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< RESUME >

A GREEK ICON-PAINTER IN NOVGOROD

Eizoh MATSUKI

The archeologists working in Novgorod had the fortune to obtain a new
type of written materials in 1951 when the first birch-bark documents were
found by excavation. Since then the number of this type of documents has
increased, as they have been excavated mainly from various city dwellers’
homesteads (“usad’by”) of the 11th-15th centuries, together with many
other objects for their daily use. Some of the documents, especially letters
addressed to city dwellers, happened to reveal that the homesteads from
which the documents were excavated belonged to certain families or persons
who are well known by other written sources like chronicles, deeds and so on.

From 1973 to 1977 the archeologists unearthed an icon-painter’s home-
stead consisting of several wooden houses and an atelier on the ‘‘Chernitsina
street”’ in “Liudin konets”, one of the medieval five districts of the town.
This icon-painter was identified with the Greek immigrant who was called
“Grechin” in Novgorod and was referred to as a higher cleric or an icon-
painter in the First Novgorod Chronicle several times. The excavation wit-
nessed that he continued to live there from eighties of the 12th century to
the first decade of the 13th century. It also brought to light a few birch-bark
letters ordering some icons from him, many lists of the icons which he was
ordered to paint, quite a number of small icon-boards for domestic use, all
sorts of mineral paints and raw materials for artificial pigments, various instru-
ments with which to make paints from materials and many other objects
which were used for icon-painting. These finds made clear some aspects of
the earlier icon-painting history, not only social but also technical ones which
had been unknown up to the time.

A few other birch-bark documents also tell us about Grechin’s higher
social status in Novgorod. From the chronicles it is known that he was twice
nominated for the Novgorod episcopacy: first in 1193 when he lived on
Chernitsina street, and then in 1229 while he was the priest at SS. Konstantin
and Herena church in Nerevsky konets. He failed of election both times. Five
years before his death, however, Grichin was chosen abbot of the Yriev, the
biggest and most important monastry in Novgorod. He died in 1231 and
buried in the monastry.

As the materials for the researches on this Greek painter, we probably
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ought to add a series of Novgorod icons and frescoes in Byzantine style which
date back to the 12th and 13th centuries and are attributed a Greek master by
specialists in iconographic history. We have, after all, four different kinds of
materials: the birch-bark documents, the archeological data, the Chronicles
and the Novgorod icons and frescoes. Combined analysis of these materials
has revealed the life of an medieval icon-painter before “Feofan Grek”, who
was once considered as the earliest master whose career and artistic activities
we can know to a certain degree.



