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There are rare cases when a reviewer has the opportunity to write a review of the same book several times. It is even more remarkable that I had a chance to review I. Lemeshkin’s book, re-edited two times since my first assessment
1
.

Despite my sincere admiration and great respect for I. Lemeshkin’s works, reviewing his research insights and personal involvement turned out to be not an easy task. The two years that have passed since the first publication of The Portrait of Francysk Skaryna made it possible to develop more reflections on this monograph. It seems to me that this is the first and unconditional success of the pioneer work of Lemeshkin: he raised problems and made assumptions that would not have been comprehended otherwise for a long time. This success has brought forward another effect: Lemeshkin’s monograph has laid the foundations for renewal in Skaryna Studies, thereby changing their perspec- tive, so that to reassess the legacy and life of F. Skaryna in the only possible, but still elusive for many researchers, context: the context of the Renaissance (and Bohemian-German portraiture painting in particular).

It is in this perspective that Lemeshkin proposes to consider Francysk Skaryna’s portrait, today largely diffused for the great audience, highly politi- cized and instrumentalized, but still paradoxically rigid and filled with stereo- types. This woodcut printed twice, in The Book of Wisdom of Jesus, Son of Sira on 5 December 1517, and in The Four Books of the Reigns on 10 August 1518, was not only the first European full-length portrait of a book publisher, but it was also easily ‘read’ by the Renaissance audience, yet incoherent for the contempo- rary researchers – distant in time and context – who are trying to interpret it from their own, contemporary, perspective.

The complexity of my text lies precisely in this ‘duality’ of perspective – the problems that arise when comparing the pros and cons of Lemeshkin’s research (below, we shall evoke some objections and inaccuracies), the responses of scholars (especially the Belarusian ones), and the intensity of insights that his work has opened for Skaryna Studies.

The monograph contains ten chapters (the final, tenth, chapter was add- ed in the second and third editions). They are concentrated around four main themes: (1) source problems and historiographical metamorphoses of the in- terpretation of the portrait of F. Skaryna (Review of Sources and Pseudo-Sources and A Portrait Genre in the Context of an Illustrative Apparatus of the Ruthenian Bible (Бивлия руска); (2) the portrait and the entire Bivlia Ruska in the theolog- ical context of Skaryna epoch (The Motivation for the Publication of the Portrait in the “Book of the Wisdom of Jesus, the Son of Sirach” and in the “Four Books of Kings” and The Genesis and Morphological Characteristics of F. Skaryna’s Portrait. The Biblical Context of its Use; (3) interpretation of Skaryna’s portrait in the context of the realities of the Czech and German portrait tradition (The Alphanumeric Combination in the Context of the Portrait Genre, Musca depicta on F. Skaryna’s Portraits, The Portraitist of F. Skaryna, and The Location of the Printing Shop); (4) the polemical part (Problems in the Visualization of the Image of the Publisher, or Why it is Worth Renouncing the Orders of F. Skaryna and Methodology and ‘Demology’), which, although, seemed to be, at the first sight, not related to the scientific argumentation of the rest of the text, yet were directly connected to both its terminology and the interpretation of the portrait of Skaryna within the Renaissance context of the late 15th – early 16th centuries and the significance of this interpretation for the present.

The two initial chapters furnish an integral analysis, a classification of sourc- es and disclosure of pseudo-sources accumulated in Skaryna Studies during the last centuries, and historiographic transmutations of Skaryna’s image echoing in today’s reality as it is eloquently argued in the two concluding chapters. The author immerses the reader into the key problems of Skaryna’s historiography: the history of imprints of Skaryna’s portrait, their versions (with mz, with a five- or a six-legged fly, and without these elements), and their dissemination. The historiographic and source study chapters clarify the long history of quiproquo associated with the copies of the portrait and the subsequent mistakes in Skaryna Studies (as an example, we could cite the letter ‘-a’ artificially added by the copyist Alexandr Florov). The fact of the author’s conscientious attention to detail is also noteworthy: for example, in the second edition of his book, in the passage about the possible crypto-portraits (Chapter 2) in the Bivlia Ruska, Lemeshkin rectifies the mistake concerning the alleged image of the Highest Czech Chancellor Ladislav ze Šternberka, 1480–1521, (p. 92), which, as it turned out, does not correspond to his real portrait. This sets a precedent for greater caution regarding the other alleged crypto-portraits in the Bivlia Ruska.

Well, no book review should be just encomium, and this one is not an ex- ception. The very innovative nature of Lemeshkin’s monograph creates condi- tions for further questioning. This is especially true of the chapters related to the problems that are ‘sensible’ for many researchers: the solar-lunar symbol of Skaryna, the so-called ‘monogram’ mz, as well as the fly which has so far been deprived of serious attention.

Lemeshkin quite rightly points out that the “so-called ‘signet of F. Skaryna’ on the woodcut The Coronation of the Mother of God as the Queen of Heaven must be considered in the context of the iconographic canon.” However, he associates the solar-lunar image with the iconographic type Assumption and/or victory of the New Testament over the Old as a possible symbol of Skaryna’s publishing project (pp. 77–82). Moreover, Lemeshkin claims that this image of “the apoca- lyptic Madonna became widely popular because of the 1511 frontispiece to the reprint of Apocalypsis cum Figuris (A. Dürer – O. Sh.), which is iconographically closely connected with the engraving of 1497 The woman of the Apocalypse and the seven-headed dragon from the same edition” (p. 77).

Nevertheless, we could not find any significant resemblance in those Dürer’s engravings with Skaryna’s sun-moon image (at least, not in the ones indicated by Lemeshkin; otherwise, there are two Dürer’s engravings where the anthro- pomorphic sun and moon do actually appear: The opening of the fifth and sixth seals and The opening of the seventh seal and the eagle crying ‘Woe’).

It is necessary to note that the anthropomorphic sun/moon images became widespread well before A. Dürer as they had been quite common at least since the 1470s; we find them in scientific texts of Johannes Regiomontanus (e.g., for the volvelles in Regiomontanus’s calendars
2
 reprinted in Latin, German, Italian at least 14 times from 1474 to 1500
3
), in the perpetuum calendar printed in Venice in 1488 and widely re-edited thereafter, where we find not only these celestial anthropomorphic bodies, but also the image of Solomon as a scholar explicitly similar to Skaryna’s portrait
4
, Lucas Gauricus’s compendium of the works of Archimedes, Boethius and Campanus of Novara edited in Venice
5
, the Frieze of the Liberal and Mechanical Arts presumably by Giorgione of 1510 in Castelfranco, or, again, in the treatise on Architecture by Francesco di Giorgio Martini (1439–1502)
6
, and, definitely, in the Liber de Intellectu of Charles de Bovelles
7
. Numerous other examples of suns and moons with human faces in incunables, the earliest-printed books and art works testify to their dense cir- culation in the late Quattrocento and early Cinquecento both in Italy and to the north of the Alps.

The anthropomorphic ‘solar-lunar’ images were overwhelmingly present in the cultural space not only in religious (whereas Lemeshkin considers them as an integral part of Francysk Skaryna’s portrait exclusively in the context of the Bivlia Ruska) but also in philosophic, scientific and profane segments, and even evidently in the ‘purely’ scientific context.

Initially, celestial bodies in the Middle Ages were an ‘adaptation’ of the pa- gan ones to the canonical story of the crucifixion of Christ. Lemeshkin refers to this Biblical passage: “It was now about noon, and darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon, for the sun stopped shining” (Luke 23: 44–46). Nevertheless, in the time of the late Quattrocento, the medieval ‘humanized’ sun and moon were actualized in accordance with the new philosophic and aesthetic trends connected with the Neoplatonic discourse, in the spirit of representation of the Divine mind and the world soul, accordingly
8
.

Symbolically, this ‘shift of meanings’ (of course, they remained Christian, as they were merely modernized in view of the search for the deeper sense of Christianity enriched by the more ancient teachings) were reflected in the em- blematic bestseller of this epoch: the Nuremberg Chronicle.

Nuremberg at that time became the arena of intensive humanist activity strengthened by the arrival in 1471 of I. Regiomontanus with a project of his own printing house specializing on scientific books. This event aroused the keenest interest among Nuremberg intellectuals in astronomical studies (in- cluding their practical part, i.e., astrology), and, in general, in ‘Italian’ inno- vations like studia humanitatis (e.g., Poetenschule under the patronage of the famous humanist, Paduan alumnus, Hans Johann Pirckheimer, 1440–1501), father of Willibald Pirckheimer (1470–1530, a correspondent, the closest friend and confidant of Albrecht Dürer). The Neoplatonic humanist circle after that of M. Ficino’s and Bessarion’s academies in Florence and Rome, was at the heart of the project of the universal world chronicle (with the participa- tion of Sebald Schreyer (1446–1520), Sebastian Kammermeister (14??–1503), Michael Wolgemut (1434–1519), Wilhelm Pleydenwurff (c.1458–1494), and others
9
. The result of this project is known today under the name of Hartmann Schedel (1440–1514), an alumnus of Padua University, a hellenophile and a fol- lower of M. Ficino
10
, about whom the Nuremberg Chronicle also says “a prince among Platonic doctors”
11
.

It is perfectly logical that the images of ‘sun-moon’ naturally passed from Regiomontanus’s astronomical works into H. Schedel’s Chronicle, while also allowing to place the portrait of Regiomontanus himself, which, as certain researchers  suggest,  unlike other  ‘typical’  illustrations of  the  Nuremberg Chronicle, was authentic
12
.

In this context, the anthropomorphic ‘solar-lunar’ symbolism was not just an abstract allegorical personification of Jesus Christ, Virgin Mary, or an “inte- gral part of Assumption,” as Lemeshkin suggests (p. 77), but also the reference to the contemporary to Skaryna spiritual quest to create the Christian holistic knowledge combining the ancient doctrines, Neoplatonism, and Christianity. Being present in numerous engravings in Skaryna’s Bible, and, as in case of Skaryna’s portrait, in combination with the armillary sphere (and other scientific attributes: books, the hourglass), the anthropomorphic sun and moon should be considered in the context of his proper time. The same is applicable to Dürer’s art which was greatly influenced by the Neoplatonist ideas
13
.

Despite this missing philosophical dimension, Lemeshkin’s convincing argument (p. 82, 269) finally made it possible to move over the notorious theory of ‘personal eclipses’ which was introduced into historiography by M. Shchakatzikhin in 1925 with the allusion to the possible eclipse in Polotsk when F. Skaryna was born
14
.

In this sense, the work of Lemeshkin examining Francysk Skaryna’s por- trait in the context of the Czech-German portrait painting/graphics of the ep- och as an artifact and a sign regulated by the same type of ‘rules’, is a major breakthrough. It was this semiotic approach that made it possible to see in the combination of letters mz (= 47), located in the lower left corner, the numerical meaning of Skaryna’s age.

As Lemeshkin convincingly shows, the Czech-German portrait paintings of the epoch stipulate the following standard formulas: “(1) the year of the cre- ation of the portrait; (2) the age of the portrayed person at the moment (year) of the portrait; (3) the important information of the person being portrayed: his name(s), demonym (where the person is from) and occupation” (p. 130). All these elements, standard in the Czech-German portraits of this time, are pres ent in the Skaryna’s portrait: the year of creation (1517 in Cyrillic letters with titlos); Skaryna’s name and doctoral position; his age (indicated in his 1517 por- trait with the Cyrillic letters mz, where the upper crossbar of the letter z appar- ently served as a diacritic sign titlo).

This coherent Lemeshkin’s explanation of the mz is perfectly endorsed by the fact that mz, if it was a ‘monogram’ of some artist or engraver, as most researchers had thought, cannot be found anywhere else in the Bivlia Ruska.

Lemeshkin’s systematic contextual approach uncovers another ‘mysterious’ object (sign) in the Skaryna’s portrait – the strange insect located in the low- er right corner (roughly opposite to the mz) that haunted Francysk Skaryna’s scholars for centuries.

The previous versions, based on our today’s perception of the Skaryna’s por- trait, invariably encountered a problem: a stereotype according to which, a banal fly simply “could not be” on the portrait-message of a book publisher. Lemeshkin ‘decorticated’ the artistic and entomological affiliation of this in- sect from the portrait of F. Skaryna – the fly that is far from being banal – the painted fly, musca depicta.

At the same time, despite doing this impressive discovery, Lemeshkin leaves non-elucidated another facet of the painted flies in this epoch. In his chapter on the genesis of practice of muscae depictae (pp. 161–193), Lemeshkin speaks exclusively about the “evidence of artist’s skill” (pp. 161, 168, 173, 184, 196), “student surpassing his teacher” (pp. 177–178) or “the game of double reality and illusion” (whether the fly was depicted inside or on the portrait – pp. 162, 168, 173). Meanwhile, the curious practice of ‘painted flies’ (muscae depictae), as well as the images of snails, beetles, butterflies and other representatives of ‘lower’ animals, was definitely widespread in 1440–1515 among the Dutch, Italian and German artists
15
, which left a shadow of perplexity to the future art historians. It has long tradition and takes roots in the process of the assimila- tion of the heritage of the Antiquity.

Beginning with the revered Plato and Aristotle, the questions of what beauty is
16
, and what is the mimetic nature of art
17
 were essential in the curriculum of the Renaissance. The texts of other ancient authors, translated and published in large numbers during the Quattrocento period, on the one hand praised the idea of the progress in art as approaching the nature in realistic way
18
; on the other hand, it introduced the theme of elusive and impudent fly
19
 into the humanist discourse. The assimilation of the ‘fly theme’ during the Renaissance created a certain ‘atmospheric pressure’ with its critical point at the late Quattrocento
20
.

The medieval fly as a reminder of the futility of existence and death (memento mori), shifts its meaning to the insect represented in its real size, not ‘fitting’ to the scale of the picture and creating a real trompe-l’œil. A realistically depicted fly, musca depicta, as fast and elusive as a moment of life, becomes a symbol in the late Quattrocento and early Cinquecento, signifying the artist’s skill who managed to ‘capture’ the life itself, adding reality, momentum to the drawing.

This facet of ‘muscarological’ discourse is fixed, for example, in Trattato di Architettura of Filarete (Antonio di Pietro Averlino), also cited by Limeshkin, overlooked the very reason of Filarete’s narration. In fact, in Filarete’s updated version
21
 of Pliny’s anecdote about the competition of Zeuxis and Parrhasius, Lemeshkin sees only the lesson that a pupil surpassed his teacher (pp. 178– 179), but omits its philosophical and aesthetic context. Filarete changed the main Pliny’s character (Parrhasius) to the Florentine Giotto di Bondone, who was famous exactly for his great talent to imitate the nature
22
, attributing to him the creation of painted flies – muscae depictae – which by that time had become a kind of a ‘meme’ of Quattrocento.

The first in the history of book printing muscam depictam in 1488 Venetian incunabula
23
 appears at the woodcut Triumph of Time as an effect of presence; it is depicted in full size, alongside with Saturn’s head. In the subsequent edi- tions (1490 and onwards
24
), both the musca depicta and the statue of Saturn, the god of time, disappear simultaneously, thus emphasizing their links with a momentum of time.

It seems to me that the analogy between the mechanisms (inside or on the image) of functioning of muscae depictae in F. Skaryna’s portrait and in Dürer’s Festa del Rosario (Rosenkranzfest, 1506) given by Lemeshkin should also take into account this aspect: the effect of temporary presence. Such temporary di mension is also evidenced by the work published literally just one year later after Dürer had accomplished his Rosenkranzfest, in 1507. In the poem of George Sibutus, two flies are flaunting on the frontispiece (the woodcut was based at the drawing by Lucas Cranach the Elder) at once – the first blot fly showed incompetent attempts to search for the true realism by an amateur, whereas the second (musca depicta) indicated a realistically conveyed nature by a master artist
25
. Sibutus’s poem, while citing Pliny’s Natural History competitions for realistic rendering of nature
26
, praised Lucas Cranach who “hardly dared to draw audacem muscam, and also mentions A. Dürer as the winner of the competition for creating a painting based on the Festa del Rosario plot for the German community in Venice: “Albert, called Dürer / He who have now beaten / the artists of Venice”
27
. This point firmly confirms Lemeshkin’s thesis based on later cop- ies of the painting that the fly in A. Dürer’s Feast of the Rosary in 1506 really existed. Also, Sibutus’s text shows why, for what reason Dürer put the fly on the knee of Madonna (or, rather, on the panel). Musca depicta was not only (as Lemeshkin claims) a sign of “the outstanding skill of Dürer, who, with the help of modest artistic means, created a double illusion of reality” (p. 168), but it also symbolized and highlighted the fact that Dürer defeated the Venetian masters “on their own territory”
28
.

This appearance of musca dureriana in 1506, as a symbol of Dürer’s victory, happened in the singular context of the Venetian art greatly influenced by the Paduan workshop of the famous Francesco Squarcione (ca. 1394–1474). Based on antique models, Donatello’s decorative style, ‘Squarcianism’ was characterized by its bold imagery and sometimes macabre but irresistible humorous penchant
29
 …and numerous trompe-l’œils. Squarcione’s students (A. Mantegna, M. Zoppo, G. Schiavone, C. Crivelli, G. Santi and others) competed to catch the life itself and are known for their use of trompe-l’œil and muscae depictae
30
.

The Renaissance intellectual Francysk Skaryna translated and published Holy Scriptures for his compatriots, as did many of his prominent contempo- raries in Italy and north of the Alps
31
. The presence of a fly in his portrait, convincingly identified by Lemeshkin as a musca depicta, shows that he (or the art- ist executed his commission) also ‘followed the trend’ of the artistic and design fashions, and his musca depicta in the spirit of Quattrocento created the effect of realism which was conveying ‘here and now’.

This observation brings us back to Lemeshkin’s statement on the second use of the portrait of Skaryna as a paraphrase of Albrecht Dürer’s engraving of Saint Jerome (Der heilige Hieronymus im Gehäus, 1514).

The author’s groundbreaking decipherment of the two crucial elements of Skaryna’s portrait, Cyrillic letters mz (=47 years in letters Cyrillic) and musca depicta, deserves great admiration. At the same time, his idea that Skaryna in- troduced the mentioning of his own age and the musca depicta to ‘secularize’ the image of St. Jerome hardly seems convincing.

Dozens of muscae depictae, ‘painted flies’, are found not only in portraits of secular persons but also on the sacred images by P. Christus, G. Schiavone,C. Crivelli, G. Santi, L. Lotto, A. Dürer
32
. I emphasize this ‘on’ since Lemeshkin makes difference between the flies depicted in and on the image, and argues that the first case of Skaryna’s portrait use, the musca depicta being placed on the sheet of paper “secularized the image, which was especially important when printing a portrait of a private person in the Bible. With its presence, the artist said: this is not St. Jerome, as you could think […]. This way the publisher relieved himself of suspicions and potential accusations of sacrilege, since, printing his portrait, he clearly separated the heavenly-ideal and di vine from the earthly and mortal-human with everything that the latter con- tains: dirt, excrements, fetid smell, rotting flesh and flies” (p. 192). Therefore, Lemeshkin states, in 1518, Skaryna removed musca depicta from the portrait, which meant to be the image of St. Jerome (inspired by A. Dürer). This statement is contradictory to the illustrations cited by the author himself repre- senting numerous perfectly sacred images (and including Dürer’s Feast of the Rosary) with a fly on it.

The first time, in 1517 (Book of the Wisdom of Jesus, the Son of Sirach), ‘mz’, indeed, as Lemeshkin astutely remarks, meant ‘47 years’. Nevertheless, a year later, in 1518 (Four Books of Kings), Skaryna was already 48 years old, and these letters (mz = 47), ought to have been irrelevant. Ditto for the fly (musca depicta) which was also a symbol creating the effect of the living presence, still-lifes
33
. This genre was then in the embryo, and for Skaryna’s contemporaries, still-lifes were really still-lifes, representing reality so much appreciated by the ancient authors. In 1518, both the ‘mz’ and the fly had already lost their relevance, and, for this reason, would have been removed. Otherwise, how would one explain the fact that Francysk Skaryna, if he wanted to use his portrait for the second time as a portrait of St. Jerome, removed the fly and the age (‘mz’), which was expected to reveal his identity, but left his own name at the centre of the portrait?

We should also take into account where the portraits of 1517 and 1518 are placed. In both cases, they are on the recto folium, with the colophons on the opposite verso sheet (for 1517 – F. 81v and 82r; for 1518 – F. 241v and 242r). In the first case, the portrait is connected to the last words of the Prayer of Jesus of Sirach and the colophon “by the commandment, labour and translation of the chosen man, Doctor in medical sciences Francisk son of Skorina of Polotsk” dated 5 December 1517. In the second case, the portrait is in recto folium 82 and also just next to Skaryna’s words, at the verso folium 81: “translated by Doctor Francisk Skorina from the glorious city of Polotsk into Ruthenian and the colophon “of the same learned man Francisk Skorina, Doctor in medical sciences” dated 10 August 1518. Even supposing that the binding is not original and not made during Skaryna’s lifetime (Lemeshkin expresses the idea of the potential specific use of the portrait, suggesting its possible utilization separately
34
, and/or its binding into a complete set just occasionally, pp. 53–58, 73, 283), the same composition of verso-recto folios and the word ‘the same’ signi- fies its appropriate location.

This argumentation contradicts Lemeshkin’s thesis about the ‘circular na- ture’ of Skaryna’s personal portrait in the Book of Sirach destined to illustrate his Preface to this book. According to the same logic, we could trace a paral- lel between the words of Skaryna’s Preface preceding the First Book of Kings about the trajectory of human knowledge (through Moses, Phoroneus, Hermes Trismegistus, the Evangelists) repeatedly adding: “so me, Francisko Skorina did all those writings separately”
35
, with his portrait at the end of Four books of Reigns, exactly as for the Book of Jesus Son of Sirach.

Lemeshkin’s statement on the similarity of Skaryna’s portrait and Dürer’s Saint Jerome in his study
36
, has a perfect right to exist, – all the more so as nu- merous Skaryna’s barrowings from St. Jerome. I would rather note that two images resemble each other only in the fact of working with a book, the pres- ence of books, pillows and an hourglass. For the rest: the posture, the armillary sphere, the well-known symbols of St. Jerome (‘cardinal’ hat, a lion, a rosary, a cross), they are different. Lemeshkin’s observations that “the hat of St. Jerome, hanging on the wall, echoes the beret of the Ruthenian publisher; the halo is delicately replaced by a triumphal acanthus garland placed above the head of F. Skaryna”; “the gourd as a symbol of the Resurrection
37
 semantically corre- lates with the emblematic image of the sun-crescent and the sign of the Calvary cross”; “ ‘migration’ of animals (a dog and a lion from Dürer’s St. Jerome) ‘into a bulky artificial decoration’, and their transformation into ‘two lions holding shields filled with Biblical-Christological content’ ” (p. 149) seem to be questionable.

Such awkwardness in Lemeshkin’s text seems to stem primarily from his urge to focus on the German-Czech material as the main environment in which Skaryna’s Bible was conceived, while – therefore – generally excluding the Italian Renaissance culture from which Skaryna evidently borrowed the concept.

Nevertheless, the very focus on the geographical context of the creation of the Biblia Ruska is a visionary accomplishment that will be of great importance to Skaryna studies. Lemeshkin analyses the history of Prague agglomeration by superimposing this ‘grid’ on the usage of the adjectives ‘old’ and ‘great’ em- ployed by Skaryna in relation to the “place of Prague” in his colophons. In this regard, it is extremely enriching to understand how the real political and cultur- al events in Prague were actualized in the Bivlia Ruska (pp. 211–215). Moreover, the author resolves a long-standing dispute about the place of the publication of the Bivlia Ruska, and concludes that Skaryna rented Severin’s printing shop on ‘Half Golden Crescent’ (pp. 230 –253)
38
, while also revealing the consistent and often simultaneous use of the press by various publishers, including Skaryna.

This exploration correlates perfectly with another discovery by Lemeshkin: the semantic and syntactic connections between the colophons of the Prague Bible (1488), the first Prague incunabula Psalter (1487), and Skaryna’s Bivlia Ruska. This well-grounded thesis significantly changes our view on the textual sources of Francysk Skaryna’s inspiration, thus shifting the emphasis from his borrowings from Biblij Czěská, w Benatkach tištěná (Petrus Liechtenstein, 1506), previously put forward by Piotr Vladimirov and Anton Florovsky
39
.

Based on profound analysis of the vast artistic material of the time and the territory, comparing the artistic styles, plots and historical contexts, Lemeshkin puts forward the idea of the identity of the artist/engraver of the Bivlia Ruska. This idea is twofold giving the open solution and the choice of candidature be- tween two main ‘candidates’, the Master of Litoměřice altarpiece and Bartoš Trnka (pp. 196–202) who also used in his work muscae depictae.

The two final chapters reflect the personal involvement of Lemeshkin the humanist and actualize the figure of Skaryna the humanist. The debates following the first edition of The Portrait of Francysk Skaryna in 2020 prompted the author to write an additional chapter for the two subsequent editions (2021 in Russian and 2022 in Lithuanian): Methodology and Demology. Here, Lemeshkin distinguishes the ‘ethnological’, national revivalist tendencies that are being observed today in Skaryna Studies, from the scientific methodology, in particu- lar, thus revealing his approach based on the traditions of the structural func- tionalism in its updated version – the semiotically oriented holistic philology of the Prague linguistic circle. “Holistic philology [as Lemeshkin explains his methodology] consistently moves from the whole to the particular: the initial sign is the entire text (œuvre) [which] is a complex social and unique cultural- historical phenomenon […] divisible into smaller ones” (p. 271).

This approach, which considers the portrait of Francysk Skaryna as an in- tegral sign, allowed Lemeshkin to see its constituent parts in accordance with the genre canon (portrait painting of the Northern Renaissance), where the mz function could not be any of “the coat of arms of a third person or patrons, a monogram of an artist, etc.” (p. 272), but only the component of the standard textual usage of Bohemian and German portraits of that time – an indication of age. At the same time, Lemeshkin argues that the objections about the presence in the documents of the Krakow and Padua universities of certain ‘indica- tions’ at the age of Skaryna (the lower limit of entering to the university and the term juvenis) are in fact abstract-relative, while the only accurate document is the portrait of Skaryna (pp. 280–281).

The chapter Problems in the Visualization of the Image of the Publisher, or Why it is Worth Renouncing the Orders of F. Skaryna shows that the image of the Ruthenian cosmopolitan Francysk Skaryna40, whose activities took place in the Western European vector (p. 255), in today’s Belarus is marginalized and levelled out, replicating blatant mistakes like the name ‘Georgij’ and the incorrect portraiture that has nothing to do with reality. The image of the Renaissance in tellectual Skaryna, who dared to look at us (readers) directly in the eye (p. 264) is meeting us at the frontispiece, when opening Lemeshkin’s monograph. Executed by the Czech maître of art Jiří Altman, the woodcut shows Skaryna who is directly looking at his descendants. (I should add in parentheses that the bibliophile version of Lemeshkin’s book includes the double frontispiece, reconstructing the process of making xylography and a procedure of transferring an image from a cliché onto paper, with the manually included photography of the wooden block as well as its imprint in precious paper – always in the spirit of the Renaissance book printing).

The pioneering monograph by I. Lemeshkin, with its wide range of sources, abundant and exhaustively documented quotations and meticulous biblio- graphical apparatus, the first time considered Francysk Skaryna’s portrait in the semiotic perspective, as an artifact and a sign among other signs in the historical and artistic context of the North Renaissance, is akin to the activities of Skaryna himself: this is a fundamentally innovative work about innovative work.

Lemeshkin’s captivating text is geared to the forward-thinking reader with a taste for thorough reflections and artistic detail. The exceptionally rich illustra- tive material (87 illustrations and six appendices) and the coherent artistic style of the book follows Skaryna’s innovative Renaissance spirit: “F. Skaryna’s prerogative was to promote the development of contemporary art, often provoca- tive, unconventional, overstepping the boundaries of provincialism” (p. 265). Likewise, the participation of the illustrious conceptualist and famous master of Soviet avant-garde Ilya Kabakov (with his glorified Fly, for decades provoking the official conservative art), unprecedented per se, helps us to see Lemeshkin’s work on Francysk Skaryna as a sign of the vital and nonconformist character of his legacy. And, even beyond this, the author suggests to an astonished reader to ‘watch’ the fly, this emblematic creature of Renaissance, moving from page to page of his book (work of the Czech artist Teresa Unzeitigová), thus illustrat- ing Lemeshkin’s words about musca depicta on Skaryna’s portrait: “it has been sitting here (1517) and had flown away (1518)” (p. 170).

With this hint of humor, I leave new editions of Lemeshkin’s monography to its attentive reader who certainly will appreciate its tremendous research and artistic value (the book has already found its way to Skaryna’s scholars as well as to the wide circle of history lovers with its first edition).
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