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Abstract. Pavel Florensky’s interpretation of the the Christian icon, according
to the Second Council of Nicaea (787), which stated the equivalence between word
and image, with the consequence that Icon had not to be considered merely and il-
lustration of the Holy Scripture, but a means of revelation, indicates the distance
that separates the Orthodox traditional Icon-painting from western-naturalistic art,
born at the time of the Florentine Renaissance. Moving from a thematic of apparently
mere artistic interest, the Russian philosopher analyzes the deep spiritual meaning of
the Icon questioning the philosophical and metaphysical status of the image, called to
respond to the cruxial responsibility of being a threshold between visible and invisi-
ble, thruth and illusion, according to a philosophical tradition which has its roots in
Plato’s Republic. Placing the Icon and the Image in general at the threshold between
these opposites, Florensky invites us to recognize in the Image a symbolical poten-
tiality in which the spiritual destiny of ourself and our civilization is decided. Flo-
rensky’s hermeneutical analysis identifies in the invention of the linear perspective
the turning point of the definitive detachment of the spiritual history of the Western
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Christianity from the Russian Orthodoxy. After considering various theories and in-
terpretations of the perspective, inclusive contemporary writings to the invention of
this technique, we conclude with Florensky and his contemporary E. Panofsky, that
linear perspective is not “realistic” representation, but a symbolic form, expressing
the anthropocentrism and Wille zur Macht of the age of the technique.
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Egpona u Poccusi: napadokcel poocmea

ITEPCIIEKTHBA: PEAJIN3M WU UIIIO3UA?

JA>xoBaHHH ITupapu
HarmmoHa/ibHBIN UCC/Ie[0BaTeIbCKUN YHUBEPCUTET
«BrIcIIag mKoJIa IKOHOMUKH», MOCKBa, Poccud, dpirari@hsu.ru

Egl AnHoTtanus. ToJiKoBaHUe XpUCTUAHCKOU MKOHEI faHo [TaBioM dopeHCKUM
corstacHO Bropomy Hukeiickomy cobopy (787). IlociiefHUNU yCTaHOBUI 9KBUBAJIEHT-
HocTh CiioBa u O6pasa, BCIeACTBUe Uero MKoHy ciefyeT paccMaTpUBaTh He IIPO-
CTO KaK WJUIIOCTpaIiuio CBAleHHOro I[lrncaHnus, HO KaK CpeiCTBO OTKPOBEHU. JITO
yKas3bpIBaeT Ha AUCTAHITUIO, OTHAEIMI0INYI0 TPALUIIMOHHYIO IIPaBOCIaBHY UKOHO-
IIUCH OT 3allaJHO-HaTYpPaIMCTUUYECKOIO0 MCKYCCTBA, 3apOAMBIIIErOCI BO BpeMeHa
¢siopeHTHIICKOTO Bo3poxxaeHuda. OTTaJIKUBasICh OT TeEMBI, Ka3aJoCh ObI, UHUCTO XV-
IOKeCTBEHHOI0 XapaKTepa, pyCCKUU ¢UiIocod aHAIU3UPYeT IIIYOOKUM NYXOBHBIMN
cMbIC)I MKOHBL. OH CTaBUT 1107, COMHeHUe GUI0COPCKUN U MeTaQU3IUUECKUH CTaTyC
O6pasa, IIPU3BaHHOIO OBITH TPAHBI0 MeXK1Y BUAMMBIM U HEBUJUMBIM, UCTUHOU U
WJUII03UEN, COIIaCHO QUIOCOQCKOM TpajuIluM, YXOLAIlleld KopHAMHU B «[ocymap-
cTBO» Il;maToHa. CtaBgd IKoHY 1 O6pa3s Bo0OIIe Ha TpaHU MeKy 3STUMU IIPOTUBOIIO-
JIOKHOCTAMHU, PJIOPeHCKUN IIpe/jiaraeT HaM IIpusHaTh B O6pase CUMBOJINYECKYIO
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IIOTEeHIIMaJIbHOCTh, B KOTOPOM pelllaeTcsd AyX0BHasd CyAb6a HaC caMUX U Hallley ITU-
BUJIM3alUU. [epMeHeBTHYeCKUU aHaIn3 GI0peHCKOTOo oIIpe/ieisieT B U306peTeHU U
JIMHEMHOU I1IePCIIeKTUBBI II0BOPOTHHIN MOMEHT OKOHYATEILHOTO OTPhIBA JYXOBHOM
HUCTOPHUH 3aIla{HOT0 XPUCTHUAHCTBA OT pycckoro [IpaBociaBus. PaccMOTpeB pasiny-
Hble TEOPUU U UHTEPIIPeTalluU [IepCIeKTUBEI, BKJII0Uasi COBpeMeHHbIe COUMHEHUS,
IIOCBAIIleHHbIe N300peTeHUI0 3TOM TeXHUKU, Mbl BMecTe ¢ PJIOpeHCKUM U ero Co-
BpeMeHHUKOM J. [TaHOPCKU IIPUXOAUM K BBIBOJY, UTO JIMHEWHAas I1epCIIeKThBa —
9TO He «peauCTUYeCcKoe» U300pa’keHre, a CUMBOJIMYecKasd ¢opMa, BeIparKarolas
aHTportoreHTpusM u Wille zur Macht (BoJjito K BjIaCTH) B 3II0XY TEXHUKMU.

]2‘:"2 KiroueBrble cj0Ba: IIPOCTPAHCTBO, IIEPCIIEKTHBA, PeaJbHOCThb, WLII03Us, Pe-
HeCCaHC, 00pas, HUTUJINU3M
Wy
BaarogapHocTH. CTaThsl IOATOTOBJEHA B paMKax IIporpamMmbl QyHIaMeH-
TaJbHBIX MCCIeOBaHUM HaIlMOHAJIBLHOTO MCCIe0BaTeJIbCKOTO0 YHHUBEPCHUTETA
«BpICIIas mKoJia SKOHOMUKH» (HIY BIIII).

Ccbuika a1 nuTHpoOBaHus: Ilupapu /. 1lepClieKTUBA: pealn3M UIH HUJLIIO-
3ud? /| dunocopuyeckue mmmcbMa. Pyccko-eBponerickuil guasor. 2024. T. 7, Ne 2.
C.71-87.doi:10.17323/2658-5413-2024-7-2-71-87.

'3 he things that are seen are the visible aspect of those that are not seen”:
this famous statement attributed to Anaxagoras effectively summarizes
the awareness of the existence of two worlds for human intelligence,

communicating yet separated “by the visible aspect,” from the image, a threshold

that can open from the visible world and lead to the intelligible one.

As we will see later, the position of two worlds, both possible horizons for the
cognitive life of the human soul, is also the foundation of Pavel Florensky’s philosophy
of icons.

Julius Evola, a rather controversial Italian author of the 20th century, in his
masterpiece Revolt against the modern world, opens his work by immediately
introducing a clear distinction, which is at the same time a clear distinction between
the attitude and the destiny of a soul and of a civilization:

To understand both the traditional spirit and modern civilization as a negation
of it, we must start from a fundamental point: from the doctrine of the two natures.

Philosophical Letters. Russian and European Dialogue. 2024. Vol. 7, no. 2. 73
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Pavel Alexandrovich Florensky (1882-1937)

There is a physical order and a metaphysical order. (...) there is the upper region
of being and there is the underworld of becoming. More generally: there is a visible
and a tangible and, beyond it, there is an invisible and a non-tangible as the overworld,
principle and true life.

[Evola, 1998, p. 43]

Itis very interesting that Julius Evola, in establishing this foundational knowledge
at the root of every living philosophical and wisdom tradition, places modern,
materialistic civilization as its antithesis, now incapable of remembering, if not
actively grasping, the spiritual and intelligible “double” of corporeal reality?, limiting
one’s cognitive and existential horizon to the material contours of this:

Although it is difficult for moderns to conceive it, we must start from the idea that
traditional man knew of the reality of an order of being much vaster than the one to
which the word “real” generally corresponds today. Today, as a reality, basically, noth-
ing is conceivable that goes beyond the world of bodies in space and time. {...) Normal
modern man forms his image of reality only as a function of the world of bodies.

[Evola, 1998, p. 43]

! m referring here to the masterpiece of Antonin Artaud, Le theatre et son double, dedicated to
the potential of theatre as a priviledged space for experiencing the spiritual double of the body and of
the human action. See [Artaud, 1985].
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This described by Evola is perhaps the most final manifestation of the era of
human history described by Nietzsche as nihilism, or the inability to still read an
Hinterwelt [Nietzsche, 2009] in the human experience, a projection of values or
of Being perceived with such certainty and faith, as that, from which the reality
experienced daily descends from, as the foundation of this and its origin.

Where does this long path of blinding or oblivion of being originate from? If it is
a process so ancient as to find traces of it even in the hermetic Lament of Asclepius?,
Pavel Florensky instead sees its origin in the era traditionally considered as the
highest moment of the history of art and of Italian culture in general, if not even
European: The Florentine Renaissance, and in particular the aspiration to naturalism
in painting which materialized exemplarily in the invention and technical, formal
and artistic development of linear perspective.

To this type of art, and to the awareness of oneself and the world that are at its
foundation, Florensky opposes the ancient iconography of the Russian Middle Ages,
developing an aesthetic and a conception of the Icon rooted in the knowledge of the
“two natures,” as he himself states on the first page of Ikonostasis:

According to the first words of Genesis, God “created the heaven and the earth”
(Gen. 1, 1) and this division of all creation into two parts has always been considered
fundamental. Thus in the confession of faith we call God “Creator of visible and
invisible things,” Creator of both visible and invisible things. These two worlds — the
visible and the invisible — are in contact.

[Florensky, 1993a, p. 3]

For the Russian philosopher there are two worlds or planes of reality ontologically
heterogeneous with each other, even if in contact, one illusory and one real, and
a threshold both separates them and keeps them in contact: the image, and in a
privileged way, the Icon.

Pavel Florensky’s analysis and reflections on Western painting and its figurative
and epistemological foundation are placed in this concept of tradition, and in the
implicit criticism of modern civilization as antithetical to it: linear perspective.

Florensky in fact contrasts Russian-Byzantine iconography with Western religious
painting, which began in the Renaissance, and defines the latter as “a radical artistic
falsehood” [Florensky, 1993a, p. 46].

For Florensky, evidently what is at stake here is not a question of aesthetic taste,
conservatism or Slavophilia, but rather the relationship between man and the truth.

2 See: [Hermetica ..., 1995; Yates, 1964].
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From a representative and even historical point of view, as Florensky correctly
demonstrates in his treatise Obratnaja Perspektiva, and in parallel Erwin Panofsky
in the contemporary Die perspektive als symbolische Form, perspective arises and is
in fact a form of illusion, a trompe-I’ceil, or a representation which, through a work
of mathematical construction of space, represents on a two-dimensional surface an
image of objects as they are perceived by the human eye in space, creating an illusion
of three-dimensionality?.

The fact that despite this intrinsically and admittedly illusory character, this
type of art has the ability to produce meaning and aesthetic effects, even sublime, on
human beings, is not disputed by the Russian philosopher.

Indeed, it is the mimetic adherence to the way in which human beings perceive
the natural world, which represents the most problematic aspect.

In this skepticism towards naturalistic representations of reality, Florensky
reveals his Platonic lineage.

In book X of the Republic, in fact, Plato had warned against the mimetic arts,
which by reproducing the sensitive perception of empirical reality, distance man
twice from reality, which is of intelligible nature, and of which the sensitive world is
only an imperfect copy.

The mimetic arts are therefore the copy of a copy, twice distant from the truth.
The degree of truth of the arts is therefore also lower than that of things®.

For Plato, however, the theme is not purely aesthetic or epistemological, but
has a strong ethical and pedagogical connotation: the objects produced by artists
have the ability to exert an effect on the human soul, leaving an imprint on it (Rep.
377b), with the risk, if left to circulate indiscriminately, of unaccustoming man to the
reminiscence of the intelligible world, with the consequence of a progressive oblivion
of true reality, to chain his conscience to the semblances of sensitive phenomena.

That it is chains and slavery® is explicitly expressed by Plato in the VII book of
the Republic, where he describes the human condition, lowered into the sensitive
dimension and immersed among the copies of what truly is, comparing it to that
of chained men, forced to keep their gaze fixed towards a rock wall on which are
projected the shadows of individuals carrying vases, wooden or stone images of men
and animals. The things thattruly are, of which men can only see the shadows projected
on the bottom of the cave, are ideas, which are metaphysically and epistemologically
preceded by the Good, which like the sun gives life, being and intelligibility to the

3 See also: [Gombrich, 1984].

* For Plato’s critic of mimetic art, see: [Wind, 1985].

5 On the theme of physical nature as a prison in the Platonic philosophy see: Plato, Crat, 400c;
Gorg. 493a; Phaedr., 250c; Phaed., 62b; and also: Plotin, Enn. IV 8.
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Whole. The shadows represent the dimension specific to man in the daily life of
being thrown into the world: perspective, opinion, the passively affirmative attitude
towards the immediate appearance of the senses.

It is this type of existential drama, inherent to the epistemological and spiritual
danger of naturalistic representation, which animates the vehement criticism of
Florensky, here truly both a philosopher and shepherd of souls, worried about their
fate.

That the naturalistic illusion of linear perspective is adequate to restore to man
the way in which he perceives the natural world is beyond question, but at the same
time this is precisely what is problematic about it: naturalism and realism, for the
Russian philosopher, represent antithetical termss®.

If we talk about reality, about the truth of a representation that talks of being
and not of appearing, and in particular, if it talks of the divine, we understand how
Florensky frames the question in terms of Platonic descent, posing the philosophical
problem of the “truth” of naturalism.

As the Italian scholar Chiara Cantelli has well highlighted, Florensky’s position
can be framed as a “regression to Nicaea II” of the concept of sacred art’.

As it is known, the debate on the icon in the first centuries of Christianity was of
an eminently theological nature and concerned the legitimacy of depicting the figure
of Christ and also the relationship that the image could establish with the divine
logos, in relation to the word of the sacred texts. This problem was opposed, even
drastically, on the one hand by the iconoclasts, who appealed to the Old Testament
prohibition on translating the word into images, and on the other by the iconodules,
who based their veneration of icons on the dogma of the Incarnation, that is, that
Christ had appeared historically in human and corporeal form and therefore, as he
was visible, is also depictabled.

The Council established the dogma of the veneration of icons, in the same way
in which the verbal image must be venerated, also establishing the premises for a
discourse-in-images of fundamental importance for every form of symbolic theology.

The principle of equivalence between word and divine image, based on the direct
relationship between the icon and the dogma of the Incarnation, established in canon
82 of the Council, will determine the elaboration of a sacred art by the Orthodox
Church: “The icon is not an art aimed at illustrating the Holy Scripture, but a language
thatis equivalent to it and (...) that corresponds to evangelical preaching” [Ouspensky,

6 See: [Florensky, 1974].

7 See: [Cantelli, 2011]. See also: [Oppo, 2014].

8 On the patristic disputes on the status of the sacred image and on the relevance of these theo-
logical foundations for the understanding of the aesthetics of icons, see: [Parry, 1996; Kitzinger, 1954;
Ouspensky, 1980; Ouspensky, Lossky, 1950; Bettetini, 2006].
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1980, pp. 90 sggl. This is certainly not a mimetic representation of an object, but a
vision of the spirit to which faith leads: “The basis of an icon is a spiritual experience”
[Florensky, 1993a, p. 74].

The dogma established by the Council is that art, where inspired, supported and
guided by true faith, is not mere illustration, but itself logos, word. This point, to which
Florensky’s conception of the icon follows, marks the great watershed with Western
art, long before the experience of the Florentine Renaissance. As Uspenskij observes
[Ouspensky, 1980, p. 94], in fact, in the West the two levels gradually separated, ending
up assigning to the image an illustrative role compared to the word, therefore finally
just a pedagogical and catechetical role®.

As we already recalled at the beginning of this article, Florensky bases his
philosophy of the icon on a clear distinction between two ontologically distinct levels
of life, that of contingent, transient and deceptive sensitive appearance, and that of
a reality, which is a divine truth, which has within itself the dynamic capacity to
transfigure the man who, by welcoming it, tends towards it.

The icon plays the role of a threshold of contact between these two levels, both
separating and joining them, like Jacob’s Ladder (Gen. 28, 12-13), from which divine
messages continually descend and men transfigured by faith ascend*®.

The iconographer’s work of art is ontologically different from the autonomous
object-work of Western art, the fruit of individual genius (and will), which can find a
place in a prince’s living room as well as in a museum. By its essence the icon is not
a “work?”, it is foreign to the concept of genius, of creativity, and eludes categories of
sensitive beauty: it must not “please,” but lead, reveal, be vehicle!!:

The icon does not intend in any way to communicate emotions to the faithful. Its
purpose is not to arouse in him some human feeling of a natural type, but rather to
convey every feeling, as well as intelligence and the other faculties of human nature,
on the path of transfiguration.

[Uspensky, Lossky, 1950, p. 38]

Precisely because of its psychagogical character of invitation, guide and
intermediary towards a reality which is only the object and justification of the
work, naturalism is foreign to it, as is its author’s ambition to stand out for his own

° See: [Oppo, 2014, p. 138], also more in general: [Gombrich, 1950].

10 The topos of the Jacob’s Ladder is endless, but we invite to consider: [Ball, 1958; Eusterschulte,
1997; Pirari, 2016].

1 T use this term referring to Grotowsky’s concept of “Art as a vehicle”, in my opinion quite close
to Florensky’s conception of spiritual art. See: [Grotowsky, 2002].
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originality. The icon is established by the Council, the task of the iconographers is to
reproduce it endlessly, infinitely striving to assimilate to the Saint or the most perfect
represented in it.

This is why Florensky in Ikonostasis goes so far as to deny Rublev’s autonomy from
his work, or rather to identify him with it, since what illuminates and distinguishes
his being rests in the archetypal supramundane reality of which the icon and the
painter himself have been able to become manifestations.

Florensky’s criticism of the use of linear perspective in religious painting is also
located exactly at this point.

The mathematical construction of space proper to perspective fundamentally
reproduces a structure of the relationship with reality in which the observing subject
dominates the represented object, framed so to speak, in his complete disposal.

In its deep psychic and anthropogenetic layers, the representative model betrays
the desire to master, to possess the portrayed object, to magically exercise one’s
mastery over it (...) it [perspective] is therefore the faith in a world made for man.

[Carboni, 2019, p. 51]

This objectification of the object in a space so intellectually dominated is for
Florensky a figurative anticipation of that Weltanschauung which will be formalized
philosophically by Immanuel Kant'2:

There are only two experiences of the world: human experience in the broad
sense and scientific, i.e. Kantian, experience, just as there are two types of relationship
with life: the internal one and the external one. Just as there are two types of culture:
contemplative-creative and rapacious-mechanical.

[Florensky, 1985, p. 138]

In Florensky’s reflection, Kantian transcendental metaphysics, which places
a transcendental subject, the synthetic center of the entire possible and known
phenomenal world, at the foundation of the a priori structure of empirical
knowledge, is a sort of philosophical translation of that anthropocentric and reifying
perception of the world , which is both the result and the condition of possibility of
the era of technology that began with fifteenth-century humanism and the Florentine
Renaissance, of which the technique of depicting the space of linear perspective is, so
to speak, the symbol.

12 See: [Florensky, 1985].
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On what basis does Florensky feel he can make this comparison, relating the
perspective to Kantianism and especially to an anthropocentric-technical vision of
the world?

We see that the pictorial technique of perspective — from the Latin perspicere,
looking through —is a geometric-mathematical procedure by which is indicated a set
of projections on a plane of objects, such that what has been drawn corresponds to the
real objects as we see them in the space®. This is possible through a graphic process
that needs an object to represent, the observer, and a support on which to represent
the object (table, wall or sheet of paper). The sheet of paper must be imagined as
if it were a transparent plane placed between the object and the observer, and it
is assumed that visual rays start from the observer’s eye and surround the object
(visual pyramid). These rays intersect the transparent plane (perspective picture) and
this intersection constitutes the perspective representation. Since the rays start from
one open eye and not from two, vision is said to be monocular. In a perspective the
observer’s eye is called point of view, all the lines perpendicular to the perspective
frame converge in a single point called the vanishing point which corresponds to the
point of view. The horizon line passes through this point.

Now for Florensky this does not constitute a mere and neutral representative
artifice, but the symbolic expression of a relationship of technical domination of the
individual subject’s Wille zur Macht over the world given to him, thus reified in a
space no longer alive and free, but geometrically organized according to a spatial
hierarchy that refers to the eye of the observing and dominant subject.

So the perspective is in definitive expression of the

spirit of the Kantian conception of the world, with its transcendental subject that
reigns over the illusory world of subjectivity (and, what is worse, does so in a coercive
manner), our artist, among all the points of infinite space (which in Euclid are strictly
equal), chooses just one, exclusive, unique, which stands out from all the others for its
value, a monarchical point, if we can say so, but whose only prerogative is to be the
place where it is found the artist himself or, to be more precise, where his right eye
is located, the optical center of his right eye. All places in space, in the light of such a
way of thinking, are places devoid of quality and equally colorless, with the exception

13 For an accurate analysis of the geometrical fundaments of perspective, with regard to their
philosophical implications, see: [Prospettiva e geometria dello spazio, 2005].

4 For a broad and in-depth discussion of perspective, with regard to its history and meaning and
implications for the history of Western thought and culture, see: [Damisch, 1987; Marinelli, 2021]. Also,
more in particular about the singular historical figures, who have been central in the development of
perspective: [Della Francesca, 2018; 2008; Leonardo da Vinci and optics, 2013; Beltrame, 1996; La pros-
pettiva rinascimentale ..., 1980].
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of this one place which dominates over all the others, as it has received the privilege
of being the seat of the optical center of the artist’s right eye. This place is proclaimed
the center of the world and claims to spatially project the epistemological, absolute,
Kantian character of the artist.

[Florensky, 1985, p. 150]

The judgment of the contemporary Panofsky is similar, who in his Die Perspektive
als symbolische Form maintains that “the perspective conception of space (...) seems
to reduce the divine to a mere content of human consciousness” placing itself as “a
sign of a beginning, when modernity arose anthropocracy” [Panofsky, 1980, p. 126].

The opposite of this type of representation is the obratnaja perspektiva of the
Icon, where, so to speak, the painting looks at the person, and not vice versa.

Reversed perspective involves an inversion of the constituent structures of
linear perspective: the lines no longer meet at a vanishing point located behind the
painting’s plane, but rather at a point located in front of it. In this way the space is
deprived of depth and the image reaches out towards the viewer. That is, in icons the
world represented radiates towards those who open themselves to receive it; reality
is something vital and not a dead material which is ordered in space on the basis of a
single subjective point of view which imposes itself as unique and absolute?s.

Furthermore, the icon is not constituted as a perspective system with a single
vanishing point in the viewer: it presents multiple points of convergence and each
object represented has its own perspective. This is what Florensky means when he
speaks of polycentricity': the property according to which the individual elements
of reality are not simply things, but rather "centers of being, condensations of being
subject to their own laws and each having their own form" which cannot be considered
as “indifferent and passive material that can be used to fill any pattern” but “they must
be understood according to their life, they must be represented through themselves (...)
and not in the glimpses of a perspective prepared in advance” [Florensky, 1985, p. 137].

The inverted and polycentric perspective of the icon is contrasted by Florensky
with the linear and unicentric one of the Renaissance painting, which expresses a
specific conception of reality based on the claim, by the human subject, of the absolute
value of his own point of view in relation to reality, therefore conceived as pure lifeless
matter. This perspective, consciously or not, removes reality from its transcendent
dimension, trivializes it, makes it a dead material that can be manipulated, an object
of man’s technical will.

15 See: [Cantelli, 1997, p. 105].
16 See: [Florensky, 1985].
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Here the two types of perspective reproduce the ontological dualism on which
Florensky’s reflection is based: on the one hand the illusory nature of the everyday and
sensitive world, which corresponds to the illusory naturalism of linear perspective;
on the other, the reality of divine truth and multifaceted life illuminated by an
understanding inspired by faith.

The entire philosophical question relating to the status of the icon is played out
in this fundamental distinction of real truth versus appearance. Florensky reads
this story in terms of an “authentic truth” as opposed to an “inauthentic truth,” and
therefore his initial statement regarding the “falsity” of naturalistic religious art,
developed in the Florentine Renaissance, is explained.

The truth of the icon stands against the truth of Western sacred art, as an object
that does not have its end in itself, but in a tension of adequatio, homoiosis, to an
eternal archetype, with which, being the Deus Absconditus, can only establish a
symbolic relationship?’.

Florensky defines his aesthetic vision as a denial of the naturalistic path
undertaken by Western art, the criticism of which he carries out starting from the
technical artifice on which the entire adventure of his mimetic illusionism is based:
linear perspective.

Florensky’s reasoning starts from considerations of a geometric nature: in Itoghi
he starts from the idea of representation of a point in a space and for Florensky it is all
too evident that “the awareness of the single point in the here and now has no reality
whatsoever” [Florensky, 1974, p. 95] and to look for the same single point in a linear
perspective “is the attempt of the individual consciousness to detach itself from reality,
even from its own reality” [Florensky, 1974, p. 94]. The supposed “truthfulness” of the
linear perspective representation is thus refuted at its roots: the perspective point
of view does not establish an adequate description of reality, but the construction
of a unitary and coherent representation, convenient for the observer, through the
election of a single point of view, that of the human observer, and the exclusion of all
other points of view. Therefore the content of the perspective is defined negatively
as the negation of any other reality than that of the given point, if in fact a reality
were admitted outside this point, another point of view would also be possible, and
therefore the basic postulate of perspective, perspective unity, would disappear.

Florensky delves into these aspects in Obratnaja Perspektiva, starting from the
more technical aspects and then expanding to considerations on their assumptions
and philosophical implications.

17 For the relation between the ineffability of the One and the symbolic knowledge see: [Beier-
waltes, 1997] and especially the milestone of the symbolic theology: [Pseudo-Dionysius, 1987].
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After having noted how Russian icons from the 14th and 16th centuries show an
apparent coarseness and continuous transgressions of every canon of naturalistic
representation widespread in Western painting, he also notes how in them details
and planes are represented together in the same spatial plane which cannot be
visible at the same time. Thus “of the Gospel three sides and even the rib are seen
simultaneously, the face is represented with the temples, ears and top of the skull
turned forward and almost unfolded on the surface of the icon, with some parts
of the surface of the nose and other parts of the visage, that should not be visible,
turned towards the viewer” [Florensky, 1993b, p. 178]. Similarly, “the parallel lines
that are not on the plane, which according to linear perspective should converge
towards the horizon line, are instead divergent in the icon” [Florensky, 1993b, p. 178].
In short, a fundamental characteristic of reversed perspective, for Florensky, is the
polycentricity of the representation: The drawing is constructed as if the eye were
looking at the various parts of this changing place.

What does all this mean, the author asks? Are these simple errors or incorrectness?

It is instead very probable that in these painters there was a precise intention
which aimed to paint not so much the object or nature as it appears to our senses,
but their “scheme of reconstruction”, almost “potential folds” of the image itself. All
aimed at indicating, on the one hand, a space of the icon different from a simple
and illusory extension of our physical space; on the other, a conception of the
world radically different from that established in modernity. In the essay Obratnaja
perspektiva Florensky dwells on describing this aspect above all: the need for
illusion which, starting from Greek culture, and from Anaxagoras and Democritus
in particular, has made itself felt in an overbearing way; the desire to have a look at
the artificial and illusionistic world, “as if,” the search for spectacle. For Florensky,
this deception originates from the Greek theater and finds its full fulfillment in the
Renaissance perspective and ends up leading to a spiritually sterile relationship
with the world, where “life is only spectacle, and in no way action” [Florensky,
1993b, p. 178].

Arepresentation that wanted to be properlyrealistic should instead be polycentric.
In the Middle Ages, for Florensky, the concept came forward that reality, which is at
least three-dimensional, could not however be brought back to a two-dimensional
plane. There was a perception that “representing space on the plane is possible, but it
cannot be done otherwise than by destroying the form of the represented” [Florensky,
1993a, p. 124]. Hence the final judgment on the capacity for truth of mimetic art, since
“naturalism is forever impossible” [Florensky, 1993b, p. 248].

From this observation, the spiritual and symbolic space of the icon represents for
Florensky the only artistic representation that can have ambitions of aesthetic truth.
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Precisely through the resistance and non-belonging of the icon to the space of the
physical world as this is perceived by man, it manifests the desire for a meaning other
than the represented, or which through the represented tends towards the spiritual
and metaphysical.

The vision of the world that it expresses is, as Trubeckoj recalls, “not a portrait
but a prototype of future transfigured humanity” [Trubeskoj, 1965, p. 24]:

Our ancient ancestors were not philosophers but seers who expressed their ideas
not in words, but in colors (...). The iconographers of Ancient Russia with wonderful
clarity and strength embodied in forms and colors what filled their soul: the vision
of a different vital truth and a different conception of the world. Trying to express
in words the essence of their response, I am well aware that there is none capable
of adequately conveying the beauty and power of this incomparable language of
religious symbols.

[Trubeskoj, 1965, p. 13]

The icon does not establish a descriptive relationship with the objects of the
world as from signifier to signified, its object is not the how of the world, not a
possible or real state of things [Wittgenstein, 2003, prop. 6.44]: it does not belong to
it as an entity among entities, but lives in it solely as a symbol, gateway and means of
salvation. The icon speaks of the future, it shows the future of humanity, it responds
to this world not by reflecting it as it is seen or perceived, but as it has always been
and as it will be in a future that, so to speak, comes meeting the present, modifying
it in its current structure, which, to paraphrase Trubeckoj through Simone Weil*, is
marked by force, by the reification of being, which silences life by making it the object
of one’s will to power?®. Therefore, it is the temporal element, the fourth dimension,
that gives true life to the icon and introduces a space different from the usual one;
and time, together with space, is the other pillar founding the aesthetic uniqueness
of the icon.

As the fourth dimension, which is added to the other three, the time of the Icon is
not a simple co-presence of different times in a single one — the so-called historia, the
ability to narrate a chronological event with a single image — but a sort of timeless
present which includes within itself all possible temporalities.

The dynamics it narrates is a model as a promise of a possible transfiguration; it
is the timeless vision of an archetypal instant: unlike the perspective cone which, so

18 See: [Weil, 1940-1941].
19T evidently refer here to Nietzsche’s concept of “Wille zur Macht”. See: [Nietzsche, 1996].
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to speak, targets the object of individual volition, it is given in an inverted temporal
perspective, revealing an anticipated future, which realizes a past prophecy in the
present.

In the icon the faithful see a possible transfiguration: in the image of Christ, Mary
and the saints he sees the possibility of the redemption already announced in the
Gospels, which finds living testimony, and therefore renewal of the announcement,
in the iconic revelation?®.

References

Alfeev, Ilarion (2008) L’Icona. Arte, bellezza e mistero. Bologna: EDB.

Artaud, Antonin (1985) Le Thédtre et son Double. Paris: Gallimard.

Ball, Hugo (1958) Byzantinisches Christentum. Kolln: Benziger Verlag.

Beierwaltes, Werner (1997) Der verborgene Gott: Cusanus und Dionysius. Trier:
Paulinus Verlag.

Beltrame, Renzo (1996) La Prospettiva rinascimentale. Nascita di un fatto cognitivo.
Rome: Societa stampa sportiva.

Bettetini, M. (2006) Contro le immagini. Le radici dell’iconoclastia. Bari: Laterza.

Cantelli, Chiara (1997) “Arte e creazione nella metafisica simbolica di Florenskij”,
Paradosso, 1, pp. 89-107.

Cantelli, Chiara (2011) L’icona come metafisica concreta. Neoplatonismo e magia
nella concezione dell’arte di Pavel Florenskij. Palermo: Aesthetica Preprint.

Cacciari, Massimo (2013) Doppio ritratto. Milano: Adelphi.

Carboni, Massimo (2019) Malevic. L’ultima icona. Arte, filosofia, teologia. Milano:
Jaca Book.

Damisch, Hubert (1987) L’origine de la perspective. Paris: Flammarion.

Della Francesca, Piero (2008) De prospectiva pingendi. Sansepolcro: Aboca edizioni.

Della Francesca, Piero (2018) La seduzione della prospettiva. Marsilio, Venezia.

Eusterschulte, Anne (1997) Analogia entis seu mentis. Analogie als erkenntnistheo-
retisches Prinzip in der Philosophie Giordano Brunos. Wirzburg: Konigshausen und
Neumann Verlag.

Evdokimov, Pavel (1990) L’art de licone. Théologie de la beauté. Bruges: Desclée
de Brouwer.

Evola, Julius (1998) Rivolta contro il mondo moderno. Roma: Edizioni Mediterra-
nee.

Florensky, P. (1974) “Itogi” [“Results”], Vestnik Russkogo Christianskogo DviZenija
[Bulletin of the Russian Christian Movement], 111, pp. 56-65.

20 See: [Trubeskoj, 1965, pp. 13 sggl.

Philosophical Letters. Russian and European Dialogue. 2024. Vol. 7, no. 2. 85



B Europe and Russia: Paradoxes of Kinship

Florensky, P. (1985) “Obratnaja perspektiva” [“Reverse perspective”], in Floren-
sky, P. Sobranie socinenij [Collected works]. Paris: YMCA-Press, pp. 117-192.

Florensky, P. (1993a) “Ikonostas” [“Iconostasis”], in Izbrannye trudy po iskusstvu
[Selected works on art]. St. Petersburg: Mifril, pp. 1-173.

Florensky, P. (1993b) “Obratnaja Perspektiva” [“Reverse perspective”], in Izbran-
nye trudy po iskusstvu [Selected works on art]. St. Petersburg: Mifril, pp. 175-282.

Gombrich, Ernst (1950) The story of art. London: Phaidon.

Gombrich, E. H. (1984) Art and Illusion, a Study in the Psycology of Pictorial Repre-
sentation. Princeton University Press.

Grotowsky, J. (2002) Towards a Poor Theatre. Ed. by E. Barba. Routledge.

Hermetica: The Greek Corpus Hermeticum and the Latin Asclepius in a New En-
glish Translation, with Notes and Introduction (1995) Ed. by Brian P. Copenhaver.
Cambridge University Press.

Kitzinger, Ernst (1954) “The Cult of Images in the Age before Iconoclasm”. Dum-
barton Oaks Research Library and Collection, Trustees for Harvard University. Origi-
nally published in Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 8, pp. 93-150.

La prospettiva rinascimentale. Codificazioni e trasgressioni. Vol. 1 (1980) Ed. Mari-
sa Dalai Emiliani. Milano: Centro di.

Leonardo da Vinci and optics (2013) Ed. F. Fiorani and A. Nova. Venezia: Marsilio.

Lichacév, Dmitrij S. (1991) Le radici dell’arte russa: dal medioevo alle avanguardie.
A cura di Elena Kostjukovic. Milano: Fabbri.

Marinelli, Sergio (2021) Storia della prospettiva significante. Verona: Colpo di ful-
mine edizioni.

Nietzsche, F. (1996) Der Wille zur Macht. Alfred Kroner Verlag GmbH & Co KG.

Nietzsche, F. (2009) Also Sprach Zarathustra. Munchen: DTV.

Oppo, Andrea (2014) “La verita contro I’arte. Per una comprensione filosofica
dell’icona russa”, Theologica & Historica, XXIIL, pp. 131-160.

Parry, Kenneth (1996) Depicting the Word. Byzantine Iconophile Thought of the
Eighth and Ninth Centuries. Leiden/New York/ Kolln: Brill.

Panofsky, Erwin (1980) “Die Perspektive als symbolische Form”, in Aufscdtze zu
Grundfragen der Kunstwissenschaft. Berlin: Verlag Volker Spiefs, pp. 99-167.

Pirari, Giovanni (2016) Ombre dell’'Uno. Metafisica dell’ombra e esperienza dell’'Uno
nel pensiero di Giordano Bruno. Berlin: Freie Universitat Berlin’s University Press.

Plato (2001) “Respublica”, Tutte le opere. Milan: Bompiani.

Prospettiva e geometria dello spazio (2005) Ed. by Marco Franciosi. La Spezia:
Agora edizioni.

Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite (1987) The Complete Works. Transl. by Colm
Luibheid. New York: Paulist Press.

86 dunocopuyeckre MUcbMa. PyccKo-eBpomecKui frasor. 2024. T. 7, Ne 2.



G. Pirari. Perspective: Realism or Illusion? Il

Ouspensky, Léonide & Lossky, Valdimir (1950) Le sens des icones. Traduit du russe
par Lydia Ouspensky. Premiére édit. Paris: Editions du Cerf.

Ouspensky, Léonide (2007) La théologie de Uicone dans IEglise orthodoxe. Paris:
Editions du Cerf.

Trubeckoj, E. (1965) Umozrenie v kraskach. Tri o¢erka o russkoj ikone. Paris.

Velmans, Tania (2009) La visione dell’invisibile. L’immagine bizantina o la trasfigu-
razione del reale. Milano: Jaca Book.

Weil, Simone (1940-1941) “L’Iliade ou le poeme de la force”, Les Cahiers du Sud,
230, pp. 561-574; 231, pp. 21-34.

Wind, E. (1985) Art and Anarchy. Northwestern University Press.

Wittgenstein, Ludwig (2003) Tractatus logico-philosophicus. Logisch-philosophi-
sche Abhandlung. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.

Yates, Frances (1964) Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition. University of
Chicago Press.

Information about the author: Giovanni Pirari — Research Fellow at the Interna-
tional Laboratory for the Study of Russian and European Intellectual Dialogue, Na-
tional Research University “Higher School of Economics” (HSE University). Address:
21/4 Staraya Basmannaya Str., Moscow, 105066, Russian Federation.

Hudpopmanus 06 aBrope: /[PKoBaHHU [Iupapu — HayyHBIN COTPYAHUK MeXXnyHa-
POLHOM Js1abopaTOPUU HCCIeL0BaHUIN PYCCKO-eBPOIIEMCKOI0 HHTeJIEKTYaJIbHOI0
nuasiora HaIgmoHAJIBHOIO HCCJIeL0BaTe/ILCKOI0 yHHUBepcuTeTa «BbICIIag IIIKOJIA
sKoHOMUKU» (HUY BIII). Axpec: Poccuiickas Peneparius, 105066, Mocksa, yii. Cra-
pasa bacmanHasd, 1. 21/4.

The author declares no conflicts of interests.
ABTOp 3as1BJIsIeT 06 OTCYTCTBUU KOHQPJIUKTA MHTEPECOB.

The article was submitted 29.04.2024; CraThs IIOCTYIIMIIA B pefaKmuio 29.04.2024;
approved after reviewing 01.06.2024; ozmobpeHa 1ociie perieHsupoBaHus 01.06.2024;
accepted for publication 10.06.2024. npuHATa K Iy6simkanuu 10.06.2024.

Philosophical Letters. Russian and European Dialogue. 2024. Vol. 7, no. 2. 87



