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Abstract 

 

With the advancement of digital technology in contemporary art, new hybrid forms of interaction 

emerge that invite viewers to make images present in physical space as events that claim a life of 

their own. In breaking away from representational and performance art theories that dominate the 

critique of new media artwork since the 80s, this article analyses an iconic vision of mobile 

touchscreens based on the medieval Byzantine chorographic inscription of the sacred in profane 

spaces. As defined in recent art historical studies on Byzantine icons, chorography (chôra/space 

+ chorós/movement) builds on a multisensory spatial interaction between the beholders of icons 

that results in feeling present a divine, invisible image. In light of postmodern critique of digital 

images’ capacity to manipulate notions of reality, new media aesthetic theory hardly addresses 

this Byzantine iconic vision that is fundamental to Western Visual Culture. And so, Jeffrey 

Shaw’s installation, The Golden Calf is discussed to offer an alternative in understanding how 

digital and physical spaces function together to evoke something essentially real. 
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I Introduction  

 

…Byzantine ‘spatial icons’, most unusual in a modern European context, have a 

typological parallel in the contemporary art of performances and multimedia 

installations, which have nothing to do with the Byzantine tradition historically or 

symbolically. What they do share in common is the basic principle of absence of a 

single source of image, the imagery being created in space by numerous 

dynamically changing forms. In this situation, the role of the beholder acquires 

major significance, as he actively participates in the re-creation of the spatial 

imagery (Lidov, 2009: 337). 

 

Contrary to the traditional aesthetic experience strictly based on passive visual 

consumption, new media artists began using screen technology since the1960s to directly involve 

viewers in the creation of an artwork’s form and content. This technological-based interactivity 

acquired today a multisensory, hybrid dimension from a combination of ‘elements of theater, 

music, film, video art, and the visual arts with a variety of digital technology’ that challenges the 

technocentric and ideological views of disciplinary approaches to new media art, and thus 

requires further investigation (Kwastek, 2015: viii). Artists and critics might be able to make 

sense of the omnipresence of digital screens in contemporary art (and everyday life) by drawing 

from a Byzantine concept, chôra. Developed by art historian Nicoletta Isar (2009a: 253-268), 

Byzantine chorography (chôra/space + chorós/movement) is a branch of the theory of hierotopy 
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(hieros/sacred + topos/place) that was introduced by byzantinist, Alexei Lidov in 2001 to study 

sacred spaces. The hierotopic theory aims to reveal a spatial form of creativity inherent to human 

nature that was overlooked in the positivist, disciplinary-oriented model of the Western culture 

(Lidov, 2007: 137-38). More specifically, the hierotopic vision is an artistic framework of 

choreographing ongoing performances of sacred spaces in churches or urban environments 

within the Byzantine sphere that places emphasis on the immaterial at the center of the physical 

world of human senses and actions. Some historical examples of hierotopic projects are the 

Emperor Justinian I’s construction of Saint Sophia Church in Constantinople and the Abbot 

Suger’s Gothic cathedral of Saint-Denis in France (2007: 140). Both Justinian I and Suger had an 

image-model (prototype) of a Heavenly Paradise in mind and constructed sacred spaces by 

combining multi-media components from architectural forms to paintings, sculptures, 

decorations, ‘liturgical clothes and vessels, lighting effects and fragrance, ritual gestures and 

prayers’ (Lidov, 2007: 136). In a way, this hierotopic form of creativity parallels the activity of a 

new media artist coordinating various skilled workers, actors, audiences, and objects in the 

realization of an installation project as a whole.  

The Byzantine chôra refers more specifically to the icon’s performative method of 

tracing (and making present) the prototype in the physical space through beholders’ movements 

(chorós) within a hierotopy. It is this marking of the physical space as sacred in late medieval 

Byzantine practice, that can be linked to today’s mapping of the environment through and with 

mobile digital screens, dubbed by media theorist, Nanna Verhoeff screenspaces. Based on a 

performative engagement, defined as performative cartography, with virtual/invisible and 

physical/visible realms, a screenspace is a spatial sense of narrative, formed when vision and 

mobility connect via a mobile touchscreen. The creation of such screenspaces corresponds to the 
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specificity of interactive art, as illustrated by Jeffrey Shaw’s installation, The Golden Calf (Fig. 

1). Like with the topological function of the Byzantine icon in defining an interactive sacred 

space, Shaw uses the technological screen to immerse viewers into a multisensory space that 

treats digital imagery as physical matter. In doing so, he creates ‘a new threshold between the 

virtual and the physical’, which invites viewers to actively and consciously participate in the 

spatial construction of an aesthetic phenomenon (Bullivant, 1988: 5)—the very source of an 

iconic vision.  

However, the technological type of mediated aesthetic experience constructed by Shaw is 

a reason for iconoclastic suspicions towards the role of digital images in recalling original 

historical events/objects and consequently, constructing valid artistic expressions. Art historian, 

Katja Kwastek affirms that ‘the characteristic feature of media art is that it not only consciously 

orchestrates the manipulation of attention, it also often — self-referentially — makes such 

manipulation the theme of a work’ (2015: xv). Media theorist, John Lechte (2012) further 

elaborates that today’s interrogation of our daily consumption of digital images shows a fixation 

with their power to objectify human identity and block the access to real, creative experiences. 

Precisely, the major concern in visual criticism is that the digital manipulation of the image has 

reached a point where it eliminates all references to a true referent. And the effect of this being 

that the digital image becomes indistinguishable from its screen technology, affecting, therefore, 

viewers’ perception of reality by either reducing their imaginative capacity to evoke actual 

events or losing faith in a recorded representation. 

While the critique of new media focuses on the manipulative and innovative capacity of 

media technology to draw viewers’ attention, Kwastek makes clear that the analysis of screen-

based interactivity mostly disregards the complex relationship between the two core elements of 



 

 5 

an artistic vision: the subjective, individual experience and objective, material factors of the 

artwork (2015: xv). Placing an emphasis on the actual aesthetic experience through various case 

studies, she states that the understanding of interactivity depends on the reconciliation of 

‘reflective aesthetic distance with immersion in the “flow” of interaction’ (2015: ix). Based on 

this consideration, visual criticism can actually move from discussing the idea of interaction in 

technistic or ideological terms—which have iconoclastic implications regarding the referentiality 

of electronic images—and gain a broader view of how an interactive vision actually works. This 

article takes up Kwastek’s idea of reconciling the aesthetic views that emphasize either passive 

reflection or action by referencing Fischer-Lichte and Nanna Verhoeff’s theory of performance 

and interactive art in conjunction with the Byzantine idea of chôra. The last section of the article 

reflects on the semiotic significance of the Byzantine icon for analyzing the evocative limits and 

artistic potential of digital images, as determined by the role of both contemplation and action in 

an artwork. Finally, it raises the possibility that the incorporation of the digital in interactive art 

might induce an iconic vision that is similar to a hierotopy in making present an event, place or 

(divine) other.  

 

 

II Definition of Terms Used in the Article 

 

A term used from linguistics to philosophy, self-referentiality stands in this article for an 

image that refers to itself. Moreover, the meaning of an image is based on a relationship between 

two key concepts taken from semiotics: signifier and signified. In employing visual semiotician 

Daniel Chandler’s Saussurean model of the sign, this article interprets ‘the signifier as the 



 

 6 

[material] form that the [image] takes and the signified as the [immaterial] concept to which it 

refers’ (2002: 14). Within this semiotic context, the image is the whole that results from the 

relation between the signifier, which may include anything that ‘can be seen, heard, touched, 

smelled or tasted’ and the signified (or referent) (Chandler, 2002: 5).  The combination of such 

signifiers (visible parts) and signifieds (invisible parts) into one coherent project is considered 

here as the main role of new media artist in constructing an interactive space that evokes 

something essentially real. 

The definition of a self-referential image may appear contradictory in this paper, as it takes 

three connotations according to the scholar of theatre studies Erika Fischer-Lichte’s theory of 

performance art, philosopher Jean Baudrillard’s concept of simulation, and Byzantine theology 

of the icon. For Fischer-Lichte, self-referentiality manifests when a performance artist and 

audience engage through performative acts that exhibit their conscious awareness of their bodies 

and objects in the physical space of a gallery and ‘bring forth the social reality they are 

refereeing to’ (2008: 24). Stemming from theater studies in the early twentieth century and J. L. 

Austin’s notion of performative speech act, performative aesthetics marked a shift from the 

representational perception of art like theater as being secondary to a written play to being a 

physical event that ‘claim[s] a life of its own’—that is, to experience a self-referential event 

(Fischer-Lichte, 2008: 21). In this performative process of performing actions to transform an 

artwork’s pre-established circumstances, the image stands (self-referentially) for what it 

represents in order to eliminate the aesthetic distance between a signifier and signified. This 

distance usually defines the representational relationship of viewers to artwork, in which the 

viewing experience is detached from images as if looking through a window towards a signified 

Performance art, thus, eliminates the signified and transforms the contemplative attitude—
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considered a position of weakens in relation to images that allow the imposition of old aesthetic, 

political, religious, social values—into an active, concrete engagement with images to create new 

meaning for present-day reality. Consequently, the construction of an image in performance art 

acquires the status of real-presence or of belonging to a reality in the physical space and present 

moment, outside the authority of a historical signified. This article will employ performativity to 

describe the Byzantine icon in artistic terms (outside the theological realm) in order to reveal 

how its use in liturgical precessions triggers actions with transformative powers beyond a 

unidirectional signifier-signified relationship. It is important to mention here that, from a 

disciplinary, art historical perspective, performativity may take the form of rejecting the theology 

of the icon as imposing an authoritative, predefined divine referent. However, in arguing for a 

bidirectional relationship between beholders and icon (a screen for representation) in the 

actualization of a divine referent (prototype), this paper borrows the term performativity from 

semiotics and performance art to only explain how the icons’ semiology of incarnation (between 

the Father/prototype and Son/type) disrupts an artwork’s aesthetic distance at the bodily level of 

marking and transforming a place into an interactive (sacred) space. 

In the age of technological screens, self-referentiality can also be seen as a result of the 

simulation enabled by ‘the binary code of computer technology;…the DNA code in 

biology,…the digital code in television and in sound recording, [or]…the code in information 

technology’ (Lechte, 2006: 262). Contrary to the meaning of the image in performance art, the 

code completely detaches the image from the original natural world by simulating a spectacle of 

pure reproductions that act as their own signifieds. In this context, self-referentiality symbolizes 

the death of the natural signified and manifests as virtual reality, global communication, and 

holograms (Lechte, 2006: 263). In the postmodern critique of consumer capitalist culture, this 
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type of self-referentiality describes our relationship with new media screens, which does not only 

transform images into superficial mirrors of ones’ self and materialistic desire but also into 

socio-political tools that collapse the difference between ‘the left and right in politics, the true 

and false in media, [and] the useful and the useless at the level of objects, nature and culture’ 

(Lechte, 2006: 263). 

The underlying paradox of self-referentiality in performance art and simulation is that 

despite the creation of new signifieds, an image can never escape the relationship between a 

signifier and signified. So, this paper takes the stance that aesthetic distance does not simply 

disappear into a signified as real-presence, but that this distance can be crossed through a 

performative act of making present an absent signified. Hierotopy clarifies this position in the 

way it creates a self-referential event without denying the mediative attitude towards a signified 

in creating an image. Particularly, the Byzantine icon completely escapes aesthetic 

representational distance through chôraic movements that, paradoxically, do not trap a referent 

into a binary division nor eliminate its existence all together. For this reason, this article 

introduces the Byzantine theology of the image to visual criticism to reveal how interactive new 

media art may offer a new approach to self-referentiality that can evoke something other than 

itself without imposing a predetermined notion of reality that postmodernism seeks to question.  

 

 

III. Self-Referentiality and Performativity in a Work of Art from Performance to 

Interactive Art 
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Interactive aesthetics in new media art comes as a natural extension of the ‘performative 

turn’ developed in performance/action art since the 1960s, which moved from contemplating a 

flat and static representational object to experiencing an event as an embodied image (Fischer-

Lichte, 2008: 6, 18). According to Fischer-Lichte, the aesthetics of the performative in the field 

of performance art inspired the creation of original enchanted events that led artists and viewers 

into heightened self-awareness and into an intersubjective understanding of human’s position in 

the world. Marina Abramović is one such artist who elevated the performative perception to an 

ideal status of aesthetic expression. In her well-known performance Lips of Thomas (Fig. 2), 

Abramović offered a multisensory performative process in which viewers could finally co-create 

at the perceptual, physical level with the artist a new, singular reality. She ate honey and drank 

wine excessively and inflicted a series of injuries on her body in the space of a gallery until 

people from the audience responded by stopping her from continuing the performance. In Lips of 

Thomas, viewers were not faced with a representational art object or theatrical performance that 

required contemplation through aesthetic distance.1 Abramović’s actions were not reproducing 

anything as she was simply presenting herself hurting her own body without showing any 

emotional sings of pain. The audience transformed into active participants according to how each 

viewer handled various sensations triggered by her actions: from ‘awe, shock, horror, disgust, 

nausea or vertigo, to fascination, curiosity, sympathy, or agony’ (Fischer-Lichte, 2008:  17). For 

example, some viewers consciously decided to save the artist, others felt relief and even shame 

for not intervening, and others felt anger towards fellow viewers for not letting the artist finish 

the performance. In turn, all these affects contextualized the aesthetic experience of the artist’s 

actions somewhere between the ethical rules of ordinary life and the aesthetic principles of a 

work of art. And this ‘process of perception’, used as ‘an aesthetic end in itself’, constituted the 
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self-referential artwork outside the rules of modernist aesthetic theories for which the separation 

between the ‘subject and object, observer and observed, spectator and actor’ is fundamental 

(Fischer-Lichte, 2008: 7, 17).  

With the incorporation of mobile screen technologies in new media installations, today’s 

viewers seem to have, more than ever before, interactive possibilities to actualize digital images 

into performative events. The new media installation, The Golden Calf by Jeffery Shaw (Fig. 3) 

illustrates this type of interaction in the way it offers an actual physical mode of evoking a 

Biblical story in which a statue of a calf made in gold, idolized by the Israelites, was burned 

down by Moses (Exodus 20, 32:4). The installation is constructed from a mobile digital screen, 

placed on a pedestal, that displays a virtual version of the calf. When the viewers touch and 

move the screen around the pedestal, the virtual calf appears as if present in the physical space. 

In this way, Shaw’s work marks a shift away from the self-sufficient, representational logic of 

aesthetic distance based on the likeness of a signifier to its signified. Rather than giving authority 

to a representational object (signifier) in making present notions of reality (signified), the 

viewing experience transforms from a mere feeling and thinking about art (‘putatively passive 

contemplation’) to directly touching images for acting concrete events (Kwastek, 2015: xix). In 

this process, the role of subjects and objects oscillate as observers and image-makers. Walter 

Benjamin also noted, in his most famous essay The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological 

Reproducibility, the potential freedom that comes with reproductive technology in overcoming 

the ‘phenomenon of a distance’ imposed by the subject-object relationship, which constrains 

artworks to cult values passed down through tradition (1968: 222). The removal of the work of 

art from its historical context through mechanical reproduction was, for Benjamin, the way of 

liberating vision from the ideological aura exuded by images of the past, hence becoming closer 
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to present reality, as in a performative event. So, Benjamin’s stimulating prospect of breaking 

away from the contemplative aesthetic distance, via technological images, appears to have taken 

a new spatial turn with mobile touchscreens. This turn is especially highlighted by media 

theorist, Nanna Verhoeff’s notion of performative cartography, when she analyses how mobile 

touchscreens empower viewers with a mode of making digital images present in 3D 

arrangements or in ‘a 4D relationship of time and motion’ (2012: 16)—a topic that will be 

further discussed later on. 

Interactive aesthetics developed in new media art has, on the one hand, much in common 

with the co-creative relation established between a performance artist, viewers, and environment. 

The key similarity between the two is in the move from idolizing the aura of art objects to 

dissolving the aesthetic distance imposed by the (re)presentational function of an image. Like 

performance artists, new media artists construct multisensory events from hybrid combinations 

of technical, human, and non-material elements to directly engage viewers in the performative 

process of signifying and constituting the reality of artworks. On the other hand, while self-

referentiality is a precondition for a performative artistic approach, it is employed differently in 

interactive (digital) art than performance art. Kwastek explains that performance art is created in 

one singular act: ‘the actual co-presence of artist and recipient is usually required for the 

realization of the work; production and reception aesthetics coincide’ (2015: xvii). If an artwork 

becomes self-referential when viewers directly intervene through a performative act to put an 

end to aesthetic distance, then a performance artwork realizes this process when the event is 

‘experienced jointly by the artist and the audience’ (Kwastek, 2015: xvii). Interactive (digital) 

art, instead, is created in two separate stages: production and reception. This means that 

‘interactive art, by contrast, presents an action proposition that is generally not modified by the 
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artist while being exhibited’ (Kwastek, 2015: xvii). In this case, self-referentiality manifests in 

the absence of the artist who produced the work and when the audience takes the sole 

responsibility for performing the event.  

When comparing interactive and performance aesthetics in light of generating self-

referentiality, it is essential to question the presence and absence of the artist in a performative 

act. The stance taken here is that interactive art is a step forward in moving away from aesthetic 

distance for the very reason that the artist does not have to be literally present in front of the 

viewers in order to determine the course of the event. With performance art, it was important to 

get rid of an artwork’s aura by replacing the art object, standing autonomously from its creator, 

with the artist’s body. Yet, the question remains if performance art provides the precondition for 

an artist to impose his/her presence in the creative space at the centre of viewers’ attention, 

which implies that the artists’ sense of aura may objectify everything about an artwork. In her 

critique of Lips of Thomas, Fischer-Lichte has rightly questioned if the spectators turned 

Abramović into an object by removing her from the cross without her consent. The same could 

be said for the spectators as they could have been ‘acting as puppets, as objects of the artist’ 

(Fischer-Lichte, 2015: 17). Said differently, one can exemplify that by disrupting notions of 

dichotomy, Abramović reintroduces, in fact, the aura of the artwork in the type of presence 

established by the ‘corporeality dominated semioticity’ within her performance (Fischer-Lichte, 

2015: 19). Contrary to what Benjamin expected, the potential rise of Abramović’ cult value can 

also be a consequence of reproductive technology, which relieved the artist from the traditional 

role of reproducing the world to only focus on performing/presenting genuine artistic 

intentionality that glorifies the real-presence of an original, subjective image. Paradoxically, 

what began as a performative method of liberating viewers from the aura of historical visual 
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orders, can lead to projecting the artist’s self towards viewers and vice versa, hence limiting the 

participatory aspect of a creative event. 

There is no definite answer regarding the emphasis on the role of the body within 

interaction and its relation to an objectified meaning of the self. However, as Martin Heidegger 

suggests, in order to encounter a work by itself (self-referentially), beyond dualistic modes of 

thought (e.g. form-content, subject-object), the artist should remain ‘inconsequential as 

compared with the work, almost like a passageway that destroys itself in the creative process for 

the work to emerge’ (Ross, 1984: 266). And, with the recent advances in digital screen 

technology, Benjamin’s thought of dismantling the special function of the artist in making things 

present or ‘”closer” spatially and humanly’, the aesthetics of the performative can be taken up 

anew by new media artists (1968: 223).  

As previously stated, a new media artist’s physical presence is not needed to perform an 

interactive vision. In interactive terms, the performative act requires initial programing with the 

execution of this technical preparation constituting the performance of the final work. The 

technological method of creating interactive art is, ironically similar in structure to that of a non-

performance (auratic) artwork, which is also two-tiered in the sense that the 

production/programing forms the first stage and the reception/performance forms the second 

stage. The difference is that the format of interactive art reveals its gestalt only through the 

viewers’ performative act, without the immediate imposition of the artist’s self-image. Thus, the 

aura cannot beckon through aesthetic distance, or through the objectification of the artist by the 

viewers, as the image in interactive art is made present through the tangible use of media 

technology. 
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IV A Hierotopic Approach to Interactive Art 

 

The ongoing developments in screen technologies advance a mobile interactivity, which 

shifts the analysis of artworks from either their content or form to their use in spatial 

arrangements for creating screenspaces. According to Verhoeff’s theory of performative 

cartography, a screenspace interconnects virtual and physical mobility through screens (frames 

for representation) at two levels: 1) on-screen space: the virtual mobility of the visuals in a 

screen and/or 2) off-screen space: the physical mobility of the viewer (walking or being in a 

vehicle) with a screen-object. Jeffery Shaw’s installation The Golden Calf had revealed that a 

combination of the two levels of screenspace (without the direct presence of the artist in the 

event) could eliminate aesthetic distance. He did so by combining elements from 1) on-screen 

space: the symbolic and narrative content of virtual reality, and 2) off-screen space: the mobile 

digital screen, pedestal, and the viewers’ bodies in the physical environment of a gallery. While 

screen technology becomes the medium that relieves the artist from performing the interaction; 

the tangible function of the screen does not become an aesthetic end in itself. Additionally, 

instead of completely dismissing the aesthetic role of contemplative vision, Shaw’s installation 

transforms the viewers into performers by inviting them to both act and reflect on the presence of 

the Golden Calf.  

In developing an aesthetics of human-machine interactivity, Kwastek analyses how artists 

choreograph such interface-based strategies for engaging viewers in contemplation through 
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action. She observes that interactive artworks manifest their gestalt in the absence of the artist 

when facing viewers with concrete spatial situations of exploring and actualizing invisible/virtual 

images. Despite the fact that these technologically mediated relations emphasize the 

indispensable performative aspect of reception in making things present—thus giving birth to 

self-referential forms of artistic expression—images envisaged through contemplative vision 

should not be seen as precluding the action. The interactivity of the work depends on the 

audience to ‘realize, experience and reflect upon at the same time’ (Kwastek, 2015: xviii). Here, 

however, it is necessary to ask what type of contemplation is still active in relation to a self-

referential event in order for contemplation and action to be ‘mutually dependent aspects of 

aesthetic experience’ (2015: xix). How does new media art form borrow from and go beyond the 

referential straightforward observation of traditional (auratic) art?  

According to Kwastek, prevalent new media aesthetic theories hardly address how the 

evocative power of contemplation actually functions in the (spatial) construction of a self-

referential artwork (2015: vii)—especially in the age of cyberspace, when images are constantly 

suspected for drawing viewers’ attention into a disembodied simulacrum. While the term 

simulacrum is not the focus of the current discussion, the postmodern critique of the image has 

claimed that self-referentiality, as a matter of fact, liquidates the representational distance 

between signifier and signified to only create a simulation of reality, dubbed by Jean Baudrillard 

as hyperreal (1988: 28). Coupled with the ubiquity of cyberspace, simulacrum now thrives in 

hiding the death of the referent by disseminating its simulations as ‘true’ depictions of 

signifieds—a process that was described as ‘the murderous capacity of images’ (Baudrillard, 

1988: 5). The transformation of digital images’ self-referentiality into simulacra has been a main 

target in contemporary new media criticism. Kwastek explains that since the 1980s, media 
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theorists and artists focus on the state-of-the-art and manipulative capacity of media technology, 

which in turn reveals the ‘creative’ role of images as instruments for not only satisfying political, 

consumptive, and religious urges but also for performing the material world as a mirror of the 

self (2015: xv). In addition to exposing the many innovative possibilities given to viewers by 

technology in the absence of the artist, these postmodern insights provide a limited 

understanding of the way artists assemble digital and material spaces (as part of a single project) 

to induce an aesthetic experience that is specific to interactive art. So, how can we move from 

discussing the idea of interaction in technistic/ideological terms to gain a broader view of how an 

interactive vision actually works? To grasp the manner in which action and contemplation 

transform a work of art into an interactive event requires a whole new approach to self-

referentiality that rather, comes from the theological realm than the socio-technological 

discourses. In consulting a comparable Byzantine, interactive experience in the case of the 

miraculous icon of Hodegetria (Pointing the Way) of Constantinople (Fig. 4), the analysis of a 

self-referential event leads to neither eliminate nor frame a referent in dualistic terms. 

Subsequently, the Hodegetria icon exemplifies a hierotopic mode of action and contemplation 

that can work as an alternative to the critical lens of representational and performance art theory.  

Traditionally believed to have been painted by the first iconographer Saint Luke the 

Evangelist, the Hodegetria icon presents the Virgin holding the Child Jesus on one side, and on 

the other, the crucified Christ. According to various written accounts from the twelfth to the 

fifteenth century, the icon was used in weekly rites to perform miracles in the Hodegon outdoor 

market place in the centre of Constantinople. The Hodegetria rites became a popular theme in 

Byzantine iconography over the centuries, being copied on murals and wood panels following a 

compositional pattern as illustrated in the icon The Glorification of the Virgin (Fig. 5) from the 
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Cathedral of the Dormition in Kremlin, Moscow. The icon depicts how the Hodegetria icon flies 

above a figure dressed in red with his arms spread out in a crucified position. Those who carried 

the icon during the rites around the market place wore a red garment to symbolize their sacred 

status and the fact that they were direct descendants of Saint Luke. On the left and right sides of 

the central figure in red, priests and a crowd of worshipers are depicted as witnessing a miracle. 

Lidov quotes a Latin text from the twelfth century that underlines the similarity of the icon with 

the mobile screen-based viewing insofar as both guide the beholders’ movements to create a 

sacred/screen space: 

 

On the third day [Tuesday] of every week the icon was moved in a circle with 

angelic power in full view of the crowd, as though snatched up by some kind of 

whirlwind. And it carried about its bearer with its own circular movement, so that 

because of its surprising speed it almost seemed to deceive the eyes of the 

spectators. Meanwhile everyone, according to their tradition, beat their breasts 

and cried out ‘Kyrie eleison, Christe eleison (Lord have mercy, Christ have 

mercy)’ (2006: 352) 

 

The icon-bearer’s activity in the rite was to carry the icon around the market to 

geographically delineate a sacred space within the commercial, urban place. While the crowd 

observed the image of the Virgin and Child moving around the market, they were actively 

participating in the procession by praying, chanting, lighting candles, and collecting pieces of 

cotton wool that were touched to the icon by the priests. During the procession, the Hodegetria 

icon was also perceived to miraculously rotate in mid-air by guiding the bearer in the red 
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garment around the market without touching the icon’s frame—a sign that the icon cannot make 

visible the divine presence, but instead can perform it as (chôraic) movement. The circular 

movement of the icon created a visual effect in which the two painted images on each side of the 

icon appeared as one (Lidov, 2006: 354) (Fig. 6). This induced, before the crowd’s eyes, a vision 

that simultaneously sees every side of the icon, thus imitating the divine vision of not being 

limited by time and space. For this reason, the Hodegetria icon performs (as a living being) and 

is performed through liturgical rituals beyond its materiality as a flat pictorial image to the point 

of transforming the entire urban place within the sacred circle into a hierotopy. The depiction of 

the icon emanates into the surrounding phenomena (from the crowd to ritual artifacts and 

architecture) by merging everything into a moving spatial image.  

Lidov’s example provides a striking similarity with the touchscreen used in The Golden 

Calf (Fig. 7). As described above for Shaw’s installation, the interactivity is organized from 

viewers’ bodies, staged objects, virtual forms, and gallery space into one coherent body of work. 

From this combination of elements, a hierotopic analysis reveals that interactive aesthetic 

configurations are not dependent per se upon the medium’s self-referentiality (as in performance 

art), but on action through performative movements of actualizing a signified (Golden Calf) in its 

absence. Like with the image of Christ, the image of the Golden Calf takes on a hierotopic (as 

opposed to a representational or a performative act in performance art) perspective connected to 

a transcendental feeling of something that is totally present in its absence. This might seem ironic 

since the religious meaning of the Golden Calf may not be the main factor for engaging 

contemporary viewer into a hierotopic experience. According to Shaw’s artistic statement, the 

installation is not about worshiping a simulacrum: ‘the real space actions of the observer, 

therefore affect the virtual representation of the room and become a ‘dance’ around the virtual 
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idol’ (1994). This means that the viewers are invited to literally perform the presence of a 

Biblical image, which is different than idolizing an object/concept. Although the viewers look at 

a historical idol, they experience an evocation of a narrative by holding the mobile digital 

screen—a hierotopy is, thus, created.  

In line with Verhoeff’s investigations on how viewers take an active, creative role in the 

age of mobile touchscreens, a screenspace is topologically equivalent to a hierotopy in the way 

they emerge out of navigating physical spaces. The two notions parallel, more specifically, on 

how viewers’ sense of narrative and agency arrange and interrelate the constituent 

invisible/virtual and visible domains of hierotopy/screenspace in a unified whole. Referencing 

Michel de Certeau’s theory of space, Verhoeff differentiates between the notion of place and 

space: ’every place can be turned into space by the practice of narrative’ (2012: 93). Compared 

to fixed cinematic/televisual/photographic/painted screens, which produce images (on-screen 

space) into predefined geographical coordinates (off-screen space), the mobile touchscreen 

becomes a software-based mediator that turns the act of seeing into a performative act of 

marking/cartographing space—a mode of transporting both the viewers and screens through 

places to generate narrative events as spaces. Verhoeff suggests that this active mode of making 

images or seeing in motion by appropriating places through narrative (visual) experiences turned 

out to be the fundamental feature of contemporary vision. Media critic, Brett T. Robinson goes 

even further with the theological explanation of today’s screen culture by describing the iPhone 

as mediating the invisibility of the digital world through its touchable screen interface (text, 

video, and voice) in the same manner as the Byzantine icon makes present the absence of the 

transcendental sphere (2013: 68-9). 
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The above comparison between old and technological media may come as a surprise if 

the Byzantine icon is seen in a static way and the digital image in a dematerialized cyberspace 

with no connection to the viewers’ immediate physical world. Notwithstanding the symbolic, 

Christological nature of the Byzantine icon, which has nothing to do with mobile digital 

technology, this parallelism allows for a broader hierotopic interpretation of the image, beyond 

its assimilation to a specific medium of representation (e.g. digital format or egg tempera 

painting). In holding and moving the digital/iconic panel (on-screen space), the image is 

constructed in space by taking a dynamic multi-media structure in the physical space (off-screen 

space). Instead of being connected to a single source (like a screen in cinema or a painting on a 

wall), the image appears between various visible and invisible elements that assemble into a 

hybrid gestalt, hence constructing a hierotopy/screenspace.  

However, where hierotopy contributes the most to opening a new critical eye on how 

action and contemplation configure an aesthetic experience is at the semiotic and mimetic level 

of the image. More precisely, the signifier and signified in a hierotopic project does not follow a 

representational or performance art model, but an incarnational (chorographic) meaning of the 

image. The incarnational structure of the icon, therefore, will be sketched out next so as to 

facilitate a hierotopic understanding of interactivity in its process of realization. 

 

 

V Chôra and The Golden Calf: a Chorographic Space  

 

The ancient Greek meaning of chôra was particularly connected to topos (physical place, 

land, city) and the human activity that marked that territory, as in dancing defining a dance floor 
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or in farming tracing an agricultural land. Accordingly, Plato makes a parallel in Timaeus 

between the land marked by the outdoor threshing floor and chōra to explain how primordial 

elements of fire, water, earth, and air move through a cosmic chōraic womb to form phenomena 

(52e-53a). The cosmic womb acts like the sieve used in removing and distributing the grains 

from the chaffs so that the elemental properties of phenomena pass through and merge in various 

visible forms. Nevertheless, the Platonic chôra incorporates the process of creation without 

belonging to what is contained in the creation. It is a ‘space-in-the making’ or an inexplicable, 

neutral cosmic space ‘in-between’ the visible and invisible without having either the features of 

an ‘intelligible’ object or the movements/alterations of a ‘sensible’ object (Isar, 2009b: 40-43).  

And, since the Platonic chôra can only be perceived in a dream through a ‘kind of bastard 

thinking’ (Timaeus, 52b), it is never visualized or made present in the physical space. While 

Aristotle theorized Plato’s ambiguous term under topos, giving it a clearer meaning as material 

space—a view that dominated Western metaphysics until the twentieth century—contemporary 

thinkers reconsider the indeterminate aspect of chôra in the ‘wake of the anti-metaphysical turn’ 

(El-Biziri, 2004: 74). Philosophers as Julia Kristeva and Jacques Derrida began rethinking 

Plato’s chôra as a ‘third kind’ (Timaeus, 48e) of space that is neither visible nor invisible to 

disrupt pre-established notions of truth and reality and challenge ‘the separatist 

mind/body/environment paradigm’ in rhetorical theory (Rickert, 2007: 251).2 Both theorize how 

chôra can generate a new originary creative realm that places (or displaces) embodied minds ‘in 

material environments, informational spaces, and affective (or bodily) registers’ (Rickert, 2007: 

252).  

Scholars of hierotopy argue, however, that the language of rational philosophy cannot 

fully explain the theme of chôra and its potential of becoming present in the visible due to the 
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‘bastard logic by which chôra could be grasped (“as in dream”)’ (Isar, 2009b: 40). On this topic, 

John Lechte and Isar explain that the link between chôra, image, and (sacred) space was 

successfully made in John Sallis’ chorology, which advocates ‘a way of envisaging chôra…as an 

operation or event’ (Sallis, 2007: 41). Isar elaborates on Sallis’ view of chôra as trace and makes 

the link to the icon’s movement in the performance of a Byzantine hierotopy (2009b: 39-47).  

The Byzantine iconophiles (lovers of icons) took the idea of chôra from Neo-Platonists 

and claimed the possibility of her material manifestation in the performative spatial inscription 

of the icon’s graphē. What the icon offers is a crossing of the threshold between contemplation 

and taking action in the aesthetic experience. The iconic painting conveys a signified as a 

paradox in which the aesthetic distance, that defines both representational and performance art, is 

not maintained nor eliminated. It does so based on God’s Trinitarian logic of relations between 

persons. God is one will, but triple in organization: the Father (prototype), Son (type), and Holy 

Spirit (the ‘source of the incarnational operation’ or the mysterious element that makes it 

possible to cross the aesthetic distance (Mondzain. 2005: 27). The icon is not a representational 

portrait of Christ’s human form (as in the ancient Greek view of mimesis), but a performative 

way of inscribing (graphē) His physical presence as if an imprint (negative) in the visible of his 

body (positive). And this imprint is called the type, which functions as an absence of the 

prototype (His likeness to the Father).3 The beholders of icons then mimic the imprint/type by 

delineating with the icon scared spaces.  As in the ritual of circling the Hodegon market with the 

Hodegetria icon, it is in the round movement (chorós) of marking sacred spaces that chôra 

reveals itself. That is, chôra is made present as absence in the ‘christic mimetic’ movement of 

the trace/type performed by the beholders’ interaction with the icon (Mondzain, 2005: 84)—‘the 

presence of the chôra could [only be] glimpsed in this movement, therefore we could call it a 
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“motional presence”’ (Isar, 2009b: 41). 

The Byzantine icon is not defined by one single painting. It is a participatory mode of 

choreographing visual and audible media, from architecture to chants, liturgical objects and 

paintings through the christic mimetic movement. This movement follows the meaning of the 

Cross, on which the body of Christ was sacrificed and transformed into a type for the invisible 

image of the Father to meet the visible. From a topographic perspective, the Cross is an 

important map in the performance of the icon as it stands for the center of a hierotopy (where 

longitudinal and latitudinal lines intersect) that closely links human nature to the image of the 

Father. Since God created humanity ‘in His own image’ (Genesis, 1:27), humankind shares, as 

Christ, the same likeness to the Father. For example, the double-sided icon of Hodegetria depicts 

on the front the Virgin Mary pointing with Her right hand toward the Child Jesus (Fig 4). This 

hand gesture emphasizes the mimetic significance of Christ’s crucifixion painted on the reverse 

side as the path for creating a sacred space. So, according to the mimetic aspect of chôraic 

movement, the Hodegetria rites do not reduce the redemptive icon of the crucified Christ to a 

mere matter of resemblance between the material form of representation (signifier) and the 

imagined Son (signified). If it were a matter of resemblance between the real person and the 

painting, then the veneration of the icon would turn into a ‘blasphemy’ by either separating 

Christ’s earthly, visible form (type) from His invisible divine form (prototype) or treating the 

icon-panel as if Christ Himself is only a visible form.  Similarly, the meaning of the Cross 

(painted on the Hodegetria icon) in the Hodegetria rites is not assimilated with the medium of 

representation per say (as it happens in Abramović’s Lips of Thomas). The Cross takes a 

performative-mimetic role of organizing the hierotopic event so that the prototype, the common 

image of all humanity reveals itself through chorós (movement). 
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Lidov explains that the weekly rites performed in the Hodegon market from the twelfth to 

the fifteenth centuries were, more precisely, a re-enactment of an older Hodegetria rite 

performed by patriarch Sergius I during the Avars’ siege of Constantinopol in 626 (2004). The 

Byzantine victory over the Avar army is attributed to the divine intervention through the 

Hodegetria icon. It is believed that during the events of the siege, Sergius I carried the icon 

around the city walls with his arms stretched out in a crucified gesture. The patriarch imitates the 

Cross inscribed on the icon before the beholders’ eyes in order to simulate the divine presence of 

the prototype (absence) within the city walls of Constantinople. It is a mimetic movement that 

activates the participation of the crowd in the rite of demarcating a sacred space in the urban 

environment. Likewise, the icon-bearers in the weekly rites that took place between the twelfth 

and fifteenth centuries, repeated Sergius I’s rite as a pattern of action in engaging with the 

sacred. So, the crowds in the Hodegon market did not contemplate a theatrical event of a 

historical signified as Sergius I’s rite during the Avars’ siege of Constantinopol. For those 

participating in the weekly processions, it was not a matter of either staging a completely new 

signified as in performance art. Their performance, instead, mimetically renewed Sergius I’s 

participation in the icon’s performance of the prototype to only become conscious, via the icon, 

of the absent (divine) image.  

The chôraic logic of the icon refers, then, to suggesting the presence of a signified by 

both filling up a space with a hybrid multisensory combination of 

architectural/visual/audible/olfactive elements and incorporating a space through a round 

movement of the trace. Based on this chôraic relationship with images, one can see how Shaw’s 

Golden Calf installation may be experienced differently than a performance piece (that claims its 

own signified as real-presence) or an artistic representation (that keeps the distance from viewers 
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and signifieds). What the ‘chorographic performative inscription’ clarifies is the way the 

invisibility of the Golden Calf is transported into the sensible world via the human body (Isar, 

2009b: 39). The Golden Calf is not in or the same with the screen and it is not really present in 

the physical space of the gallery. It is a mnemonic-mimetic device. Like the chôra, its presence 

can only be glimpsed in the movement of the type (on-screen space) performed by the viewers 

(in the off-screen space). On the one hand, the appearance of the Golden Calf does not impose an 

aura (in a Benjaminian sense) as it is consciously conjured up by the viewers, signifying its 

presence again and again through gesture, motion, and performativity. On the other hand, the 

Golden Calf (the signified) resists objectification through a performative act (as in performance 

art) due to the viewers’ vivid awareness of its absence.  

The chôraic role of viewers’ bodies is particularly relevant for expanding the idea of 

constructing interactivity in new media installations. For example, Isar refers to three types of 

coordinated movement in tracing the visible (with the invisible) that can be applied to the role of 

action in contemplating a missing signified: 1) withdrawing from a space to create room for the 

iconic trace (graphē); 2) moving forward ‘to be in motion or in flux’ (2009b: 41); and 3) 

collective dancing (chôros) in a circle ‘around (perichoreúousa) an eternal knowledge of’ the 

divine (2009b: 43). Although these three chôraic principles may, to some, appear to bring a 

canonical order to aesthetic judgments, they do not impose a repetition of the same artistic forms 

and elements—thus preventing originality and innovation. Rather, they reveal the semiotic 

structure of an iconic vision in making an image present, which in turn helps to see how viewers 

take part into an artistic/interactive vision. By comparison, the three chôraic movements can be 

seen in The Golden Calf in the following way: 1) similar to Byzantine iconographers, Shaw only 

choreographs a responsive environment, from virtual/immaterial and tangible elements, from 
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which he steps back from the gallery space to let the chôraic, receptive act take place. The 

process of interaction is not depended on the artist to perform the actual spatial imagery; 2) 

interactivity is based on the mobile screen for inducing a navigational/narrative vision that 

involves viewers to directly touch, move, and change the spatial-temporal configuration of the 

artwork; and 3) viewers’ engagement with the screen is similar to the circular movement 

revealed in Lidov’s example, in which Byzantine beholders traced with the Hodegetria icon a 

sacred space around the Hodegon Square.  

To that end, how do viewers actually (re)construct the Biblical image of the Golden Calf 

in the art installation form? If the calf is seen as an object at the virtual (representational) or 

material (art performance) level, then the viewers will either contemplate the signified through 

aesthetic distance by completely separating the image from its medium or perform a 

performative act by reducing the image to its medium. Nonetheless, Lechte agrees as well that, in 

fact, Shaw’s installation forms a trace of the past onto the present (2012: 153). Such a Byzantine 

reading of an interactive art installation not only deepens the understanding of an aesthetic 

experience in the era of digital screens, but also reveals that any image in an interactive 

installation does not operate on its own. The iconic vision occurs not when viewers recognize the 

calf as a ‘”real” idol, but…[when] the “virtual idol”…becomes an evocation…of the idol in the 

Biblical story’ (Lechte, 2012: 152).  

 

 

VI Conclusion 

 

In art criticism, the Byzantine icon is mostly seen in a stationary way and, therefore, 
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irrelevant for understanding the current interactive state of digital images. This split between the 

old and new media is primarily based on the assumption that the image is perceived to be the 

same with its medium. The painted image of the Byzantine icon is associated with its historical 

religious objects and the digital image with its technological screens. Yet, the idea that the 

technological vision is mobile and the image is concurrently formed with the viewers’ direct 

participation, in a temporal/spatial field of representation, parallels the Byzantine chôraic vision. 

Due to the ‘immateriality’ of cyberspace, media art creates, in fact, new opportunities to recover 

Byzantine strategies of constructing a hierotopy that were lost in representational and 

performance art. Thus, the incarnational (chorographic) meaning of the icon becomes ‘a central 

characteristic of the arts’ in evoking the pixelated image as present (Kwastek, 2015: 35-36). 

While the Byzantine icon invites for an encounter with the divine, the (touch) screen 

(particularly in its sublime form of the iPhone) connects the viewers through the ‘holy trinity of 

the telephone, iPod, and internet’ to a mysterious, ‘immense, global, and decentered network’ 

(Robinson, 2013: 62). In on-screen space, the electronic communication system transforms the 

notion of invisibility, which was traditionally associated with the divine in Byzantine icons, into 

a collective environment that overwhelms human imagination and comprehension.  

It is essential at this point to reflect on the impact of screen technologies in shaping 

human vision (and implicitly an interactive vision). As Benjamin wished for, the creation of 

images by media technologies can be used not only to liberate viewers from passively accepting 

a spectacle, but can also open new spaces of creation, informed by an active, tangible 

engagement with screens. In turn, the consumptive visual regime of the spectacle, made 

omnipresent by the rise of media industry, has been widely criticized for exposing viewers to a 

consumerist mode of seeing—an increasingly manipulative capacity of media so well addressed 
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by Kwastek when saying that ‘such technology concerns not only visual consumption, but also 

auditory and tactile activity on the part of the recipient’ (2015: xv). With the concept of 

performative cartography in mind, Verhoeff argues as well that the interactive power of the 

digital image can induce a panoramic desire to perceive a (narrative) space all at once in a frame 

for representation (2012: 32). This implies that the practice of converting a place into a space is 

imbued with the ambition of the viewers’ gaze to colonize/constitute the screenspace. 

Nevertheless, the idea is if a digital screen has the power to induce a hierotopy (as opposed to 

representational or performance art) without limiting the conversation to the above iconoclastic 

suspicions that mostly stress ideological and technological concerns about the image. The 

beginning of a hierotopic inquiry would be to complement new media aesthetics with the chôraic 

understanding of the image as completely transparent and yet accessible to visibility as trace. 

And what Byzantine hierotopy brings to the discussion surrounding the omnipresence of digital 

images is a mode of evoking a referent that avoids the reduction of the image to its medium or, 

conversely, to its exclusion from materiality. 
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1 Although Abramović used various symbols such as a five-pointed star and a cross of ice, which 

can be interpreted from religious, cultural, or political perspectives, in the course of her performance the 

audience did not have space and time for hermeneutic inquiry. 

2 A Heideggerian interpretation of chôra would be ‘the making room of Dasein’s spatiality’ 

through which Being presents itself as being (El-Bizri, 2004: 77). This implies that Being parallels Plato’s 

Forms and being the multiple perceptible forms of Being as being-in-the-world and being-for-others. In 

light of this, El-Bizri endeavors to clarify the question of space that goes beyond Heidegger’s 

‘temporocentric determinations’ and ‘that recognizes the axiality of space in this inquiry of being’ (2004: 

73- 75). 

3 The relationship between the type and prototype in the icon of Christ defines the formula for 

performative inscription to all Byzantine icons that depict a person based on the belief that every human 

being shares the same invisible image of the Father.  



Figure 1. Jeffrey Shaw, The Golden Calf (1994), Drawing by the author, pen and ink on 
paper, 2018. 
 
Figure 2: Marina Abramović, Lips of Thomas (1975), Drawing by the author, pen and ink on 
paper, 2017. 
 
Figure 3: Jeffrey Shaw, The Golden Calf (1994), Drawing by the author, pen and ink on 
paper, 2017. 
 
Figure 4: A version of the Hodegetria icon (She who shows the Way). First side is the 
Theotokos (Virgin Mary) holding the Child Jesus and the reverse side is the Crucifixion. 
Drawing by the author, pen and ink on paper, 2017. 
 
Figure 5: Detail of the Hodegetria rites from “The Glorification of the Virgin (Akathist Hymn 
to the Most Holy Theotokos.” 14th century, Russia, Novgorod School. Found in the 
collection of the Cathedral of the Dormition in the Kremlin, Moscow, 78” × 60”. Drawing by 
the author, pen and ink on paper, 2017. 
 
Figure 6: The whirlwind effect of the Hodegetria icon. Drawing by the author, pen and ink on 
paper, 2017. 
 
Figure 7: The chôraic movement: a visual parallel between the inscription of chorós with the 
Hodegetria icon in the the Hodegon market and with the digital screen used in Jeffrey Shaw’s 
The Golden Calf installation. Drawing by the author, pen and ink on paper, 2018. 
 

 
 
 

 
  
















