 

element in the revitalization of Russian culture.2 

A revival of monasticism itself in the north took 

shape in the 1330's when Metropolitan Alexis began 

construction of numerous churches inside the Moscow 

Kremlin. These communities were loosely organized 

according to the communal rule of St. Theodore Studite.3 

The central character in this monastic revival and 

the unification of Russia in the fourteenth century was 

Sergius of Radonezh. He founded a monastery northeast of 

•'•James H. Billington, The Icon and the Axe (New York: 
Knopf, 1966), p. 49. 

2Ibid. 

^Ibid., pp. 4 9-50. 

1 2  
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Moscow at Zargorsk in 1337 dedicated to the Holy Trinity. 

Later St. Sergius, as it came to be called, became a 

Lavra, or large parent monastery, important in the history 

of Russia.4 

Certain differences existed between St. Sergius and 

the older monasteries of Kiev and Novgorod, indicating the 

new roles they were to play in Russia. St. Sergius was 

located outside of the political center and the 

requirements it placed on the individual monk, in 

physical and ascetic terms, were far more strenuous.5 

The revival of monasticism within Russia was also 

dependent upon an important spiritual influence emanating 

from the Byzantine Empire. in the late thirteenth and 

fourteenth century, Byzantine monasticism increasingly 

turned away from the rule of St. Studite and from Western 

scholasticism to the mysticism of Hesychasm. In these 

last years of the Byzantine Empire the victory of 

Hesychasm further estranged the Orthodox Church from the 

Roman Catholic Church in the West. Nowhere was this 

triumph of the new mysticism and the separation of Rome 

more complete than in the new monasteries of northern 

Russia. Kievan Russia had disintegrated politically 

prompting some monks like St. Sergius to leave the cities 

4Ibid., p. 50. 

Sibid. 
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entirely, in the manner of the early desert fathers. The 

harsh climate and rude conditions in the wilderness 

required qualities of ascetic endurance. Thus it is not 

surprising that these pioneering Russian monks should be 

receptive to the religious austerities of Hesychasm. 

These teachings reached Muscovy via pilgrims returning 

from the Russian Monastery on Mount Athos and through 

Orthodox refugees fleeing the Turkish invasion of the 

Balkans. Approximately 150 new monasteries were 

established in the century following the founding of St. 

Sergius Monastery at Zargorsk. The majority of the 

founders were greatly influenced by Hesychasm. These new 

monasteries were centers of work and prayer, which 

controlled the ecclesiastical hierarchy rather than being 

directed by it. Often patterned after monasteries of 

Mount Athos, they were greatly influenced by the new 

Athonite-tradition of Hesychasm.^ 

Within these monasteries the Staret2, or elders, who 

had achieved mastery of their passions and spiritual 

insight through years of prayer often commanded greater 

authority than did the titular head. These Staretz were 

masters in the practice of Hesychasm and were noted for 
n 

their accumulation of spiritual energies. 

6ibid., pp. 50-51. 

^Ibid., p. 5 2. 
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The doctrine of Hesychasm influenced all aspects of 

life and activity among these monks, including, of course, 

icon painting, which received considerable stimulus from 

the need to decorate new monasteries. Thus it is not 

surprising that the work.of the great Andrei Rublyov 

should make manifest the "uncreated light," since he was a 

monk of the St. Sergius Monastery.® He is also known to 

have worked alongside and been influenced by Theophan the 

Greek, but as La2arev put it, "Rublyov was never a direct 

pupil of Theophanes."^ Always regarded by the Russians as 

the climax of their icon-painting,-*• 0 Rublyov was 

officially extolled by the Stoglan Council held in 1551. 

This Council decided that artists ". . . must be men of 

respect with an upright character . . ." and must ". . . in 

nothing follow their own fancy . . . but faithfully adhere 

to the ancient traditions as handed down by the Greek 

painters and by Andrei Rublyov." This pronouncement was 

intended as an administrative guideline regarding 

doctrinal integrity^ but as may be imagined, it had the 

effect of making his paintings, which had already launched 

a school,12 into models to be endlessly repeated. Thus 

Bibid., p. 53. 

^Lazarev, p. 81. 

1Ostuart, p . 71 . 

11Ibid., pp. 103-104. 

12jbid., p. 71. 
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Russian icons came to perpetuate the style and imagery of 

the Palaeologan renaissance and the pictorial conventions 

it developed to portray the Hesychastic doctrine of the 

"uncreated light." 

And so, the concepts of Hesychasm spread throughout 

the Russian monastic establishment in the fifteenth 

century, while the art it engendered became an official 

style. 

Dissolution and Rebirth 

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, in a move 

to control the Russian Church more closely, Peter the 

Great, and the Empress Anna after him, had altered the 

Church organization to resemble the Lutheran state 

churches of the Baltic area. This had the result of 

greatly weakening the monastic establishment. At the 

beginning of the eighteenth century there had been about 

twenty-five thousand Russian monks, but by the end of 

Anna's reign there were fewer than fifteen thousand. 

Their number declined still further when Catherine the 

Great confiscated monastic property in 1762. A listing of 

1764 shows that a mere 318 monasteries suvived out of more 

than two thousand that had existed in the late seventeenth 

century.^3 

13eiilington, p. 201. 
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When the impossibility of return to the former 

circumstances was clearly realized, the Russian monastics 

began a renaissance of the traditions of the original 

fourteenth-century founders, which had become somewhat 

neglected. This reviva.1 quietly began towards the end 

of the eighteenth century and continued through the entire 

nineteenth. A gradual increase in the extent of the 

monastic establishment resulted, together with a deepening 

of its spiritual life.-^ 

At the center of this revival was, once again, Mount 

Athos, which still actively maintained the traditions of 

the Greek Fathers and that of Hesychasm. This second 

influx of Hesychasm into Russia was largely the work of 

one man, Paissius Velichkovsky.l5 

Arriving in Russia from Mount Athos in the eighteenth 

century, Paissius spread a simple message: turn away from 

secularism to the unassuming ways of the desert fathers. 

He founded several new monasteries in Moldavia and in 

southern Russia. Paissius believed that the key to monas

tic life was common obedience to the Staretz within a 

community of ascetic monks dedicated to unceasing prayer. 

Thus, spiritual life was defined in Hesychastic terms of 

internal prayer and sel f-discipl ine.^ ® 

14ibid. 

l^Ibid., pp. 201-202. 

l^ibid., p. 202. 
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At this point a rather remarkable change was effected 

in the role of the Staretz by a bishop turned monk by the 

name of Tikhon Zadonsky. As a Staretz at Zadonsk, Tikhon 

expanded the position of spiritual leader beyond the 

confines of the monastic community, to become the confi

dante and advisor of lay people as well as fellow monas

tics. This change started an expanding social contact 

that was to have a significant influence on Russian 

intellectual life.17 

The monastic revival was brought into the nineteenth 

century by Seraphim of Sarov, who seems to have combined 

Paissius' traditional theology with Tikhon's open ministry 

to the people. Seraphim gave up all his worldly 

belongings, including his monastic habit, wearing instead 

a white peasant costume. He was a devoted Hesychast, 

believing that "silence is the sacrament of the world to 

1 8 come, words are the weapons of this world." 

Seraphim founded a number of new monasteries, which 

by their spiritual intensity began to draw a new sort of 

pilgrim, the secular intellectual. The famous Optyna 

Pustyn, south of Moscow, became a haven of spiritual 

retreat and counseling to several of Russia's most famous 

thinkers. The Slavophile Ivan Kireevsky, Dostoyevsky, 

17jbid. 

18Ibid., pp. 202-203. 
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Tolstoy and Vladimir Solov'ev all made repeated visits to 

this monastic center. In Dostoyevsky's Brothers Karamazov 

the character of Father Zossina is a relatively accurate 

composite image of Father Ambros, the Staretz at Optyna 

Pustyn, whom Dostoyevsky often visited, and of Tikhov 

Zadonsky, whose writings he studied.19 

Here was a commonly available source of Orthodox 

theological data; monks whose counseling was avidly sought 

by Russian intellectuals, and whose entire life style was 

bound up with the practice of Hesychasin, Thus this most 

mystic vein of Orthodoxy might easily be known to, and 

understood by, the literate Russian even if he did not 

attempt its vision of the "uncreated light." 

The era of charismatic Staretz continued in Russia 

until the Revolution in 1917 when, like many social and 

cultural institutions, it was brutally crushed out of 

2 0 exxstance.41 u 

19lbid., p. 203 . 

2^John B. Dunlop, Staretz Amvrosy: 
Dostoevsky's Staretz Zossima (Belmont: 
p. 122. 

Mode 1 f or 
Nordland, 1972), 



CHAPTER 4 

SLAVOPHILE MOVEMENT 

Revival 

Starting in the mid nineteenth century and continuing 

into the early twentieth there developed in Russia a 

strong reactionary movement in response to the drive to 

westernize that had begun under Peter the Great. It was 

also noted that the growth of industrialization had begun 

to estrange the peasant population from its ethnic 

background. Therefore a conscious effort was made to 

revive those cultural elements, particularly crafts and 

cottage industries, that were deemed essentially Russian 

or Slavic. ̂ 

It should be noted that the beginning of the revival 

of old Russian monastic traditions in the late eighteenth 

century slightly precedes this Slavophile movement in its 

revival of Russian secular traditions. Perhaps the 

monastic revival precipitated the Slavophile movement, 

serving as a model; or possibly it should be considered as 

the first phase of the movement itself, which then 

broadened. What, after all, is more essential to Russian 

culture than the Russian Orthodox Church? 

^-Camilla Gray, The Russian Experiment in Art: 1863-
1922 (New York: Abrams, 1970), p. 10. 

2 0  
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Whatever the relationship, the Slavophile movement 

was more broadly based; including all aspects of arts and 

letters, religion and philosophy. The efforts of this 

movement are, for the most part, easily identified. 

Because, from the time o.f Peter the Great, the thoughts 

and methods of the Russian literati had been clearly 

defined in stictly Western terms by the various official 

academies, so that any attempt by a Russian intellectual 

to work in a traditional Slavic vein stood out in stark 

contrast. Then too, this was a conscious movement, among 

the literate classes, who were quite outspoken about their 

intentions. 

By the beginning of the twentieth century not only 

had the folk arts of Russia undergone a renaissance but a 

general reassessment of the vast pool of medieval Russian 

art and architecture had begun in earnest.2 For the first 

time, icons were regarded as art rather than solely 

religious objects and exhibitions were arranged.^ 

Medieval churches were systematically researched and many 

hidden frescoes discovered, including those of Theophan 

the Greek in the Church of the Transfiguration at 

Novgorod.^ 

2ibid., p. 18. 

^ibid., pp. 54-55 . 

^Lazarev, P. 256. 
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Much of this revival interest in traditional Russian 

art can be traced directly to the efforts of the famous 

artists' colony founded by Savva Mommontov at Abramtsevo. 

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century Abramtsevo 

had become a sort of training ground for a group of 

artists, craftsmen, and art historians who were to 

transmit the Slavophile attitudes to a whole generation of 

Russian intellectuals.5 

Avant-Garde Art 

The work of Larionov and Goncharova reflects the 

schizophrenia of Russian intellectual life. Being 

academically trained, they looked to the West in their 

early work for inspiration and methodology. This body of 

work, no matter how modern in style, must be viewed as an 

instance of the 200 year old Russian academic tradition of 

utilizing concepts and methods imported from the West. 

Despite the fact that the style imported, Fauvism, was in 

the West an extremely anti-academic style, within the 

Russian context the process itself of overlooking 

indigenous styles in favor of Western forms was academic. 

But ultimately Slavophile passions erupted. In 

Moscow in February 1912 at a public discussion on 

"Contemporary Art" organized by David Burliuk, Larionov 

^Gray, pp. 11-13. 
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and Goncharova formally dissociated themselves from the 

"Knave of Diamonds" group. The reason for this break is 

clearly revulsion at the dependence of their fellow 

members upon Western sources. Larionov accused Burliuk of 

being a "decadent Munich follower" and the four Russian 

artists known as the Cezannists of being the "lackies of 

Paris." Shortly after this discussion Larianov organized 

the "Donkey's Tail" group, which was intended to be the 

first conscious break from Europe and a declaration of an 

independent Russian art movement. The first exhibition of 
/r 

this group was held in Moscow in March 1912. 

Obviously, the works selected to hang in this show 

would represent Larionov's and Goncharova's understanding 

of truly Russian contemporary art. As might be expected, 

this came in the form of revivalist works. Goncharova 

presented a series described in the catalogue as, "...in 

the style of Russian embroidery, woodcuts and traditional 

tray-decoration," the very stuff of the Slavophile craft 

revival. But the real show stopper, almost literally, 

was a number of religious works that precipitated a 

succes de scanda1e; the censor decided that the presence 

of such works at an exhibition entitled the "Donkey's 

Tail" was blasphemous.7 Unfortunately, Goncharova 

6lbid., pp. 132-133. 

7Ibid., p. 134. 
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destroyed most of her work in this genre, but from the 

handful of pieces that remain, including the four 

Evangel ists which were in this show, it is easily seen 

that these paintings were literal rehashings of Russo-

Byzantine icons.8 {Figure 2) These works, too, were a 

manifestation of the Slavophile revival; in the words of 

Camilla Gray, "Goncharova's interest in icon painting was 

an early development and was probably influenced directly 
q 

by the activities of the Abramtsevo colony. . . 

When Goncharova looked to Russian icons for style and 

subject matter that was essentially Russian, she 

inevitably found works by, and works influenced by, 

Rublyev and Theophan the Greek; works strongly shaped by 

Hesychasm. 

Now, it is my belief that her constant companion, 

Larionov, always more theoretically inclined, looked to 

the underlying concepts of these works and discovered the 

doctrine of the "uncreated light." He also recognized 

in the Byzantine pictorial convention for light a medieval 

precursor of Futurism's lines of force, or dynamism. But 

best of all, it was a doctrine that had become Russian in 

the fourteenth century, and via the nineteenth century 

monastic revival of the Staretz one that was now the 

8Ibid., p. 100. 

9lbid. 
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Fig . 2 .--The Evangelists , by Natalya Goncharova, 1910-ll. 
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property of the secular intellectuals who, like 

Dostoyevsky felt free to visit the new monastic communi

ties for counseling. Thus Larionov, the Slavophile, could 

at once use a pictorial device of Futurism and 

simultaneously claim a true Russian origin. This origin 

also provided an esoteric theory which distinguished 

between the essential subject and the manner in which it 

is perceived. 

It seems very likely that this discovery of Hesychasm 

and its translation into Rayonist theory happened about 

the time of the "Donkey's Tail" show or slightly there

after, since the text of "Rayonist Painting," in which 

Larionov first defines Rayonist goals and methods, is 

dated June 1912.10 This text, together with the very 

similar "Rayonists and Futurists: a Manifesto," first 

appears in the same publication printed in Moscow in July 

1913. The statements of both are similar to those of the 

catalogue of the "Target" exhibition of March 1913, in 

which true Rayonist paintings were first shown.H 

But could the goals and techniques of Rayonism 

actually have been found in medieval Russian icons? I 

believe so, and close examination of particular sacred 

scenes should make this apparent. 

^John E. Bowlt, ed., Russian Art of the Avant-Garde 
Theory and Criticism; 1902-1934 (New York: The Viking 
Press, 1976), p. 91. 

1llbid., p. 87. 



CHAPTER 5 

HESYCHASM IN ART 

Icons 

Theophan 

Consider an icon of the Transfiguration by Theophan 

the Greek, done in accordance with Hesychastic theology 

(Figure 3). The scene is an epiphany; that is a manifes

tation of the divinity of Christ. But is the essence of 

God depicted? No, it cannot be, for God is unseeable and 

in fact unknowable in essence.^ What is depicted is the 

radiant light of the gospel account according to St. 

Matthew (17:2), "He was transfigured before their eyes. 

His face became as dazzling as the sun, his clothes as 

radiant as light." In Hesychastic terms this is the 

active energy of God, which is indeed visible and knowable 

but quite distinct from the essence which generates it. 

Thus the hypostatic union in Christ, His dual natures of 

complete humanity and complete divinity are manifest in 

this icon even though the essential subject, the fundamen

tal divinity of Christ, is not, nor could not be depicted. 

^Lazarev, pp. 34-37. 
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Fig . 3.-- Th e Trans f iguration, by Theophan the Greek, 
Tre t yakov Gallery, Moscow. 
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Now consider Rayonist theory as defined by Larionov in 

Rayonist Painting. 

Now, if we concern ourselves not with the 
objects themselves but with the sum of the rays 
from them, we can build a picture in the foil owi ng 
way: 

The sum of rays from object A intersects the 
sum of rays from object B; in the space between 
them a certain form appears, and this is isolated 
by the artist's will. . . . 

A ray is depicted provisionally on the surface 
by a colored line. 

What has most value for every lover of 
painting is revealed in its most complete form in 
a rayonist picture—the objects that we see in 
life play no role here (except for realistic 
rayonism, in which the object serves as a point of 
departure). . . 

Obviously, this icon would fall comfortably into 

Larionov's category of realistic rayonism, since the 

naturalistic objects, such as the body of Christ, "Serve 

as a point of departure." Furthermore, the provisional 

depiction of the rays on the surface of the icon by 

colored line are nothing more nor less than the 

traditional Byzantine convention of representing light by 

means of color, a tradition centuries old before the 

painting of this icon, let alone the beginnings of 

Rayonism.^ 

2Mikhail Larionov, "Rayonist Painting, 1913," cited 
by Bowlt, Russian Art, p. 99. 

^Gervase Mathew, Byzantine Aesthetics (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1963), p. 5. 
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It might be argued, however, that the Transfiguration 

or other depictions of the Persons of the Blessed Trinity 

would be the only instances in Hesychastic art that seem 

to parallel Rayonism, and further, that these scenes do 

not represent instances-wherein, "The sum of the rays from 

object A intersects the sum of the rays from object B . . 

.,"4 but only depict a single radiant body. How then 

could an artist, working solely within Hesychastic con

cepts, possibly isolate a form arising from intersecting 

rays in space between radiant objects? 

On the surface this objection seems to eliminate 

Hesychasm as a genesis of Rayonism. However, a deeper 

understanding of Orthodox teachings as interpreted by such 

Hesychasts as Gregory Palamas maintains that not only man, 

but all creation, animals, plants and minerals can be 

animated by these energies and take on a sanctified 

nature.J 

In describing this icon of Transfiguration, 

Metropolitan Anthony writes: 

. . . light is inseparable from God. In this 
light all things gain an intensity of being they 
could not have otherwise. . . . They attain a 
fullness of reality whi ch they on ly have in God. . 
. one has the impres- sion that these rays of 
divine light. . . touching the things which sur
round the transfigured Christ. . . touch something 
within them so that from the core of these things, 
and of all things created, the same light 

4Larionov, "Rayonist Painting," p. 99. 

Sstuart, p. 66. 
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reflects and shines back, as though the divine light 
quickens the capabilities, the potentialities, of all 
things and makes all reach out toward it. 

Turning to our Transfiguration with this concept in 

mind, it is readily noted that the radiant energies of 

Christ do not, in fact, shine indisriminately into space, 

but are willfully isolated rays intersecting the 

Apostles—rays the form of which are "depicted 

provisionally on the surface by a colored line."' 

Very well, but should not figures of the Apostles, or 

Moses and Elias, or even the inanimate landscape of Mount 

Tabor, be visibly rendered as reflective of these rays so 

as to be consistant with Hesychastic interpretation? 

Moreover, if these concepts are truly the origin of 

Rayonist theory, as is postulated, then there must of 

necessity be examples of this reflective or re-radiating 

characteristic to be found in the art of Russian icons. 

Fortunately this is the case. 

Rublyov 

There are instances when gold was used in icons to 

shape a v.'eb of thin lines commonly referred to as assist. 

It may appear, at first, that the artist had used this 

device simply to embellish his painting. In fact the 

assist was used with judicious care, because these gold 

^Anthony, "Body," p. 41. 

^Larionov, "Rayonist Painting," p. 99. 
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lines are meant to signify the radiation of divine 

energy. When the artist illustrates Christ's robe crossed 

by these lines, he is emphasizing the divinity of the 

Lord. On the other hand, in an icon which illustrates the 

life of Christ on Earth, the assist does not normally 

appear. Frequently an object, such as a gospel or chair, 

will be depicted with these gold lines radiating through 

it. In this case the artist is illustrating the idea that 

a person who is spiritually alive in God will consequently 

irradiate surrounding objects with divine energy.8 

An icon demonstrating many of these Hesychastic 

concepts and Byzantine pictorial conventions is Christ in 

Glory by the Russian monk Andrei Rublyov, circa 1410-1415 

(Figure 4). Here the Lord is portrayed enthroned, His 

clothing shining with gold assist. Fine lines of gold 

radiate from the figure of Christ to the winged creatures 

symbolizing the four evangelists in the corners. These 

lines represent the rays of divine energy through which 

God, who is unknowable in essence, communicates Himself to 

the writers of the gospels and thus to the world of His 

creation. 

The throne on which the Lord is seated, the 

surrounding angels, and the evangelical creatures are all 

rendered in highlights of white, a Byzantine convention 
» 

®Stuart, p. 29. 



3 3  

F.ig. 4.—Christ in Glory, by Andrei Rublyov, circa 14IU-
14 1.5, Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow. 
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for light which in this case is the "uncreated light" that 

quickens man and all creation "to reflect like a mirror the 

glory of the Lord."9 It may be noted that these elements, 

while reflective, do not alter the colors of the mandorla 

emanating from the figure of Christ. The two colors 

themselves partake of the conventional Byzantine view of 

color combinations as harmony analogous to music.^ 

In Rayonist terms the figure of Christ, once more, is 

an example of "realistic rayonism—in which the object 

serves as a point of departure." But in fact ". . . we 

concern ourselves not with the objects themselves but 

with the sum of the rays from them."H Because in this 

instance the real subject matter is not an object at all, 

but an unknowable spiritual essence who reveals himself by 

visible rays of "uncreated light." 

The form of the throne, the angels, and the 

evangelists in the space surrounding Christ radiate back 

via these same rays and are visibly apparent solely because 

of this light. As Larionov worded it, "The sum of rays 

from object A intersects the sum of rays from object B; in 

1 2 the space between them a certain form appears. . ." 

^Kallistos Timothy Ware, "The Transfiguration of the 
Body," cited by Allchin in Sacrament and Image, p. 21. 

l^Mathew, p. 5. 

^Larionov, "Rayonist Painting," p. 99. 

12jbid. 
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Rayonism 

Realistic 

Within these icons the attitudes and conventions of 

both Hesychasm and Rayonism coincide. But is this the 

case in Rayonist paintings? The proposition after all is 

that Rayonism derives from Hesychasm and not the reverse. 

Larionov's statement of 1914 that "Rayonism might appear 

to be a form of spiritual painting, even mystical , but it 

is, on the contrary, essentially plastic,"13 seems to 

eliminate any religious basis to the movement. However, 

in a letter to Alfred Barr written in 1930 Larionov 

states, "Ultimately, rayonism admits of the possibility 

of a definition and a physical measurement of love, 

ecstasy, talent—those spiritual qualities of the lyrical 

and epic state . . . ."14 spiritual or not, the practical 

fact remains that none of the Rayonist paintings of 

Larionov or Goncharova have overtly religious themes. 

This thought, of course, must be tempered with the reali

zation that in a purely Rayonist work the object itself is 

not represented and in the absences of definition by way 

of title, as is often the case, it is not possible to know 

the nature of the subject. To further muddy the 

*3Mikhail Larionov, "Pictorial Rayonism, 1914," cited 
by Bowlt, Russian Art, p. 101. 

^^Mikhail Larionov, letter to Alfred H. Barr, Jr., 
undated, but probably written in 1930, Victoria and Albert 
Museum, London, cited by Bowlt, Russian Art, p. xxix. 
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intellectual waters, it should also be borne in mind that 

this is precisely the proposition the Hesychasts postu

lated, an unknown essence generating a visible manifesta

tion . 

In the end, an answer as to whether or not Rayonism 

is a religious art remains arguable; a situtation that, no 

doubt, would have pleased Larionov immensely. 

For practical consideration, Rayonism may, I think, 

be treated simply as a secular art whose basic theory is 

a conscious analogy to a dogma of Orthodox theology. That 

is to say, just as the contemplative monk in prayer can 

genuinely see and experience the energy of God but may not 

know God's essence, so can the connoisseur of a Rayonist 

work see and experience the rays from the painting's 

subject, but not know the painting's subject itself. 

The practical methodology used to portray this 

analogous theory is no more original. It is nothing other 

than a rehashing of Byzantine pictorial devices developed 

to convey the idea of light. As a result, if we study a 

Rayonist painting, whether "Realistic" or what must be 

termed gure, we shal 1 find the same device as was present 

in late fourteenth or fifteenth century icons: colored 

lines. As an example, consider Larionov's painting, 

G1ass, of 1911 (Figure 5). This obviously is an instance 

of "Realistic Rayonism," in which the objects we see in 

life serve as a point of departure. Here we see a goblet, 
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Fig . 5 . -- Glass·, by Mikhail Larionov , 1911 . 
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several glass tumblers, and a wine bottle realistically 

illustrated. The sole indication that this is a Rayonist 

painting are the colored lines streaming out from these 

objects in exactly the same fashion as the colored lines 

emanating from the figure of Christ in the two icons just 

examined. 

Pure Rayonism 

But let us consider a pure Rayonist work, one in 

which "we concern ourselves not with the objects them

selves, but with the sum of the rays from them . . such 

as Larionov's Red Rayonism of 1913 (Figure 6). Here we 

are confronted with a painting having no object comparable 

to the body of Christ in the icons; in fact, no object is 

depicted whatsoever, only the conventionalized representa

tion of radiation. Where is the parallel with Hesychasm 

here? The analogy lies in the implication of the rays in 

both cases. Just as the contemplative monk knows the 

unknowable essence of God must need exist in order to 

produce the visible energy, so also the viewer of Red 

Rayonism knows some unrepresented object must have existed 

to serve as the source of the radiation recorded in the 

painting. 
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Fig . 6.-- Red Rayonism , by Mikhail Larionov, 1913, private 
collecti on, Paris. 



CHAPTER 6 

DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE 

For the sake of argument let us concede only that the 

pictorial conventions and theories of Rayonism and 

Hesychasm are similar. Does there exist any written evi

dence that Rayonism derives from an Orthodox religious 

source rather than the Cubist or Futurist movements tradi

tional ly held to be the origin? Certainly it is easy to 

make a case for a Cubist-Futurist source, to the extent 

that almost all authorities dismiss Rayonism in a few 

lines as an offshoot of Cubism or Futurism or both. It 

must be admitted that there is a debt to these movements, 

in fact Larionov and Goncharova admit this much 

themsel ves.^ But upon examination of two documents 

written independently by Larionov and Goncharova regarding 

their work during the Rayonist years, it becomes equally 

easy and, I think, internally far more consistent to make a 

case for a Slavic heritage for Rayonism. 

"Rayonist Painting" by Larionov 

The first of these documents to be considered is by 

Mikhail Larionov and entitled "Rayonist Painting." It 

^Mikhail Larionov and Natalya Goncharova, "Rayonists 
and Futurists: A Manifesto, 1913," cited by Bowlt, 
Russian Art, p. 90. 
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appeared in the miscellany Os1inyi khvast i mishen 

[Donkey's Tail and Target] published in Moscov; in July 

1913. It was signed and dated Moscow, June 1912.^ Here 

Larionov expresses some rather interesting views on style, 

which he defines as follows: "Style is that manner, that 

device by which a work of art has been created. . . ."3 

By this definition the pictorial convention or method by 

which radiant light is rendered in both Orthodox icons and 

Rayonist paintings represents one and the, same style. One 

might argue however that these two groups of images are 

separated by a good five hundred years, and in general the 

compositions do not appear similar. In such a case, can 

one really regard this style, or device, as having the 

same pictorial significance? The answer is that Larionov 

could. He states, "Works of art are not examined from the 

point of view of time and are essentially different 

because of the form in which they are perceived. . . 

and in another passage, "a temporal displacement of these 

styles would in no way have changed the artistic value and 

significance of what was produced during their hegemony."5 

But these statements of Larionov's are very general and as 

he put it, "throughout what we call time various styles 

^Bowlt, p. 91. 

^Larionov, "Rayonist Painting," p. 94. 

^ibid., p. 95. 

^Ibid. , p. 9 4. 
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have emerged."6 Is there any admission that the Rayonists 

owed a debt to any particular styles? To a limited extent 

there is; as when Larionov writes "we have inherited 

Egyption, Assyrian, Greek, Cretan, Byzantine, Romanesque, 

Gothic, Japanese, Chinese, Indian styles etc."7 In the 

absence of any further definition the use of "we" may be, 

I think, assumed to mean Russians. Further, this group of 

styles, that may at first appear rather scattered, on 

reflection will be seen to be largely Eastern with a 

particular bias, since the terms Greek, Cretan, and 

Byzantine are very overlapping. Having tacitly admitted a 

stylistic inheritance from the Byzantine, Larionov 

seemingly wishes to make it clear that this is not be 

understood as mere imitation. He bluntly states that 

"There is no such thing as a copy in our current sense of 

the word, but there is such a thing as a work of art with 

the same departure point—served either by another work of 

art or by nature."® 

Three Rayonist attitudes are apparent from these 

statements, they are: 

1. A favorable disposition towards work in a 

derivative style, 

6Ibid. 

7Ibid. 

8Ibid., p. 95. 
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2- An inclination to the Eastern heritage of Russia 

as the source of this style, and 

3. An absolute conviction that the antiquity of 

this source is of no consequence to the meaning 

of the work pr.oduced in this style. 

While neither Cubism nor Futurism were Eastern, 

Futurism might have been forced into this mold in Russia 

in order to conform with the jingoist nature of this 

movement; but it never would have admitted of the vitality 

of an ancient style. Thus neither of the commonly held 

sources of Rayonism agree with the attitudes of its 

theoretician, Larionov. On the other hand, the 

Hesychastic icons of the fifteenth century meet all the 

criteria. 

"Preface to Catalogue of One-Man Exhibition" 
by Goncharova 

The second of these documents is by Natalya 

Goncharova and is the "Preface to Catalogue of One-Man 

Exhibition" from her second "one man" exhibition in 

Moscow. This exhibition showed 768 of her works from 1900 

until 1913 and ran from August to October 1913. This text 

is dated August 1913.^ 

In this statement Goncharova is, if anything, more 

vehement than Larionov in her Slavophile stance, despite 

her admission that, 

^Bowlt, pp. 54-55. 



4 4  

At the beginning of my development I learned 
most of all from my French contemporaries. They 
stimulated my awareness and I realized the great 
significane and value of the art of my country— 
and through it the great value of the art of the 
East. Hitherto I have studied all that the West 
could give me, but in fact, my country has created 
everything that derives from the West. Now I 
shake the dust from my feet and leave the West, 
considering its vulgarizing significance trivial 
and insignificant--my path is towards the source 
of all arts, the East. The art of my country is 
incomparably more profound and important than 
anything that I know in the West. . . .10 

She goes on in a subsequent passage regarding her artistic 

intensions, "I now prefer to investigate a new path. And 

the objectives that I am carrying out and that I intend to 

carry out are the following: ... To put into practice M 

F. Larionov's theory of rayonism, which I have elaborated 

"11 • • • A **-

Thus Gonchorova makes it quite clear that Rayonism is 

Eastern in outlook, Russian in nationality and definitely 

anti-Western. Obviously this is not the description of an 

art movement based upon Cubism or Futurism. It is, how

ever, consistent with Russian Orthodox thought, which is 

Eastern (Byzantine), nationally Russian, and definitely 

anti-Western church. 

Nevertheless Rayonism has been treated by Western art 

historians as a provincial development of Cubism or 

^•°Natalya Goncharova, "Preface to Catalogue of One-
Man Exhibition, 1913," cited by Bowlt, Russian Art, pp. 
55-56. 

•'••'•Ibid., pp. 57-58. 
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Futurism,*2 this despite the insistence by Larionov and 

Goncharova that, "We are against the West . . ."13 or 

Goncharova's stated objective "to draw my artistic 

inspiration from my country and from the East . . . ."14 

Apparently this interpretation developed because they had 

both previously worked in genuinely Cubist or Futurist 

styles and Western art critics failed to discern any 

alternate source that might provide the theoretical basis 
* 

or the pictorial devices of Rayonism. Admittedly the 

colored line, or ray, of Rayonism is not markedly dif

ferent from the lines of force of Futurism, or the line 

which creates a facet of Cubism. A colored line, after 

all, is a colored line. However, this similarity does not 

preclude yet another source; a source that is Eastern, 

that is Russian, that is anti-Western, that had engendered 

an art which employed colored lines, and that provides a 

doctrinal basis consistent with Rayonist theory. 

1 ? H. H. Arnason m History of Modern Art {New York: 
Abrams, 1968), p. 219, states, "Rayonism was an offshoot 
of cubism, and was related to Italian futurism in its 
emphasis on dynamic, linear light rays," while George 
Heard Hamilton in 19th and 20th Century Art {New York: 
Abrams, 1970), p. 233, writes, "Possibly as early as 1911 
Mikhail Larionov. . . had proclaimed the doctrine of 
Rayonism and with. . . Natalia Goncharova. . . had 
produced compositions in which objects were splintered into 
rays of light, somtwhat in the manner of the Italian 
Futurists, by whose example they had been much impressed. 

II 

•^Larionov and Goncharova, "Manifesto," p. 10. 

1^Goncharova, "Preface," p. 58. 



4 6  

Western art historians have missed Hesychasm as this 

alternate source probably because it is Eastern, very 

Eastern. The doctrine of the "Uncreated Light" is not a 

dogma of Roman Catholicism nor is it the belief of any 

Protestant church; hence, the similarity of theory to 

theology or of iconography to icon was not recognized 

in the West out of simple ignorance. As a consequence, 

the pronouncements of Larionov and Goncharova have been 

consistently dismissed, in the West, as the chauvinistic 

rhetoric of two Slavophiles. Indeed, much of their 

rhetoric is chauvinistic, but it may also be the truth as 

regards Rayonism. 

All very plausible, but why have not Russian art 

historians revealed this connection, if it is so very 

Russian? Under normal conditions this very probably might 

have happened, but conditions were not normal. The 

upheavals of the First World War, and the subsequent 

Russian Revolution and Civil War kept Russian society in 

constant turmoil from 1914 until about 1924. At that time 

the Soviet regime turned vehemently reactionary with 

regard to the arts.15 

The artists of the Russian avant-garde who had been 

made commissars of art schools were booted out, and their 

art suppressed in favor of didactic work easily understood 

•^George Heard Hamilton, Painting and Scu1pture in 
Europe: 1880-1940, 3rd ed. {Middlesex: Penguin Books, 
1981), p. 314. 
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by the masses. The abstract work from the second decade 

of the century was and stil 1 is regarded as suspect, an 

elitist art of the intellectuals and at times as simple 

foolishness. Either way, movements like Rayonism are 

considered an embarrassment to the Soviet state and public 

speculation on their meaning or nature has been 

effectively stifled. Thus, those in the East who were 

prepared to recognize Rayonism for what it was were not 

all owed to, whi le those in the West who were free to 

speculate were ignorant of its basis. As a result, it has 

been, in my estimation, erroneously labeled as a provin

cial version of Futurism despite the inconsistencies 

between this definition and the statements of the 

artists. 
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