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TWELFTH AND THIRTEENTH CENTURY VARIATIONS
OF THE SINGLE DOMED OCTAGON PLAN%*

(pL. 3-6)

Typological questions in Byzantine architecture are of particular
interest, since they are directly related to the question of the articulation
of the interior space of the churches. New types were devised on only
a very limited scale during the middle Byzantine period. The archi-
tectural forms that were familiar in the areas of the capital and of
Greece after the year 1000 were to a very large extent survivals or re-
vivals of earlier forms. In most cases, the plan used was that of the
cross-in-square church, with a number of variations, and the only new
type in the 11th century is the so-called domed octagon?!, which was
employed in relatively large, wealthy buildings in Greece and the re-
gion directly influenced by the capital.

In the two following centuries, at least until 1261, the date in which
we are interested here, the majority of the new churches continued to
be cross-in-square. The cross vaulted churches that made their appear-
ance during the late 13th century do not concern us here, and the
only innovations that remain to be studied are therefore the derivatives
of the domed octagon type, and especially the so-called single, or ‘in-
sular’ domed octagon. The few monuments of this type have already
been described partly as domed octagon, and partly as domed pseudo-
octagon.

The publication of new churches and the re-dating of others, already
known, make it possible to reconsider them as a group, within the chro-
nological boundaries of the period, and to broaden the question of their
typological origins. All the eight churches in question are relatively
small and belong to monasteries of limited importance. None of them
are certainly dated by specific historical references or inscriptions; in

* This article is identical with the text of the Communication of the author, in
the XVth Congress of Byzantine Studies (Athens 1976, 3rd Section, Art and Archae-
ology).

I.A. Grabar, L’art byzantin au XIe siécle. Architecture, Cah. Arch. 17
(1967), 261 - 262.
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all cases we rely on indirect comparisons, and there is occasionally
considerable obscurity.

I begin this communication with a re-examination of a monument in
Greece —the narthex of the now deserted Monastery of Zoodochos
Pege on mount Kithairon, near the village of Pyli (formerly Derveno-
salesi) on the borders of Attica and Boeotia. It became known to the
world of scholarship as early as 1935, when it was published by Professor
A. Orlandos? who also published the very interesting bath from the
same monastery®,

As Orlandos demonstrated, the original katholikon of the Monastery
was initially built during the 11th century in the form of a domed
cross-in-square. The domed pseudo-octagon narthex and the funerary
chapels on the south and north sides were added to it later on. Nothing
survives today of this katholikon except the foundations of the walls
and a number of sculptures in marble, scattered here and there. It was
destroyed by the 19th century, though the narthex survived in ruined
condition. In 1890, the inhabitants of the village nearby converted the
domed pseudo-octagon narthex into an independent church, building
a new niche for the sanctuary, the hemisphere of the dome, and recon-
structing the walls whereever they had collapsed.

Orlandos dated the narthex of Zoodochos Pege to the 13th or 14th
century?, but the new examination of it, and the preparation of new
measured drawings help to assign its erection to the end of the 12th
or the beginning of the 13th century (Pls. 3 - 6). In fact, certain parts
of the church which had been thought to belong to the radical recon-
struction of 1890, appear to have been original features —the drum
of the dome, for example, the porch on the fagade, the northern entrance
and the form of the roofs (Figs. 1-2).

A detailed description of the monument would take us beyond the
bounds of this communication. We may, however, note some parallels
that suggest an earlier date for the monument.

1. Various features in ashlar blocks (arches of voussoirs, ashlar ma-
sonry without bricks, crowning cornices, and horizontal string courses),

2.A.C.Orlandos, ‘H é&ni 100 KiBapdvog Movn 1fig Iavayiag-Zwoddyov In-
+fic, ABME 1 (1935), 161 - 178.

3.A.C. Orlandos, Movactnpiakn Gpyitektovikn, second edition, Athens 1958,
100 - 102.

4. ABME 1 (1935), 172. A. Passadéos accepts that the monument should
be attributed to the 13th century. See AE 1971, 48 not. 3.
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which testify to an advanced competence in stone-carving, are char-
acteristic of the 12th century®.

Fig. 1. Pyli (Dervenosalesi). Katholikon of the monastery of Zoodochos Pege. Section
and plan of the narthex.

2. The division of some of the walls into two zones, an upper and a
lower, was a particular feature of the 12th and 13th® centuries. The
careful cloisonné system?, and the masonry with undressed stones and

5.Ch. Bouras, Boloviivig «Avayevvioeio» kol 1 épxttektovikn tod 11ov kai
120v al®dvog, AXAE 5 (1966 - 1969), 268 - 271.

6.A.C. Orlandos, ABME 7 (1951), 175 and Ch. Bouras, ‘O "Ayiog
Tebpyrog tfig "Avdpodong, Xapiotiplov eig A. *Oplavdov, B, Athens 1966, 275.

7.Ch. Bouras, ‘H ITalalorovayid otiv Mavoidde, ’Emiot. "Enetnpic IToAv-
texvikiig Zyoifig A.I1.O. 4 (1969-70), 255, pl. 5.
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a large number of horizontal briks® is likewise reminiscent of the monu-
ments of the Komnenian period.
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Fig. 2. Pyli (Dervenosalesi). Katholikon of the monastery of Zoodochos Pege. Actual
state of the west fagade.

3. The disepsilon cut-brick frieze of the porch, arranged in a semi-circle,
finds a parallel in the church of Merbaka at the end of the 12th century®.

8.A.C.Orlandos, ‘O mapd Thv "Apeiocay vadg tod Zatfipog, ABME 1 (1935),

184 (south wall of the church).
9. On the main apse. A. H.S. Megaw, The Chronology of some Middle By-

zantine Churches, BSA 32 (1931-32), 118 - 119,
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4. The semi-columns of the dome, made of small drums of porous
stone'®, also recall similar carefully worked architectural forms of the
12th century, and

5. The arch over the northern entrance, which is made of narrow
voussoirs and has a slightly pointed shape, is similar to the one in the
katholikon of the Haghia Mone of Nauplion (Areia), of 1148.

Internally, the shape of the cross is quite clearly articulated on the
plan, and the vertical axis of the church is especially emphasized. The
octagonal support for the dome is formed with the help of four niches
in the corners, which have very tall proportions, while the pendentives
have an unusual shape. The arrangement of two tombs, formed by
marble plaques under barrel vaults, in the narthex of Zoodochos Pege,
is a unique feature in Byzantine churches in Greece. Particular interest
attaches to the porch with very tall proportions, which is roofed with a
groin vault and is somewhat inorganically connected to the narthex;
itis reminiscent of the later porches that rise up to a belfry'’. The funerary
chapels, in ruined condition today, merit special investigation.

There is unfortunately no historical evidence relating to this important
monument. No inscriptions have been found. The name Zoodochos
Pege is certainly more recent (it was widely used for churches and mon-
asteries after 1727) and makes no contribution to the question of the
date. Orlandos suggested!® that this was the Monastery founded by Ho-
sios Meletios (1035 - 1105), but this does not solve the problem of the
narthex of the katholikon that we have examined.

We may now proceed to examine the other monuments in the series.
— The Kamariotissa on the island of Chalke near Constantinople
has recently been studied at great length by Pasadaios®® and Ma-

10. As for instance, those of the katholikon of the Haghia Moné in Areia, near Nau-
plion. See also A. C. Orlandos, ‘H povi 100 “Ociov Meketiov kai 1@ maparadpia
avriic, ABME 5 (1939 - 40), 46, not. 1 - 3. In addition to these examples see those of
St. Sophia in Monemvasia and Pantanassa in Geroumana.

11. As in Samarina (C. Kalokyris, ExkAnciat tfic I. Mntpondrewg Meo-
onviag, Thessaloniki 1973, 61, pl. 18,20), the katholikon of the monastery of St.
Demetrius in Kypseli (Tourkopalouko) in Thesprotia (A. Chatzinikolaou,
Bufavtiva Mvnueia “Hreipov, AA 21 (1966), B.1, 295, pl. 299 A), the church of St.
George in Omorphoklissia (Galista), (E. Stikas, Une église des Paléologues aux
environs de Castoria, BZ 51 (1958), 102, not. 6) and other monuments.

12. ABME 1 (1935), 177, and 5 (1939 - 40), 39.

13. “H &v Xdaikn Movn Havayiog Kapapiotioong, AE 1971, 1 - 55.
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thews'4. Most importantly, it has been securely dated to the end of the
11th century, and is thus the earliest of all the churches in this group.
The lively emphasis on four of the eight niches makes this building
intermediate between the domed octagon and the tetraconch type®.

— The first of the churches on the island of Chios, Haghios Georgios
in the village of the same name'$, may be attributed to the same period.
Despite the fact that this is the earliest and most faithful copy of Nea
Moni, the modifications of the plan have already begun, for the eastern
shallow niche of the prototytpe is replaced by the barrel vault that
covers the holy bema. The church has unfortunately been much altered
from the 18th century onwards.

— The Panaghia Krina, also on Chios!, shows precisely the same de-
velopment of the plan. It can be dated, from some of its frescoes, to the
end of the 12th or the 13th century.

— The dating of the third monument on Chios, the church of the
Haghioi Apostoloi in the village of Pyrgi'®, remains problematic; it
probably belongs to the 13th, or even the 14th century. Here the form
of the plan moves even further away from the original, two of the niches
being replaced by barrel vaults, and the other two by wide arches.
The shape of the cross begins to appear in the plan, though the imitation
of the katholikon of Mea Moni is clear in all the other features.

— The church of the Saviour in the village of Chortiatis near Thessa-
loniki was made known four years ago by the epimelete N. Nikonanos®,
From the typological point of view, it directly calls to mind the above
monuments from Chios, particularly Haghioi Apostoloi at Pyrgi. It is

14. Observations on the Church of Panagia Kamariotissa on Heybeliada (Chalke)
Istanbul, DOP 27 (1973), 117 - 127.

15. A.Passadéos, op. cit. 44 - 49 (Turoloyikai mapatnpficeg). T h. M a-
thews, op. cit. 125 - 127, C. M ango, A note on Panagia Kamariotissa and
some Imperial Foundations of the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries at Constantinople,
DOP 27 (1973), 130 - 132 and C. M an g o, Byzantine Architecture, New York
1976, 222 - 224.

16. A. C. Orlandos, Monuments byzantins de Chios, II, Athénes 1930, pl.
XLIX - L, LIIla, G. Sotiriou, Xptotiovikd pvnueia tfig Xiov, AA Ilapdptn-
uo, 1916, 33 - 34,

17.A. C. Orlandos, op. cit. Pl. XXXI - XXXVII, G. Sotiriou, op.
cit. 33 - 34, fig. 12 - 13, 20, pl. 5, fig. 11, pl. 6, fig. 17, pl. 7, fig. 22.

18. A, C. Orlandos, op. cit. pl. XXXVI - XLIII, G. Sotiriou, op.
cit. 33 - 34, fig. 16, pl. 6, fig. 15, 21.

19. “H *ExkAnocia tfic Metapdpoaong tod Zatfipog otov Xoptidtn, Képvog, Tyuntikn
npoopopa otdv kodnyntn I'. Mnrakardkn, Thessaloniki 1972, 102 - 110, pl. 33 - 34,
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in poor condition today, but it makes it absolutely certain that the type
spread to the area that was under the artistic influence of Constanti-
nople. The building is fairly securely dated to the middle of the 12th
century.

— Haghios Demetrios, near the village of Haghios in northern Eu-
boea, is today completely in ruins; it is known from the publication
of Orlandos?®, and is dated with certainty to the 12th century. In this
instance, only the east and west niches have been replaced by barrel
vault. The niches in the corners are proportionately much narrower,
so that the designation domed pseudo-octagon seems more apposite.

— Finally, the large narthex of the katholikon of the Monastery of
Porta Panaghia, near Trikala in Thessaly?, very closely resembles that
of Zoodochos Pege, the first church examined. Here again, the four
main niches are replaced by barrel vaults, and the cross shape can be
made out. The main church, to which the narthex was added, is dated
to 1283, but a number of features (chiefly the ashlar masonry without
bricks in the walls and dome) point to the 12th century in this case also.
The re-dating is suggested with great reservation. It is supported by
the form of the masonry in the northwest corner of the katholikon,
which perhaps indicates that the church of 1283 was built on the re-
mains of an earlier one, to which the narthex examined here was added.

Two monuments which are relevant to the subject, but which present
special problems, will not be examined here; in any event, they fall
outside our period. These are the Paregoritissa of Arta® and the church
of Antikyra in Phokis®.

We shall not concern ourselves here with the theories concerning the
archetype of the single domed octagon churches of the middle Byzantine
period, which is believed to have been an important church in Con-
stantinople®. What is significant is that the katholikon of Nea Moni

20. ‘O mopa. 10 ympiov “Ayiog tfig EdBoiug vaog 1ob “‘Ayiov Anuntpion, ABME 7 (1951),
168 - 177.

21.A. C.Orlandos, ‘H Nopta-ITavayia tfic @eocoriag, ABME 1 (1935), 5 - 40.

22. A. C.Orland os, ‘H ITapnyopfticoa tiig "Aptng, Athens 1963, 55 - 64.

23. E. Stikas, Td Olkodopikdv Xpovikov tfig Moviig ‘Ociov Aovkd ®wkidog,
Athens 1970, 226 - 242.

24. The important remains of the katholikon of St. George in Mangana, has alrea-
dy been pointed out in this respect, by A. Grabar (L’art byzantin au XIe siécle.
Architectures, Cah. Arch. 17 (1967), 261) and more recently by Cyril Mango
(DOP 27 (1973), 131 - 132 and Byzantine Architecture, N. York 1976, 231). It is si-
gnificant to note that according to the synaxarium of the two founders of Nea Moni,
its octagonal church was modelled after the «small church of the Holy Apostles» in
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on Chios, an imperial foundation, was very close to the prototype. If
we examine this case carefully, in which the form remains pure, we
observe that it consists of an octaconch arrangement over a simple
square area. It is apparent that, at the higher level at least, the archi-
tect endeavoured to distribute the space equally about the two axes,
to give the impression of a centralised arrangement, and to give great
emphasis to the vertical axis.

The so-called single or ‘insular’ domed octagon type of Byzantine
church thus differs in general architectural conception from the complex
or cross domed octagon type that is found in mainland Greece®. It
also differs in a number of points of detail: it consists of a single space,
and is not surrounded by spaces whose vaults buttress the lateral thrust
of the main dome. The dome thus appears very heavy in comparison
with the mass of the building. In the interior there are semi-circular
niches surmounted by half-domes in the corners, instead of the half-
conical squinches found in the domed octagon churches of mainland
Greece. The niches in the corners are much smaller than the four main
niches. Above these we have, not eight separate pendentives, but a
circular corona which in geometrical terms should be regarded as a
segment of the circumscribed sphere.

The katholikon of Nea Moni has decided disadvantages from the point
of view of statics. The main niches are very shallow, so as to fit into the
thickness of the walls, and the lateral thrust of the dome is therefore
not adequately countered. Despite the fact that the statics are improved
in all the derivatives of the original shape, it is no coincidence that of
the nine monuments examined, only three preserve their original domes
intact.

The variations of the plan that we have seen were thus based on the
octaconch plan of an unknown model, or on the church of Nea Moni
(Fig. 3). Some of the plans (mainly on Chios) are very faithful to the
prototype, while others come close to other forms. We thus have:

1. The unification of the east niche with the barrel vault covering
the bema (Panaghia Krina and Haghios Georgios on Chios) (Fig. 4).

Constantinople. Nevertheless, practically nothing is known about this Constantino-
politan monument. C. Mango (op. cit.) makes further suggestions in relation to
the hypothetical model.

25. It should be pointed out that the dynamic articulation of the interior space in
the greek cross octagon is essentially different from that of the «insular» single octagon
which is clearly defined and static.
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2. Emphasis of the four main niches, so that they project on the out-
side (Kamariotissa on Chalke)?® (Fig. 5).

3. Replacement of the east and west niches by barrel vaults (Haghios
Demetrios in northern Euboea)?” (Fig. 6).

i

Fig. 3. Plan, section and axonometric Fig. 4. First variation of the
view from below of the vaulting octagon plan.
system, as in Nea Moni in Chios.

4. Replacement of three niches (west, north and south) with wide
arches (Haghioi Apostoloi at Pyrgi, and the church of the Saviour at
Chortiatis) (Fig. 7).

26. I.e. by means of four barrel vaults. Ar. Passadéos, ("H&v Xdhkn Movi
IMavayiog Kapoproticong, AE 1971, 47) extensively refers to the resemblance of this
plan to the tetraconch as well as to the inscribed cross plans.

27. In this case the architectural layout has also been compared to the rest of the
pseudo-octagon plans (A. C. Orlandos, ABME 7 (1951), 172, 173) as well as to
the church of the Kamariotissa in Chalke.
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5. Replacement of all four niches with barrel vaults (narthex of Porta
Panaghia, and Zoodochos Pege on Kithairon). Tiny corner spaces are
thus created, and the general shape becomes cruciform (Fig. 8). This

Fig. 5. Second variation of the Fig. 6. Third variation of the
octagon plan. octagon plan.

variation indirectly approaches the complex octagon type found in
mainland Greece.

These variations have a relatively limited importance for the interior
articulation of the church. The creation of them should perhaps be
attributed, not to the search for new forms that can be seen in the other
arts during the 12th and 13th centuries, but to an attempt to improve
the stability of the building.

In fact, the pure octaconch type, which is exceptionally sensitive,
is met only in Nea Moni. In all the following buildings, the architects
replace one or more of the shallow niches with features that could resist
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the lateral thrusts —that is, with deep niches, with arches of some depth,
or with barrel vaults. In the secondary, later monuments that we have
seen, they no longer ventured to attempt the proportions and scale of

Fig. 7. Fourth variation of the Fig. 8. Fifth variation of the
octagon plan. octagon plan.

the katholikon of Nea Moni, in which an advanced technology, making
use of light bricks, had been deployed. They tend to reduce the size
of the openings and increase the strength of resistance of the arches on
which the dome was supported, by means of the devices we have al-
ready seen.

To return to the building from which this communication set out,
the narthex of Zoodochos Pege, we see that the adoption of the domed
pseudo-octagon type made it possible to combine a large narthex, or
lite, with funerary monuments. The /lize of Porta Panaghia and Zoodo-
chos Pege, which are square and to some extent independent, have
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precedents in mainland Greece, such as the Moni Sagmatas® and that
of Hosios Meletios®. The inclusion of two tombs in the facade of the
church, with arches placed symmetrically either side of the high porch
in a shape that recalls that of a triumphal arch, is a unique feature. The
tombs originally had marble slabs in front of and above them (the
grooves for the supports are preserved), and the vaults over them were
most probably intended to receive fresco paintings.

Even though, as already stated, we have no historical evidence for
Zoodochos Pege, it is an easy conjecture that founders or benefactors
of the Monastery will have been interred in the two tombs. It is also
easy to relate the unprecedented inclusion of the two funerary monu-
ments to the social conditions prevailing in Greece about 1200. The
founders and benefactors will without doubt have belonged to the strong
land-owning families who had obtained great power just before the
Latin Conquest®. These same men projected the name of the family
or the individual through the Art and Architecture of their age.

CH. BOURAS

28.A. C. Orlandos, ABME 7 (1951), 81, 83.

29.A. C. Orlandos, ABME 5 (1939 - 40), 78 - 80.

30. G.Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State, New Braunswick 1957,
348 - 350, H. Ahrweiler, L’idéologie politique de I’Empire byzantin, Paris
1975, 90 - 92,
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Mua 6pada pvnueiov otov “EAladiko y®po kai tv [potedovoa propel
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KoV 1fig Zoododyov Inyfic 010 AgpPevocdalreot kal tiic ITopra-Ilavayidc ot
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ouvletikég Apyes aAAG kol popeés, teleimg drapopetikéc. Agetnpia tdv
nopaAlay®dv Tiig 6padog elval 10 dKTAKOYYO CLHUETPLKO OG TPOG TOVG dVO
Kupiovg dEoveg oyfipa, Stmg adto Epappoctnke 61 Kaborko 1fic Néag Mo-
vijg tfig Xiov. ‘H &yypapn) Tov ot Eva tetpaywmvo i} dpboydvio oy fjpa 687 ynoe
oth] dtamhaon TdvV Koyx®dv pe teplopiopévo 10 Pabog, of pla Avon dnradn
UELOVEKTIKT] Gmd mAevpds otatikfic. I'a trv dpon 100 pelovekTNuatog Kol
o’ Sha ywpic E&aipeon 10 petayevéotepa napdywya tod dpyikod adtod oyn-
potog, yiverar mpoonddeio dvtikatactdosng Tfig pilig, @V 800 | kal TdV
1ec0GpoVv ARaddv koyy®dv pé dAiec moAd Pabdtepeg kal Tpoéyovoeg EEmTe-
pLKa 1 pE KOALVEPLKEG KapApES. TNV TpDTN NEPINTOON TO drotédecpa Oopi-
Ler Tovg teTpokdyyovg vaovg (Kapapidtiooo Xalkng). tn devtepn dpyi-
Cer va Srogaivetar otV KGTOYN TO OTOVPOELdES oy fipa, &vd ol kOYYES, Hi-
kpoteEpeg o8 péyebog, mepropifovror otig yovieg tod teTpaydVOL TOL KAAD-
ntel & TpodArog (WevdookTaymvikol vapOnkeq).

To 8ho Bépa mopovoidlel vdiagépov yiati cvoyetiletal pe 10 Epdtnpa
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dv otv dpyrrextoviki tod 120v vidvog Onfjpyav dvaventikeg Thoeig ) ovv-
PNTICHAG. "Agopun yio v EEETacn 1o 0épatog drotédeoe 1) véa Bedpn-
on tob vapOnkog tod kaboiikod tfig Moviigc Zwoddyov IInyfig kovid otd
xop1d ITOAN (AepPevoodilreot) otov Kibarpdva, 10 dmoio unopel va ypovo-
AoynOet otd téAn T0T 120V aidvog.

XAPAAAMITIOE MIIOYPAE
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Pyli (Dervenosalesi). Katholikon of the monastery of Zoodochos Pege. The
narthex. From the north-west.
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Pyli (Dervenosalesi). Katholikon of the monastery of Zoodochos Pege. The
narthex. South fagade.
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2vii \Dervenosalesi). Katholikon of the monastery of Zoodochos Pege. The
narthex. From the south-east.
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Pyli (Dervenosalesi), Katholikon of the monastery of Zoodochos Pege. The
narthex. Detail of the west fagade of the porch.
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