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Abstract: The paper contends that certain circle diagrams discovered in 14th-century Slavonic medieval
manuscripts of Dorotheus of Gaza’s Instructions, crafted during the Palamite controversy, are influenced by
the concepts of Maximus the Confessor. The paper offers an in-depth analysis of select Slavonic diagrams
originating from Serbian monasteries in the final decades of the 14th century. It begins by examining simple
diagrams wherein the circle’s center represents God, and the radii represent created beings moving towards
God, then progresses to investigate more intricate diagrams. These complex diagrams include circle or
square shaped center, outer circumference, concentric rings, multicolored radii and twisted cruciform bands.
It is further argued that these new diagramatic elements are employed to visualize complex ideas such as
the Holy Trinity as differentiations in unity, the ontological limit of creation set by divine providence, the triadic
structure of logoi of beings and the double movement of procession and reversion.

Keywords: Maximus the Confessor; Dorotheus of Gaza; Slavonic manuscripts; circle diagram; Dorotheus’
circle.

ESLa Recepcion Medieval Eslava de la Analogia del Circulo
- Centro - Radios de Maximo el Confesor

Resumen: El articulo sostiene que algunos diagramas circulares encontrados en manuscritos
medievales eslavos del siglo XIV de las Instrucciones de Doroteo de Gaza producidos durante la
controversia palamita estan inspirados en las ideas de Maximo el Confesor. El articulo proporciona
un analisis profundo de algunos de los diagramas eslavos producidos en los monasterios serbios en
las ultimas décadas del siglo XIV. Se parte del analisis de diagramas simples en los que se identifica
el centro del circulo con Dios, y los radios con seres creados que avanzan hacia Dios y se avanza
investigando diagramas mas complejos. Estos diagramas complejos incluyen un centro en forma
de circulo o cuadrado, circunferencia exterior, anillos concéntricos, radios multicolores y bandas
cruciformes retorcidas. Se argumenta ademas que estos nuevos elementos esquematicos se emplean
para visualizar ideas complejas como la Santisima Trinidad como diferenciaciones en la unidad, el limite
ontoldgico de la creacion establecido por la divina providencia, la estructura triadica de los logoi de los
seres y el doble movimiento de procesion y reversion.
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More than a decade ago, | crafted several diagrams
specifically for a conference presentation. These di-
agrams were aimed at elucidating how Maximus the
Confessor utilized the analogy of the radii of a circle
converging in a center to depict God'’s relationship
with created beings. Shortly after this exposition, |
came across numerous of Greek and Slavonic manu-
scripts originating from the Balkans and Russia in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, all featuring circle
diagrams.? These diagrams were intended to visually
represent the metaphor of the circle, center, and radii
as employed by authors like Dionysius the Areopagite,
Dorotheus of Gaza, and Maximus the Confessor. With
the resurgence of interest in Dionysius the Areopagite
and Maximus the Confessor during the Palamite con-
troversy, their works were extensively copied. Passages
that reference the circle-center-radii metaphor were
often accompanied by various types of circle diagrams.
As Dorotheus’ Instructions were mandatory reading in
monastic communities and widely reproduced, they
contain the largest variety of circle diagrams among
monastic literature. What surprised me was the varia-
tion in the diagrams accompanying the passages that
referred to the circle metaphor in Dionysius, Dorotheus,
and Maximus. These diagrams differed in both type
and complexity. It became clear that these diagrams
extended beyond the text they accompanied, aiming
to convey a very complex message. An illustrative ex-
ample of this perspective can be found in Dorotheus’
Instruction 6, also titled “On Refusal to Judge Our
Neighbor” Here, the author equates God with the
center of the circle and monks with the radii. He asserts
that monks resemble the radii: the nearer they are to
the center or God, the nearer they draw to one another.
Likewise, the closer they are to each other, the nearer
they approach the center, which is God.® Despite the
simplicity of the message, some of the circle diagrams
accompanying the text are highly intricate.

The current paper seeks to analyze several circle
diagrams primarily from medieval Slavonic transla-
tions of Dorotheus of Gaza, juxtaposed with the back-
drop of Maximus the Confessor’'s thought. Initially, |
will outline the rationale for incorporating Maximus the
Confessor’s tehology into the interpretation of circle
diagrams found in works other than those of Maximus
himself. Subsequently, | will exemine into the earliest
Slavonic translations of the Corpus Dionysiacum and
the Scholia of Maximus the Confessor, both of which
feature several circle diagrams. Finally, | will analyze
various components of the circle diagrams, including
the center, circumference, radii and concentric rings
and offer the most plausible interpretations for their
meanings.

1. Maximus the Confessor in the Medieval
Balkans and the Development of Circle
Diagrams

Throughout his writings, Maximus the Confessor
employed various metaphors in order to make his

Branislav Cvetkovi¢, “O marginalnom ‘ukrasu’ decanskih
rukopisa Ave Doroteja” in ani u svetlu arheografskih is-
traZivanja, ed. T. Subotin Golubovi¢ (Beograd: Narodna bibli-
oteka Srbije), 81-104. [in Serbian]

Doretheus, Instruction 6,78. in Dorothée de Gaza, Oeu-
vres spirituelles, eds. J. de Préville & L. Regnault (Sources
chrétiennes 92, Paris 1963).
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Christological and cosmological ideas more accessible
to the commissioners and recipients of his works. For
instance, when referring to the union between created
reality and God, Maximus used the metaphor of iron and
fire or that of air and light* He also utilized the meta-
phor of seal and stamp,® and of the circle’s center and
radii when describing the relationship between God and
created beings or among the created beings. Many of
these metaphors were not original but were inherited
from earlier philosophical tradition. The metaphors of air
illuminated by light and of iron penetrated by fire were
employed by Stoics in order to explain the union of two
or more fully mixed substances that retain their respec-
tive properties.® The metaphors of the seal and stamp
and of the circle’s center and radii have Neoplatonic
origins and were used to describe the relationship be-
tween the One and its subsequent emanations.

The circle metaphor has a long history predating
Maximus. Although the circle model is often attrib-
uted to the Christian authors such as Dionysius the
Areopagite and Dorotheus of Gaza, its origins can be
traced back to the Alexander of Aphrodisias,” Plotinus,?
and Proclus.® Hans Urs von Baltharsar identified Proclus
as a potential source of the circle metaphor in Dionysus
the Areopagite,’® while John Dillon and Sarah Klitenic
Wear noted parallels between Plotinus’ and Dionysius’
use of the circle metaphor, though without claiming a
decisive influence of the former on the latter."

The direct influence of Dionysius on Maximus’ usage
of the circle metaphor has already been demonstrated.”
However, Neoplatonic authors should not be excluded
as possible, albeit indirect, sources of Maximus’ cir-
cle metaphor. Polycarp Sherwood has pointed out that
the circle image in Maximus is a Proclean figure,” and

4 Maximus the Confessor, Ambigorum Liber 7, (PG 91:1076A).
Max., Ambig. 7, (PG 91:1076C)

Alexander of Aphrodisias, De Mixtione, in Alexander of Aph-
rodisias on Stoic Physics: A Study of the De Mextione with
Preliminary Essays, With Preliminary Essays, Text, Translation
and Commentary, ed. Robert D. Todd (Leiden: Brill, 1976), 220.
Alexander of Aphrodisias, De Anima, in Alexandri Aphro-
disiensis praeter commentaria scripta minora, ed. |. Bruns,
(Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca suppl. 2.1, Berlin: Re-
imer, 1887), 60,8-13.

8 Plotinus, Enneads 3,8,8; 4,2,1; 6,8,18, in Plotinus, Enneds I-VII,
ed. A. H. Amstrong, (Loeb Classical Library 440-446, Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979-1988), here vol.
LCL 442: 388; LCL 443:20; 446: 284-286.

De decem dubitationibus circa Providentiam 5,24-35 and
5,30-35. in Proclus Diadochus, Tria opuscula, ed. H. Boese
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 1960). See very instructive paper: Johnae
than Greig, “The Circle-radii Analogy in Plotinus, Proclus, and
Damascius, and Its Legacy”, SocArXivPapers (2017): https:/
osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/9bfra

Hans Urs von Baltharsar, Kosmische Liturgie: das Weltbild
Maximus des Bekenners (Einsiedeln: Johannes-Verlag, 1961),
583-594.

Sarah Klitenic Wear and John Dillon, Dionysius the Areop-
agite and the Neoplatonist Tradition (Hampshire: Ashgate,
2007),18.

Torstein Tollefsen, Christocentric Cosmology of St Maximus
the Confessor (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 68;
Vladimir Cvetkovi¢, “Predeterminations and Providence in
Dionysius and Maximus the Confessor”, Dionysius the Areop-
agite between Orthodoxy and Heresy, ed. Filip Ivanovi¢ (New-
castle: Cambridge scholars publishing 2011), 138-141. Emma
Brown Dewhurst, Relation in the Ethics of St Maximus’ Logoi:
A Contribution Towards the Study of Ethics and the Cosmol-
ogy of St Maximus the Confessor [research master disserta-
tion], (Edinburg: University of Edinburg), 2013, 16-18.

Polycarp Sherwood, The Earlier Ambigua of Saint Maximus
the Confessor and His Refutation of Origenism (Rome: Herder
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Pascal Mueller-dJourdan has provided further evidence
supporting this claim."

Maximus heavily relies on Dionysius in his use of the
circle metaphor. There are three passages in Maximus
where the circle model is mentioned. The first passage
is particularly relevant for investigating the problem of
the one and many in the context of procession and con-
version. It is taken from Ambiguum 7:

Kot pév v ayaBotrpettii €ig & Ovia 100 €vog
TIOINTIKAV TE Kai GUVEKTIKAV TTPA0B0V TTOAAOI O €ig,
KaTd OE TNV €i¢ TOV £va TV TIOAQV ETTIOTPETTTIKAV
TE KOl XEIPAYWYIKNYV Avagopdv Te Kai TTpovoiav,
WOTTEP €i¢ APXNY TTAVIOKPATOPIKNY ] KEVTPOV TV
€€ aUTol €UBaIV TAG APXAG TTPOEIANPOG Kai WG
TIAVTWY CUVAYWYOG, €iG o TTOAAOI.™

According to the creative and sustaining pro-
cession of the One to individual beings, which
is befitting of divine goodness, the One is many.
According to the revertive, inductive, and provi-
dential return of the many to the One - as if to an
all-powerful point of origin, or to the center of a
circle precontaining the beginnings of the radii
originating from it - insofar as the One gathers
everything together, the many are One.'

Maximus connects here the circle model with the
double movement of procession and conversion, al-
though in his thought these Neoplatonic terms under-
went transformation in both form and meaning in order
to serve Christian metaphysics.” He claims that the one
Logos is many logoi on the basis of the creative and
sustaining procession (TToINTIKR) Koi GUVEKTIKH TTP6050G),
while many logoi are the Logos due to the convertive
and inductive return and providence (£TTIOTPETITIKA Kai
XEIPAYWYIK Avapopd Te Kai TTpdvolal).

The following passage where Maximus mentions
the circle model comes from the Capita theologica et
ceconomica:

“QoTrep v T KEVTPW TAV €€ auTtol Kkat’ euBeiav
EKTETOPEVWY  YPAUPQYV  adlaipeTog  BewpeiTal
TavTeAQG 1 Boig olTwg O AgwBeig &v T Ol
yevéoBal, TavTag €ioetal ToUg €v aut® TV
yeyovoTwy Trpol@ecT®Tag Adyoug, KaB' OTTARV
Tiva ddiaipeTov yvQoiv.™®

As in the center of a circle we see the indivisible
point of origin for the straight lines that go out
from it, so the one who is worthy to be found in

1955), 172.

Pascal Mueller-Jourdan, “The Metaphysical Position of the
Divine as ‘Desirable’ in Proclus’ Platonic Theology and Maxi-
mus Confessor’s Thought”, in St Maximus the Confessor -
The Architecture of Cosmos, eds. Antoine Lévy, Pauli Annala,
Olli Hallamaa, and Tuomo Lankila (Helsinki: Luther-Agricola-
Society, 2016), 139-150.

5 Max., Ambig. 7, (PG 91:1081C). Maximos the Confessor, On
Difficulties in the Church Fathers. The Ambigua, ed. and
trans. Maximos Constas (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press), vol. 1,101.

Maximos the Confessor, On Difficulties, vol. 1,102.

Vladimir Cvetkovic, “The Transformation of Neoplatonic Phii
losophical Notions of Procession (proodos) and Conversion
(epistrophe) in the Thought of St Maximus the Confessor”, in
The Ways of Byzantine Philosophy, ed. Mikonja Knezevi¢ (Al-
hambra, CA: Sebastian Press, 2015), 195-210.

Maximus the Confessor, Capita theologica et ceconomica 2.4,
(PG 90:1128A).
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God comes to know in him all the preexistent ide-
as of the things that have come to be, in a simple
and indivisible act of knowing."

The third and final passage where Maximus uses the
circle model derives from his Mystagogia:

.., 0 TavTa kata piav GTARV TAg ayaBdoTtnTog
ATTEIPOCOPOV dUVAUIV £QUTH TTEPIKAEIWY, WOTTEP
KEVTPOV €UBeIV TIVWV EENUUévwy alTol, KaTa
diav GTTARV Kai Eviaiav aitiav kai SUVapIV TOS ApxXag
TV OvTwv TOIG TTEPacIv oUK €0V auvagioTacdal,
KUKAW TTEPIYPAPWY aUTWV TOG EKTATEIC Kai TTPOG
gautov Qywv TOUG TV Oviwv kai U auTol
yevopévwy dlopiooUg

It is he who encloses in himself all beings by the
unique, simple, and infinitely wise power of his
goodness. As a center of straight lines that ra-
diate from him he does not allow by his unique,
simple, and single cause and power that the prin-
ciples of beings become disjoint at the periphery
but rather he circumscribes their extension in a
circle and brings back to himself the distinctive
elements of being which he himself brought into
existence.”

It is not difficult to find a correspondence between
Maximus’ Capita theologica et ceconomica 2, 4 and
Ambiguum 7 (1081C) and Dionysius the Areopagite On
Divine Names 2,5. Furthermore, the fact that Maximus
himself makes direct references to Dionysius by
name in passages preceding the Ambiguum 7 circle
and radii metaphor suggests Maximus’ reliance on
Dionysius.??

The revival of the interest in Maximus’ work is direct-
ly connected with the Hesychast monastic movement,
which aimed at defending the possibility of human be-
ings to experience the divine light of the Godhead in this
life. The early phase of the Hesychast controversy (1337-
1349) was characterized by the debate between Gregory
Palamas and Barlaam over the proper interpretation of
Dionysus the Areopagite, and especially over his notion
of divine “unknowing”.?® Contrary to Barlam, Palamas
was inclined to interpret Dionysius’ concept as direct
experience of God in this life. This focus on Dionysius’
ideas sparkled the wider monastic community’s interest
in his works, and in 1371 the Serbian Athonite monk, the
Elder Isaija produced the Slavonic translation of Corpus
Dionysiacum, complemented by Maximus’ scholia. The
earliest manuscript of the text, considered also as the
autograph by some scholars, is preserved as a part of
A.F. Gilferding’s collection in the State Public Library of
St Petersburg.?*

Interest in Maximus arose significantly during the lat-
er phase of the Hesychast controversy in the sixth and

Maximus the Confessor, Selected Writings, ed. and transl.
George C. Berthold (London: SPCK, 1985), 148.

Max., Mystagogia 1.4, in Maximus Confessoris, Mystagogia,
ed. Christian Boudignon (Corpus Christianorum Series Grae-
ca, 69; Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), 13, 186-193.

21 Maximus the Confessor, Selected Writings, 187.

22" Max., Ambig. 7 (PG 91: 1080B).

23 Kallistos Ware, “The Hesychasts: Gregory of Sinai, Gregory
Palamas, Nicolas Cabasilas,” in The Study of Spirituality, eds.
Cheslyn Jones, Geoffrey Wainwright & Edward Yarnold (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 249.

Djordje Trifunovi¢, Pisac i prevodilac inok Isaija, (KruSevac:
Bagdala, 1980), 34 [in Serbian].
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seventh decades of the fourteenth century within the
Athonite communities. This period saw disagreements
between Theophanes of Nicaea and the followers of
Akyndinos over the interpretation of Maximus’' symbol-
ism of light.2> Maximus’ writings were read and copied
not only in connection with the Hesychast controversy
but also in relation to the anti-Latin polemics over the
filioque that recurred in the writings of Theophanes and
other Greek writers of this period.

Several of Maximus’ polemical texts that appeared
in Slavonic translation between 1360 and 1385 have
been preserved in multiple volumes: volume no. 75 from
the Decani Monastery, no. 90 from the Patriarchate of
Pe¢ Monastery, and nos. 455 and 459 from Chilandar
Monastery. 2® All these volumes contain excerpts from
Maximus’ polemical texts, entitled Exposition of True
Faith, or simply On Faith, Various Capita, and On the Two
Perfect Natures of Our Lord Jesus Christ.

Maximus' works, which gained popularity in
Slavonic monastic circles during the Middle Ages,
were widely copied in ascetic collections. Many of
these collections included translations of Dorotheus
of Gaza's Instructions accompanied by circle dia-
grams, indicating a connection between Maximus’
ideas and Dorotheus’ circles.

The majority of Slavonic manuscripts containing
intricate diagrams illustrating Dorotheus’ Instruction
6 were created during the final decades of the four-
teenth century, coinciding with the peak of interest in
Maximus’ work. During roughly the same period, from
1355101390, translations of Maximus’ works appeared
in several codices: nos. 455, 456, 459, 470, and 476
from Chilandar; nos. 76, 81, and 82 from Decani; and
nos. 85 and 87 from the monastery of the Patriarchate
of Pe¢. Moreover, the translations of Maximus and
Dorotheus were often bound in the same manuscript.
This is particularly evident in the following Chilandar
manuscripts: no. 455, which contains Dorotheus’
Instructions and a compilation from Maximus’ works
entitled Exposition of Faith, and no. 459, which also
contains Dorotheus’ Instructions and a compilation
of different chapters from various Capita of Maximus.
Dorotheus’ Instructions and Maximus’ Capita de car-
itate appear in Chilandar’'s manuscript no. 456, and
in manuscript no. 85 from the Patriarchate of Pe¢,
entitled Sermons of Venerable Dorotheus and Other
Texts. During the late fourteenth century, a significant
number of manuscripts originating from these same
locations feature the works of both Maximus and
Dorotheus, along with circle diagrams. This indicates
the scribes’ awareness of the utilization of the circle
and radii metaphor by both authors.

As mentioned earlier, there exists a notable dispari-
ty between the straightforward message of Dorotheus’
Instruction 6 and the complexity of the accompanying

25 Andrew Louth, “Light, Vision, and Religious Experience in
Byzantium”, in The Presence of Light. Divine Radiance and
Religious Experience, ed. Matthew T. Kapstein (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press 2004),: 94-100; Andrew Louth,
“Eucharist and Hesychasm, with Special Reference to Theo-
ophanes lll, Metropolitan of Nicaea”, in The Eucharist in The-
ology and Philosophy. Issues of Doctrinal History in East and
West from Patristic Age to the Reformation, eds. Istvan Perc-
zel, Réka Forrai & Gyorgy Geréby (Leuven: Leuven University
Press, 2005), 199-208: 203-204.

Dragi$a Bojovi¢, “St Maximus Confessor in Serbian Medieval
Spirituality”, Crkvene studije 13 (2016), 407-414.
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diagrams. Despite several attempts to establish a
connection between Dorotheus’ text and these intri-
cate diagrams,? contemporary scholarship has not
made significant progress. We know that Dorotheus of
Gaza’s Instructions were integral to compulsory mo-
nastic literature during the fourteenth century in the
Slavonic tradition.?® These texts were copied in over
sixty manuscripts from the fourteenth to the nine-
teenth century,®® far more frequently than the writings
of both Dionysius and Maximus. Numerous Slavonic
manuscripts of Dorotheus’ Instructions lack any circle
diagrams, while others feature diagrams ranging from
simple to highly complex.

It is conceivable that the creators of the intricate
circle diagrams in Dorotheus’ Instructions aimed to
convey their theological understanding of other au-
thors who explored the circle and radii metaphor,
such as Dionysius and Maximus. A compelling exam-
ple supporting this claim is the Greek manuscript of
Dorotheus of Gaza’s Instructions from the 16th-cen-
tury manuscript No. 329, housed in the collection
of the Iviron Monastery on Mount Athos. The circle
diagram accompanying Dorotheus’ Instruction 6 is
labeled with the text: “a philosophical example of the
Holy Fathers.” In her commentary on this diagram,
Linda Safran suggests that the use of the generic
term “Holy Fathers” instead of the specific name of
the text’s author, Dorotheus of Gaza, might indicate
that the Iviron monk did not know who was meant. *°
However, it is more likely that the Iviron monk was
well aware that the circle analogy was not exclu-
sive to Dorotheus of Gaza but was employed by a
broad range of holy fathers, including Clement of
Alexandria, Symeon the New Theologian, as well as
Dionysius and Maximus. Considering all these facts,
one could argue that the scribes from Mount Athos
and the medieval Balkans, cognizant of the theolog-
ical implications of Dionysius’ and Maximus’ circle
and radii metaphor, sought to convey their theolog-
ical understanding through Dorotheus’ circle, which
was one of the most frequently copied diagrams in
the late Middle Ages.

The functionality and instructional value of the
complex diagrams accompanying Dorotheus circle
are multifaceted. First, they served as visual aids for
expressing intricate theological and philosophical
ideas, such as the nature of God, the relationship
between God and creation, the relationship between
the One and the many, and the process of procession
and return. These diagrams also had mnemonic and
didactic functions, ¥' helping readers grasp difficult

Danica Popovi¢, “DeCanska pustinja u okvirima vizantijskog
i srpskog eremitskog monastva”, in De¢anska pustinja. Ski-
tovi i kelije manastira Decana, eds. D. Popovi¢, B. Todi¢, D.
Vojvodic, (Beograd: Balkanolo$ki institut SANU 2011), 197-198;
Cvetkovi¢, “O marginalnom ‘ukrasu’ decanskih rukopisa Ave

Doroteja”, 91.
28 popovi¢, “Dedanska pustinja”, 197-198.
29 ¢, Mckpa Xpuctosa, “CnaBsHCKUTE npeBoau Ha

MOHaLlecKknTe noyvyeHus Ha Asea [JopoTtewn”, Palaeobulgari-
ca 25/2 (2001): 36-53.

Linda Safran. “Byzantine Diagrams”, in The Diagram as
Paradigm: Cross-Cultural Approaches, edited by Jef-
frey F. Hamburger, David J. Roxburgh and Linda Safran
(Washington,DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and
Collection 2022), 22-23.

Safran. “Byzantine Diagrams”, 14.

30

31



Cvetkovi¢, V. De Medio Aevo, 13(2), 2024 261-272

concepts by presenting them in a more accessible,
visual form.

The simpler diagrams accompanying Dorotheus’
Instruction 6 have a mnemonic function. They rein-
force the message that closeness to God implies
closeness to other human beings, and vice versa,
by associating God with the center of the circle and
human beings with the radii. Thus, Dorotheus’ circle
serves as a mnemonic device, reminding monks that
love for God also implies love for fellow human beings.

Furthermore, the circle diagrams are powerful di-
dactic and educational tools. They pertain to Euclidean
geometry, one of the subjects in the Byzantine quad-
rivium, 32 making them relevant for educational pur-
poses. Lastly, for most Greek and Slavonic scribes of
the 14th century, these diagrams served not only to
transmit knowledge from classical, Neoplatonic, and
Christian traditions but also to convey their stance in
the Hesychast debate.

2. Maximus’ Scholia on the Corpus Dioysiacum
and Elder Isaija’s Diagrams

The circle metaphor is mentioned twice in Dionysius’

Divine Names (DN 2.5 and DN 5.6) and in the Slavonic

translation of Elder Isaija from 1371, only DN 2,5 was il-

lustrated by two circles diagram (Fig. 1).33

265

In the scholion to Celestial Hierarchy 74, attributed
potentially to either John of Skythopolis or Maximus the
Confessor;*® a parallel is made between God and the
center of the circle. The commentator asserts that the
minds both remain stationary and, simultaneously, move
in a circular motion.>” The movement of the minds is di-
rected both inward, toward themselves, and outward,
toward God. If the tendency toward self-focus remains
steady, then the minds are more disposed to remain in
stillness rather than in motion. Conversely, the inclination
toward God entails a circular motion. Here, the com-
mentator establishes an analogy between God and the
center of a circle. The minds move along the circumfer-
ence, thus participating in a kind of circular dance around
its center, which serves as their origin. 38

In the Slavonic autograph of Elder Isaija, there ex-
ists a diagram illustrating a circle, consisting of both
the center and the circumference (Fig. 2).3° Upon
closer inspection of the diagram, another point on the
circumference becomes apparent, positioned directly
above the center. This point could symbolically repre-
sent the mind encircling the center. The depiction of
the mind as a point also serves to illustrate its inherent
stability. Therefore, as the Greek commentator sug-
gests, the minds remain steadfast in their self-direct-
ed inclination while simultaneously moving in a circu-
lar motion in their orientation towards God.

¥rs-
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Fig. 1. Gilferding RNL no. 46, list. 91b

As the examination of this diagram is covered
elsewhere, let us shift our attention to the Scholia to
Celestial Hierarchy attributed to Maximus the Confessor,
which includes the circle diagram. In Celestial Hierarchy
74, Dionysius reaffirms that the seraphim, the highest
rank of heavenly beings, orbit around God while main-
taining a state of motionlessness within the “most exalt-
ed ever-moving stability” (&eikivnrov idpuoiv).

32 Fabio Acerbi, “Logistic, Arithmetic, Harmonic Theory, Geo-
metry, Metrology, Optics and Mechanics,” in Companion to
Byzantine Science, edited by Stavros Lazaris (Leiden: Brill
2020), 143-149.

Both Djordje Trifunovi¢ and Gelian M. Prokhorov suggest that
the translator or the scribe has followed the structure of the
Greek original. Cf. Trifunovic, Pisac i prevodilac inok Isaija,
56-57, and I. M. MpoxopoB, “JlnTepaTypHO-06LLECTBEHHOE
OBWKEHMEe B BU3aHTUUCKO-cnaBsiHCKOM mupe B XIV B.
YreHus no apeBHepycckovi inteparype (EpesaH, 1980), 108-
124. [in Russian]

Vladimir Cvetkovi¢, ,Novoplatonizam u vizantijskoj i ranoj
srpskoj filosofiji: dijagram kruga i poluprec¢nika” [Neoplato-
nism in Byzantine and Early Serbian Philosophy: The Circle
and Radii Diagram], Zbornik radova VizantoloSkog instituta
60 (2023), 599-632; Ibid., ‘Circle and Sphere Metaphors for
God'’s Nature and Providence in Boethius’ Consolation of Phi-
losophy and Dionysius’ On Divine Names, in: Boethius’ Con-
solation of Philosophy: A Critical Guide, ed. Michael O’'Wiitala
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2024), 186-219.
Dionysius the Areopagite, De Coelesti Hierarchia (=CH) 74,
PG 3, 212A. See also Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita, De
Coelesti Hierarchia, De Ecclesiastica Hierarchia, De Mystica
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Fig 2. Gilferding RNL no. 46, 31|

Theologia, Epistulae, eds. Glinter Heil und Adolf M. Ritter
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012), 31.

Beata Regina Suchla, ‘Die sogenannten Maximus-Scholien
des Corpus Dionysiacum Areopagiticunm’, (Nachrichten der
Akademie der Wissenschaften in Géttingen, Goéttingem; Van-
denhoeck & Ruprecht,1980), 31-66.

Maximus the Confessor, Scholia in De Coelesti Hiararchia,
PG 4, 73A. See also the Slavonic translation of Elder Isaiah
in: Das Corpus des Dionysios Areiopagites in der slavischen
Ubersetzung von Starec Isaija (14. Jahrhundert), hgg. Sabine
Fahl und Dieter Fahl (Freiburg i. Br.: Weiher; St. Petersburg:
Russische Nationalbibliothek, 2010), band 1, 31.

38 Max., Scholia in CH, PG 4, 73D.

39 Das Corpus des Dionysios Areiopagites, 31.
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It is important to emphasize that the movement
described for celestial powers or minds is, in reality,
the movement of beings residing in the closest prox-
imity to God and completely infused with divine light
or divine energies. The movement of beings along the
radii or line segments from the circumference toward
the center pertains to those beings, whether angelic
or human, who need to embark on a journey back to
God and subsequently continue moving around Him.

For the remainder of this paper, | will shift my fo-
cus to each component of the circle diagram and ex-
amine how depictions of the center, circumference,
radii, concentric circles, and intermediary points in
various circles of Dorotheus may correspond to cer-
tain ideas put forth by Maximus.

3. Center: God

Despite Dionysius, Dorotheus, and Maximus identify-
ing God with the center of the circle, in the majority of
circle diagrams produced from the mid-14th century
onwards in Serbian monasteries, God is depicted not
as a point-like shape but as a small concentric ring
within a wider circle (see Figs. 3, 4, 5).
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Fig. 3. Gllferdmg RNL no. 37, list 76b, Serbian redaction,
mid 14" century
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Fig. 4. Dorotheus’ Instruction 6, Collection of Chilandar
Monastery, no. 455, list 165b, 1360-1385

Fig. 5. Dorotheus’ Instruction 6, Collection of DeCani Monastery,
no. 79, list, 80b, the end of 14" century
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What would be the main reason for this change?
| think that there are at least two reasons for this
change, one pertaining to the nature of God, and the
other to the future of created beings. The argument
that pertains to the nature of God deals with God as
Three in One. While one Godhead as undifferentiated
unity, in the language of Dionysius, may be depicted
as a point, both the divine activities as differentiated
unity and the Holy Trinity as unity of differentiations
are better expressed as a circle. In the analysis of
Elder Isaija's’ circle diagram that accompanies DN
2,5 (fig. 1), it is argued that in left circle the center
symbolizes God’s indivisible essence, while the cir-
cumference points to divine activities.*®© The right
circle, with its radii, illustrates the creative aspect of
God, showing differentiation within unity. While both
circles aim to depict God's essence and activities,
they emphasize different aspects: divine unity and
divine creative activities.

Although Maximus does not use the Dionysian
language of unities and differentiations, it is evi-
dent that he adheres closely to Dionysius’ ideas.*' In
Dorotheus’ diagrams, the point and circle, which re-
fer to God ad intra, are complemented with straight
lines or radii and circumference, which represents
divine activities ad extra. The radii indicate the pro-
cess of differentiation among created beings, while
the circumference represents both the final phase
in differentiation of individual beings and the extent
of differentiated unity. Both the Holy Trinity and the
created world are depicted as circles because the
Holy Trinity is unity of divine differentiations that
share a common divine nature, while the world is a
unity of creaturely differentiations with God as their
common origin.

The argument for God as circle-like center that
pertains to the future of created beings may be
substantiated by Maximus’ concept of ever-moving
rest (deikivntog otdoig). While God is symbolically
represented in the form of a point and circle, creat-
ed beings are identified with straight line and circle.
Maximus’ idea of convertive and inductive return
describes the linear movement of rational creatures
from circumference along the radii toward the center.
When they reach smaller concentric circle, they con-
tinue to move along the circumference of the smaller
circle, or around God, never ceasing their movement.
They no longer advance towards a goal because they
have reached God, the ultimate goal of their move-
ment. Instead, their motion becomes an infinite pro-
gression along divine infinity, being eternally filled
with divine grace. Maximus, referencing Gregory of
Nazianzus and Dionysius, underscore human ina-
bility to fully comprehend God due to his infinity in
Capita de caritate 1, 100. In the circle diagram from
manuscript no. 455, housed in the collection of the
Serbian monastery of Chilandar in Mount Athos (Fig.
4), which includes copies of Dorotheus and Maximus’

40 Cvetkovi¢, ,,Novoplatonizam u vizantijskoj i ranoj srpskoj filo-
sofiji”, 607-608.

4 Max., Myst. 5 (CCSG 69: 27,420ff). Cf. also Vladimir Cvetk-
ovic, “The Mystery of Christ as Revived Logos Theology” in
St Maximus the Confessor - The Architecture of Cosmos:
New Perspectives, eds. Antoine Lévy, Pauli Annala, Olli Hal-
lamaa, and Tuomo Lankila (Helsinki: Luther-Agricola-Seura,
2015), 189-198.
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writings, the radii are depicted not as perpendicular
to the circumference of the smaller circle, but rather
as tangents toiit.

In my opinion, this diagram transcends a mere
representation of Dorotheus’ circle, suggesting that
while created beings have achived their ultimate
goal, their movement does not cease. Maximus sim-
ilarly asserts that, after reaching God, the created
beings continue to move passively around the un-
moved (TTepi v 10 akivnrov).*? This view is consistent
with the previously mentioned scholion to Dionysius’
Celestial Hierarchy, attributed to Maximus, which
describes both angelic beings and human souls as
moving in a circular motion around God (see Fig. 2).43
In some manuscripts of Dorotheus’ Instructions,
including later ones such as the 1626 manuscript
housed in the Kiev Pechersk Lavra (Fig. 6), ** the
scribe took an additional step by integrating the lin-
ear movement and circular movement into a spiral
movement around God.
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Fig. 6. Dorotheus' circle, Collection of the Kiev Pechersk Lavra,
1626.

Therefore, depicting God as a small concentric
circle is justified by the impenetrable nature of divin-
ity and the plurality of Persons in the Holy Trinity. This
depiction reflects how created beings are drown to-
wards God as their origin. While God serves as the
goal of the created beings, He does not restrict their
movement; rather, as an infinite entity, He allows for
an endless movement of creatures around him.

Maximus’ reference to the circle metaphor in
Ambiguum 7 and in Chapters on theology and econ-
omy 2,4 focus mainly on the center of the circle. In
contrast, the reference in Mystagogia 1.4 addresses
both the center and the periphery. In the following
subsection | will explore the concept of the limits of
creation that Maximus discusses in Mystagogia 1.4 in
relation to circle’s circumference.

T
n: rzﬁ'

4. Circumference: The Limits of Creation

In some manuscripts, Dorotheus’ circle is circum-
scribed by another circumference. This is evident in
the circle diagram from the De¢ani monastery collec-
tion dating to the end of the fourteenth century (Fig.
5). A similar approach is seen the circle diagrams in
Dorotheus’ Instructions from the Russian 15" century
collections, such as the one from Kirillo-Belozersky
monastery (Fig. 7) and another the Trinity Lavra of St.

42 Max., Ambig. 41, (PG 91: 1308C). Maximos the Confessor, On
Difficulties, vol. 2,108.
Max., Scholia in CH, PG 4, 73A.
lMpenogo6Haro oua Hawero aBsBu [JopoTeja royvyeHuja,
(Kuesckua Meyepckna Jlaspu, 1626), 161.
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Sergius (Fig. 8). Gelian Prochorov argues that Greek
and Slavonic manuscripts from the Balkan peninsu-
la, particularly from Mount Athos, significantly influ-
enced the development of the Slavonic manuscript
tradition in Russia. The techniques found in Russian
manuscripts are believed to have been transmitted
from the Balkans.*®
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Fig. 7. Dorotheus’ circle, Collection of Kirillo-Belozersky
monastery, no. 23/1100, list 71, 15" century

Fig. 8. Dorotheus’ circle, Collection of the Trinity Lavra of St.
Sergius, no. 60, list 79b, 15" century

Since the outer circumference appears frequent-
ly, it likely holds significant meaning. One possible
interpretation is that it represents the limit of the im-
manent ontological structure referred by Maximus
in his Mystagogia 1.2-4. According to Maximus, God
“who made and brought into existence all things by
his infinite power contains, gathers, and limits them”4®
and “encloses in himself all beings by the unique,
simple, and infinitely wise power of his goodness”.*”
Creatures do “not run the risk of having their being
separated from God to dissolve into nonbeing”.*®
The expansion of created beings is limited by divine
providence.

45 Corpus des Dionysios Areiopagites in der slavischen Uber-
setzung von Starec Isaija (14. Jahrhundert) / hgg. Hermann
Goltz und Gelian Michajlovi€ Prochorov (Freiburg i. Br.: Wei-
her; St. Petersburg: Russische Nationalbibliothek, 2013),
band 5, 90-111.

46 Max., Myst. 1.2 (CCSG 69: 10-11). Maximus the Confessor, Se-
lected Writings, 186.

47 Max., Myst. 1.4 (CCSG 69: 13-14); Maximus the Confessor, Se-
lected Writings, 187.

48 Max., Myst. 14 (CCSG 69: 14). Maximus the Confessor, Se-
lected Writings, 187.
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If the beings are unlimited in their ends be-
cause they eternally move around God, what kind
of limit the divine providence impose? To address
this question, we must consider what Maximus de-
scribes in Ambiguum 10.37. Here, he outlines the
process of expansion (diacTtoAn) as a downward
movement from the most general /ogoi of being
and nature to subsequent logoi of most gener-
iC genus (yevikwTaTtov y€vog), more generic genera
(vevikwTepa yévn), species (€idn), and most specific
species (eidikwTaTta £idn).*° The movement of expan-
sion culminates with the logoi of individuals (GToua),
who are characterized by common essence and ac-
cidents (ouppepnkoéra). In the previously cited pas-
sage from Mystagogia 1.4, Maximus references the
circle model in the context of overcoming divisions.
Just before this passage, Maximus quotes Paul’s
epistle to Galatians (3:28) and Romans (3:11), which
state that in Christ there is no distinction between
male nor female, Jew and Greek, circumcised and
uncircumcised, foreigner and Scythian, slave and
freeman; Christ is all in all.®®

Torstein Tollefsen has noted that Paul, when
emphasizing the absence of differences in Christ,
uses the term diacToAR, like in Romans 10:12: “For
there is no distinction (o0 yap é€oTiv SiacToAr) be-
tween Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord
of all.”® If Paul's statement is understood in the
context of dlaoToAr, rendered as “expansion”, and
if the focus shifts from the all-embracing presence
of Christ through his /ogoi in creation to individual
accidents such sex, ethnic origin, or social status,
then a different conclusion emerges. This implies
that individuals do not further expand into their at-
tributes, nor should their individuality be solely de-
fined by these attributes. Instead of emphasising
their ethnic, sexual, or social distinctions, human
individuals should strive to unite in universal as-
pects, starting from humanity and sensible nature
in general, and culminating in unity with the Logos.
This reverse process aligns with the concept of
contraction (cuoToAr), which signifies a movement
back to the Logos.

The created order is in a state of perpetual move-
ment, determined by the essence of beings and their
specific place in the structured reality. In Ambiguum
15 Maximus says that:

“AkiviTwg 6¢ KkiveioBai Te Kkai @épecBal Ta
opwpeva” gipntal 7@ d1I0ATKAAW, TG PEV AOYW,
W yéyove TaUTA, Katd T€ PUOIV Kai dUVOMIV KO
évépyeiav, TGEIV TE Kai dlaPOVAV APETAOTATWG
ExeIv, kai un €€iotacBal kad’ oTIolv TAG YUOIKAG
id16TNTOC Kai peTaBaAAclv i GAAo kai pUpeaBal,
KIveioBal & TTaAIv T Kata ponv Kai dmropponv
Aoyw, augnoel Te TR TTEPI TO TTOOOV KA WEIWOEI
Kai T TTEPI TO TTOIOV AANOIWOEN, KAl KUPIWG EITTETV,

49 Max., Ambig. 10,37 (PG 91:1177C). Maximos the Confessor,
On Difficulties, vol. 1, 289. See also Vladimir Cvetkovi¢, “All
in all’ (1 Cor 15:28): Aspects of the Unity between God and
Creation according to St Maximus the Confessor”. Analogia
2-1(2017), 19-20.

50 Max., Myst. 1.4 (CCSG 69, 13); Maximus the Confessor, Se-

lected Writings, 187.

Torstein Tollefsen, The Christocentric Cosmology of St Max-

imus the Confessor [PhD dissertation] (Oslo: University of

Oslo, 2000), 100-101.
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TH €€ AAANAwV dladoxi, UTTeEIoTapévwy Gel Toig
ETTIYVOUEVOIC TV TTPOEIANPOTWV. >

In saying that “visible things are moved and
carried along without motion,” the teacher was
referring to the intelligible principle according
to which they were created, for they are un-
changing in their nature, potential, and activity,
as well as in their rank and station in the gener-
al order of things, so that they do not in any way
go beyond their natural properties or change
into other things and become confused with
them.53

For Maximus, all beings exhibit stability and im-
mobility according to the logoi of their existence,
while they appear unstable and in motion due to the
logoi of “what is contemplated around them”.* This
distinction means that the fixedness and limitations
of beings are determined by their preexisting logoi,
while their movement occurs at the level of their acci-
dents, evident in changes in increase and decrease,
or in quantity and alternation. The outer limit of every
being resides in the individuality of its nature rather
than in the particularity of its accidents.

From the above discussion, several conclusions
can be drawn. First, created beings are limited by
their individual existence. This implies that they are
distinct from one another through their modes of
individual existence, yet united through their logoi
of common essence, which were created by God.
Therefore, beings represented as radii are sepa-
rated individually but share God as their common
origin, symbolized by the center, and a common
mode of individual existence, depicted as the inner
circumference.

Second, this form of individual existence, which
limits created beings, is imposed by God. The pur-
pose of this limitation is to guide created beings to-
wards realizing that their ultimate aim is to turn them
towards and unite with God. Consequently, the outer
circumference drawn by some scribes symbolizes
the external limitation of beings. Since the limitation
is illustrated as a boundary on radii in the form of cir-
cumference, it brings the radii to the focus for further
examination.

5. Radii: Individual Existences

Within the framework of Maximus’ circle metaphor,
the radii represent individual human existences
navigating various stages of their spiritual devel-
opment as they journey towards God as the center.
Interpreted through the lens of Maximus’ immanent
onto-logical structure, as outlined in Ambiguum
10.37, and the fixedness described in Ambiguum 15,
the individuality of each human being is anchored by
their unique logoi and the unity of their accidents in
common substance. While divine creation expands
to a certain limit through the creative act, it also re-
turns to God through a movement of contraction. The
expansion is directed from the Logos of God toward

52 Max., Ambig. 15 (PG 91:1217A). Maximos the Confessor, On
Difficulties, vol. 1, 366.

53 Maximos the Confessor, On Difficulties, vol. 1, 367.

54 Max., Ambig. 15 (PG 91:1217AB); Maximos the Confessor, On
Difficulties, vol. 1, 367.
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the circumference, reaching its final limit at the out-
er circumference. Conversely, the contraction moves
from the circumference back toward the center of
the circle.

Tollefsen argues that the double movement of
procession (mpdodog) and conversion (ETTICTPOQN)
delineates the historical limits of the world, encom-
passing its historical beginning and end.®® Given
that the outer circumference represents the ulti-
mate boundary of all creation, it is reasonable to
infer that this double movement occurs along the
radii. The procession, as a movement of the di-
vine Logos towards the multiple logoi, extends
from the center of the circle to the circumference.
Conversely, the movement of creatures, in align-
ment with their logoi toward the Logos, occurs in
the opposite direction—from the circumference
back to the center of the circle.

The diagrams provide several methods for vis-
ualizing these movements. One approach is illus-
trated by the scribe of the Dorotheus circle in the
fifteenth-century collection of the Trinity Lavra of St.
Sergius (Fig. 8). In this diagram, the scribe differen-
tiates between divine and human movement by us-
ing red ink for the former and black ink for the latter.
By employing red for the outer circumference, the
scribe emphasizes the divine origin of the creative
and providential acts. The colors of the radii also indi-
cate the direction of movement: movement along the
red radii, extending from the center to the circum-
ference, represents the divine act, while movement
along the black radii, moving from the circumference
toward the center, signifies human movement back
to God. The semicircles drawn in the middle of the
red radii, resembling arrows pointing towards the cir-
cumference, further indicate the direction of the di-
vine movement.

In light of the aforementioned passage from
Ambiguum 7 (PG 91,1081C), one can further infer the
following: the red radii represent the movement of
the one Logos into individual beings, referred to as
the creative and sustaining procession (TroinNTikA Kai
OUVEKTIKN TTp00d0¢), where the one Logos becomes
many /logoi. Conversely, the black radii symbolize the
reverse movement of many /ogoi towards the one
Logos, known as the convertive, inductive, and provi-
dential return (¢TTIOTPETITIKN Kai XEIPAYWYIKR AGvapopd
T€ Kai mpovola). %8

A different portrayal of this theme is found in the
Dorotheus circle from the Decani Collection dating
from the last decade of the fourteenth century, which
depicts the two corresponding movements as twist-
ed cruciform bands (Fig. 9). It is not uncommon to
represent the radii of Dorotheus’ circle as a cross,
as seen in the manuscript from the Trinity Lavra
of St. Sergius from the fifteenth century (Fig. 10).
Regardless of the interpretation of the “cruciformity”
in Dorotheus’ circle, Maximus’ own “cruciform” cos-
mology is linked to the image of a “cruciform” circle.
For instance, the manuscript no. 476 from Chilandar,
which contains Maximus’ Capita de caritate, includes
an illustration of a cruciform circle.

55 Tollefsen, The Christocentric Cosmology, 2008, 78.
6 Max, Ambig. 7 (PG 91:1081C). Maximos the Confessor, On Dif-
ficulties, vol. 1,101.
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Fig. 9. Dorotheus’ circle, the Decani Collection, no. 78, list 64b,
last decade of the 14" century

Fig. 10. Dorotheus’ circle, Collection of the Trinity Lavra of St.
Sergius, no. 154, list 114, 15th century.

However, | believe that the form in which the twist-
ed cruciform bands are depicted may have multiple
interpretations within the context of Maximus’ works.
First, while the cross shape is commonly associated
with general Christian symbolism, it also takes on a
specific significance in Maximus’ Capita theologica
et ceconomica |, 66. In this text, the cross symbol is
reinterpreted in a way that reflects Maximus’ theo-
logical insights and cosmological views.

Kai 6 pév yvoug otaupol Kai Taeig TO JUaThpIoV,
ﬁva TQV TTPOEIPNPEVWY ToUg )\éyoug 0 O¢ Tiig
avaomcswg punéeig v amoppnTOV Sovauy,
eva TOV 4" Q) T 'ITGVTG TIPONYOUUEVWG O OE0g
UTTEGTAOATO OKOTTOV. °

The one who knows the mystery of the cross
and the tomb knows the principles of these
creatures. And the one who has been initiat-
ed into the ineffable power of the Resurrection
knows the purpose for which God originally
made all things.%®

According to Maximus, the mystery of the cross
represents the logoi of the sensible world, while the
mystery of the tomb signifies the logoi of the intel-
ligible world. The Resurrection illuminates both the
cross and the tomb, symbolizing the ineffable unity
of God with creation.’® Maximus’ analogies suggest

57 Max., Cap. theol. |, 66 (PG 90:1108AB).

58 Maximus the Confessor, Selected Writings, 140.

59 Cvetkovi¢, “The Transformation of Neoplatonic Philosophical
Notions,” 207.
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that the unity of the sensible and intelligible realms,
as well as the ultimate unity of all creation with the
Logos, could not be achieved without Christ’s sacri-
fice, death, and Resurrection. Christ’s Resurrection
is seen as a foretaste of the final resurrection and
the ultimate deification through unity with Him. In the
context of the double movement, it can be conclud-
ed that, by returning to the Heavenly Father in His hu-
manity, Christ was the first to traverse the path from
the circumference to the center of the circle.

Second, in the Decani circle, the two intertwined
cruciform bands that resemble Solomon’s knot sym-
bolize the two movements: from the center toward
the circumference and back again. These bands are
connected by semicircles, which signify not only the
final limits of the world but also the transformation
of the linear movements into an elliptical movement
of creation around God. Unlike the smaller concen-
tric circle that represents the movement of being
around God, this elliptical movement encompass-
es the entirety of creation, extending to its ultimate
boundaries. This illustrates that both the sensible
and intelligible aspects of creation are included in
the divine plan of salvation and are destined for final
union with God.

Third, the two twisted cruciform bands form four
distinct movements: from the center to the circum-
ference and back. The number four carries special
symbolic significance. Dionysius, for instance, ar-
gues in De Divinis Nominibus 5.2 that there are four
divine processions (mmpdodol) emanating from God:
Goodness, Being, Life, and Wisdom. 6° Building on
Dionysius’ framework, Maximus places these four
processions within an anthropological context. He
associates Being and Eternal Being (10 0v kai 10
aei 6v), which correspond to Dionysius’ concepts of
Being and Life, with the essence of humanity, reflect-
ing the divine image in human nature. The other two
processions, Well-Being (10 €0 eival) and Wisdom
(cogia), representing the likeness of God, are attrib-
uted to human will and determination.®' This anthro-
pological triad of “Being,” “Well-Being,” and “Eternal
Being,” inspired by Dionysian cosmology, will be fur-
ther analyzed in relation to the middle points of the
radii in Fig. 9 and the concentric circles in Fig. 14 in
the next subsection.

6. The Middle Points on the Radii or the
Concentric Circles: The Individual
Orientation

In both the Decani circle diagram (Fig. 9) and the
Trinity Lavra circle diagram (Fig. 8), the radii are ei-
ther marked with red and black points in the middle
or intersected by three concentric circles. Clearly,
the middle parts of the radii play a significant role for
the scribes, forming a triadic structure along with the
points on the circumference and the center. As men-
tioned earlier, Maximus’ well-known triad of cosmic
or creaturely movement includes “being,” “well-be-
ing,” and “eternal well-being.” Thus, if we identify the
center with eternal being and the point on the cir-
cumference with being, then the middle point or the

60 Dion., DN 5.2 (Suchla, 181). Cf. Cvetkovic, “Predeterminations
and Providence,” 140-141.
Max., Capita de caritate 3, 24-5 (PG 90:1024AB).

Cvetkovi¢, V. De Medio Aevo, 13(2), 2024: 261-272

middle concentric circle represents well-being. This
triad is derived from the tetrad of divine processions.
According to Capita de Caritate lll, 24-25, God creat-
ed human beings in His image and likeness, granting
being and eternal being to His image, and well-be-
ing or goodness and wisdom to His likeness. Being
in the image of God corresponds to human actuality,
while attaining the likeness to God pertains to human
potentiality. Therefore, the process of convertive and
inductive return involves acquiring well-being and
wisdom, which ultimately leads to the transformation
into eternal well-being.

Although the Decani diagram is more complex
than the Trinity Lavra diagram, its meaning can also
be explained through the triad of “being,” “well-be-
ing,” and “eternal well-being.” The middle points on
the radii, or their intersections with concentric circles,
refer to different stages in the movements of expan-
sion and contraction, or procession and conversion.

It is plausible that the central square formed by
the twisted cruciform bands in Fig. 9 represents God.
The three concentric rings, with the outer and in-
ner rings painted in red and the middle one in blue,
correspond to this triad. The outer ring signifies the
realm of the logoi of being, the middle ring repre-
sents the realm of the logoi of well-being, and the in-
ner ring denotes the realm of eternal being or eternal
well-being.

By following its own logos and actualizing God’s
likeness, each individual human being progresses
from the realm of the logoi of being into the realm
of the logoi of well-being. The final concentric ring,
which contains the inscribed square, represents
the realm of eternal being. Being and eternal be-
ing are bestowed upon the human image by God,
which is why the outer and inner rings are paint-
ed red. The middle ring, referring to the realm of
well-being, is achieved through human effort and
is depicted in blue.

7. Conclusion

Dionysius the Areopagite, Dorotheus of Gaza, and
Maximus the Confessor employed the metaphor of
the circle and radii to illustrate the unifying nature of
God. However, as Dionysian and Maximinian ideas
became contentious during the Palamite controver-
sy in the 14th century, these diagrams also began to
reflect the differing views of the opposing camps.
The most innovative circle and center diagrams in
the Slavonic manuscript tradition of the Balkans ap-
peared in the last three decades of the 14th century,
serving as visual representations of Instruction 6 of
Dorotheus of Gaza, a widely circulated work in mo-
nastic communities.

The simplest circle diagrams found in Slavonic
manuscripts, such as those in the translation of
the Corpus Dionysiacum, depict both the ineffable
mystery of the Godhead and the divine creative
act. The portrayal of God as a small concentric cir-
cle within a larger circle aims to illustrate the indi-
visibility of the Godhead (represented by a point-
like circle) and the unity of the persons of the Holy
Trinity (depicted as a circle).

The diagrams found in Slavonic manuscripts that
often accompany the Instructions of Dorotheus of
Gaza are valuable for elucidating certain aspects of
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Dionysian and Maximinian teachings. Inthe simplest
diagrams, the lives of created beings are represent-
ed as radii extending from the outermost point on
the circumference toward the center of the circle,
symbolizing God as the ultimate destination of their
journey. However, in several Slavonic manuscripts,
the diagrams illustrating Dorotheus’ Instruction 6
are so complex that they do not align directly with
the basic text.

The historical fact that Dorotheus’ circle appears
alongside the works of Maximus and Dionysius in
some manuscripts, coupled with the shared transla-
tion and copying of Dorotheus and Maximus in the
same monastic schools, establishes a significant
connection between Dorotheus’ circle and Maximus’
thought. Often, Dorotheus’ circle metaphor served as
a pretext for scribes to convey a sophisticated theo-
logical message through the circle diagram. A dis-
cernible pattern emerges in the diagrams from the
fourteenth century, where emphasis on the center,
circumference, or radii aligns with the different con-
texts in which the circle metaphor is employed by
Dionysius and Maximus.

The center of the circle represents God in gener-
al, but its shape—whether point-like or circular—em-
phasizes different aspects of the divine. A point-like
center highlights the singularity of the Godhead, while
a circular center underscores the plurality of the Holy
Trinity. When considered in the context of creation, a
point-like center, which unites all radii as their com-
mon terminal point, symbolizes God as the ultimate
unity among creatures. Conversely, a circular center
reflects the infinite circular movement that creatures
will assume after the world’s consummation.

The circumference denotes the cosmological
and ontological limits of creation imposed by God.
Just as the center represents the complete unity of
creatures, the points on the circumference symbol-
ize individual existences. The circular shape of the
circumference signifies the unity of created differen-
tiations, aligning with how the center represents the
Holy Trinity as the unity of divine differentiations. The
radii connecting the center with the circumference
pertain to both divine differentiations and creaturely
unifications.

To convey this dual movement along the radii,
scribes employ various methods, including different
colors or twisted bands. Additionally, elements such
as concentric circles or middle points on radii indi-
cate the stages of being set by God and achieved by
created beings. These recurring elements in Slavonic
diagrams reflect established interpretations of com-
plex theological and philosophical concepts. They
not only aid modern scholars in understanding an-
cient authors more comprehensively but also bridge
gaps between disparate traditions.
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