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Pamokslų rinkinio 
„DioPtra arba Pasaulyje gyvenančio 

žmogaus veiDroDis“ filosofinės 
iDėjos ir Xvii–Xviii a. mokslinio 

Diskurso kalba 
the Philosophical ideas in “Dioptra or, the mirror of Human 

living in the World” and the language of the scientific 
Discourse in the 17th–18th Centuries1

summary

the article is devoted to the analysis of the collection of sermons, Dioptra (1612), written by vitalij. 
the author of the article views the collection as part of the ukrainian philosophical tradition of the 
17th century. the use of either Church slavonic language or the so called “prosta mova” variant (i. e. 
plain ukrainian speech used in books) in different types of scientific texts was determined by socio-
cultural factors. the graphic and orthographic features of the collection of sermons “Dioptra” show that 
the book was written using the ukrainian version of the Church slavonic language, which was influenced 
by both the “prosta mova” and the languages spoken in the grand Duchy of lithuania. most of these 
features are reflexes of prehistoric east slavic changes, preserved in some archaic northern ukrainian 
and southern belarusian dialects, for instance, dispalatalization of hissing consonants, the change *ę > 
e and other features. the author of the article examines concepts of self-awareness and the internal 
spiritual man which were typical of the philosophical discourse of the time. the relevance of the 
philosophical reflections of vitalyj’s work is confirmed by the fact that this work was published more 
than once, and the ideas presented in it formed the basis for the perception of european Protestantism 
until the 18th century.
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santrauka

straipsnyje analizuojamas vitalijaus pamokslų rinkinys „Dioptra“ (1612), kurį straipsnio autorė laiko ne-
atskiriama Xvii a. ukrainos filosofinės tradicijos dalimi. Įvairių rūšių mokslinių tekstų kalba buvo arba 
bažnytinė slavų kalba, arba vadinamoji „prosta mova“, t. y. knygose vartojama ukrainiečių kalba. Šį pasi-
rinkimą lėmė socialiniai ir kultūriniai veiksniai. grafiniai ir ortografiniai pamokslų rinkinio „Dioptra“ po-
žymiai rodo, kad knyga parašyta vartojant ukrainietiškąjį bažnytinės slavų kalbos variantą, kuriam įtakos 
turėjo ir „prosta mova“, ir kalbos, kuriomis kalbėta lietuvos Didžiojoje kunigaikštystėje. Dauguma šių 
bruožų – tai priešistorinių rytų slavų kalbų pokyčių refleksai, išlikę, pavyzdžiui, kai kuriose archajiškose 
Šiaurės ukrainiečių ir Pietų baltarusių tarmėse (šnypščiančių priebalsių dispalatalizacija, akavimas, reflek-
sija *ę > e ir kiti bruožai). straipsnio autorė atkuria nagrinėjamo laikotarpio filosofinio diskurso pasaulė-
žiūrines savęs pažinimo sąvokas, vidinį žmogų. vitalijaus kūrinio filosofinių apmąstymų aktualumą patvir-
tina tas faktas, kad šis kūrinys buvo leidžiamas ne vieną kartą, o jame pateiktos idėjos sukūrė pagrindą 
europos protestantizmo suvokimui iki pat Xviii a.

introDuCtion

One of the most efficient approaches 
to the study of texts extant from the pre-
vious ages is the cultural one. It comes 
as no surprise that the Russian philoso-
pher Mixail Bakhtin argued that “by 
growing out of linguistics, the theory of 
text becomes a kind of the proto-theory 
of a cultural object in general” (Kasavin 
2008: 152).

The methodological premises of the 
study of linguistic and cultural phe-
nomena in the diachrony are substanti-
ated in modern historico-philosophical 
studies in as much as “today’s change 
brings about a change in the perspec-
tive on the past which is determined by 
our time” (Ivin 2005: 2). Michel Fou-
cault discussed a possibility of applying 
modern epistemic categories and meth-
ods to the study of the Middle Ages. 
He maintained that by way of a retro-
spective hypothesis and an interplay of 
formal analogies or semantic resem-
blances, literature and politics, as recent 
categories, can be applied to medieval 
culture, or even classical culture; how-

ever, neither literature, nor politics, 
philosophy or the science would articu-
late the field of discourse in the 17th or 
18th century, as it happened in the 19th 
century (Foucault 1969: 33). Since the 
beginning of modern science is con-
nected with the names of Mikołaj Ko-
pernik and Galileo Galilei, the transi-
tional period from the Middle Ages to 
modern times should be approached in 
a methodologically specific way.

The study of a collection of philo-
sophical sermons, Dioptra or, the Mirror 
of Human Living in the World, by Vitalij 
from Dubno (Vevis, 1612) is therefore 
based on the principles of historicism 
and cognitive linguistics. One needs to 
take into consideration the variegated 
structure of the concept ‘science’ in the 
linguistic mentality of that time. As evi-
denced from relationships and contexts, 
the linguistic mentality clearly shows its 
connection with the internal form of the 
lexeme science since science is ‘what one 
gets accustomed to’. Long before moder-
nity, science was identified with the 
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Christian faith; indeed, new knowledge 
emerged because of the development of 
education and schools in the late 16th–
early 17th century. The conceptual core 
of the notion ‘science’ is ‘teaching’, 
‘Christianity’, and ‘secular school sub-
ject’, including such concepts as ‘lecture’, 
‘study text’, ‘guideline(s)’; the emotive 
core is characterized by such concepts as 
‘social value’, ‘benefit’, while the imagi-
nary core is determined by a metaphor-
ical association of sciences with plants. 
The spread of Protestantism caused 
changes in the emotive core of the con-
cept. The understanding of social value 
absorbed therefore the pragmatics of 
benefit in the intellectual sphere. At the 
same time, the imaginary core was 
shaped by the metaphorical association 
sciences – garden (Naienko 2012).

All the above allows us to treat the text 
of the Dioptra in the light of the contem-
poraneous scientific discourse. In this pa-
per I explore the use of literary languages 
in scientific texts extant from the 17th–
18th centuries and demonstrate function-
al differences between Church Slavonic 
and Ruthenian (the prostaja mova) in dif-
ferent types of texts. Orthographic and 
graphic peculiarities of the text are ana-
lyzed here from the point of view of the 
influence of Ruthenian and other vernac-
ulars used in the territories of the Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania. My working hypoth-
esis is that exactly this kind of influence 
tended to determine the nature of the local 
recension of Church Slavonic. The last sec-
tion of this paper deals with the analysis 
of major features of the world view of Vi-
talij as reflected in the Dioptra.

sCientifiC teXts anD literary language 
in tHe miDDle ukrainian PerioD

Plurilingualism was a typical feature 
of the development of languages, includ-
ing Slavic, spoken in Europe in the mid-
dle period (Tkachenko 2011: 132). The 
state of plurilingualism in the Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania has been actively 
discussed in sociolinguistic terms (e.g., 
Danylenko 2011, 2017) and as part of the 
contemporaneous multiculturalism 
(Khomenko 2012: 463). The unprecedent-
ed revival of Church Slavonic began in 
the late 15th century in the Kovel’ circle 
of Prince Andrej Kurbskij and was taken 
over by the Ostrih circle of intellectuals 
supported by Prince Constantine of Os-
trih in 1580. According to Shevelov 
(1979: 567), that was the response of the 

Ukrainian clerical intelligentsia to Polish 
claims on the superiority of Latin; in fact, 
Church Slavonic was revived as a con-
tinuator, in its mission and its structure 
of Greek and as a common patrimony of 
all the Orthodox Slavs.

Leaving aside the Polish- and Latin-
language scientific discourse (Vakulen-
ko 2008, 2011), the distribution of literary 
languages in accordance with their func-
tions can be tentatively explicated in the 
following way: Church Slavonic was pri-
marily used in translations, original 
philosophical works, and grammars, 
Ruthenian was preferred in polemical 
works and translations of scientific works 
belonging to natural sciences. The distri-
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bution can be expanded with the help of 
Ruthenian in explanations by Lavrentij 
Zizanij in his Hrammatyka slovenska (Vil-
na, 1596) and examples found in Meletij 
Smotryc’kyj’s Hrammatiki Slavenskię pra
vil noe sintagma (Vevis, 1618). In 1618, 
Kyrylo Trankvillion-Stavrovec’kyj pub-
lished his Zercalo Bohoslovija in Ruthe-
nian by merging philosophical compo-
nents with natural science. The 1645 
short catechism by Petro Mohyla and 
Isaja Troxymovyč-Kozlov s’kyj is exem-
plary from the point of view of the use 
of Ruthenian in explaining philosophical 
and theological concepts.

Some external factors, in particular 
the use of Latin as a language of instruc-
tion, put a halt to the introduction of 
Ruthenian into schooling. To some ex-
tent, the foundation of the Kyivan Mo-
hyla College (Collegium Kijoviense Mo-
hileanum) heralded a transition from the 
so-called “Greek-Slavonic” period to the 
“Latin-Slavonic” one in the cultural life 
of Ukrainians (Vakulenko 2004: 549). 
Church Slavonic translations of John of 
Damascus, especially those linked to the 
circle of Prince Andrej Kurbskij, were 
part of the curriculum at the Kyivan Mo-
hyla College. Petro Mohyla, metropolitan 
of Kyiv, is known to have used one of the 
witnesses of the Bohoslovije and Dialetyka. 
Later, Ioannykij Galjatovskij made use of 
the Lohika by John of Damascus and 
structured one of the sermons in his Ključ 
razumenija (1659) in accordance with the 
list of Aristotle’s categories. 

In the second part of the 18th century, 
when scientific research was centered at 
the educational institutions, at the Kyi-
van Mohyla College, treaties were writ-

ten in Latin while scientific genres were 
composed in Church Slavonic. The latter 
group of works is best represented by the 
Synopsis or, A Short Collection (1674, 1678, 
and 1680) and Man’s Peace with God 
(1669) by Innokentij Gizel; one can also 
add a series of popular theological texts 
authored by Teodosij Safonovyč, Josyf 
Šumljans’kyj, and others. However, the 
sociolinguistic situation in Russian-ruled 
Ukraine in the 18th century drastically 
changed as a result of heavy linguistic 
Russiafication in the years 1720–1790s 
(Danylenko, Naienko 2019: 24). 

During the Middle Ukrainian period, 
philosophical courses were commonly 
prepared in Latin. The trilingual publica-
tion of Myxajlo Kozačyns’kyj’s Aristotle’s 
Philosophy in Latin, Polish, and Church 
Slavonic was an exception. It is not either 
accidental that the author had his work 
printed in L’viv in order to avoid pos-
sible censorship by the Russian authori-
ties (Vakulenko 2004: 551).

Called by Dmytro Čyževs’kyj “an in-
complete nation”, Ukrainians did not 
have full-fledged literature in the major-
ity of fields. Due to a lack of educational 
institutions and scientific-theoretical out-
put, outdated manuscripts were circulat-
ing instead. In the 18th century, transla-
tions set an outside model, a matrix for 
textual creativity, which served as a driv-
ing force behind the development of sci-
entific language. It is sufficient to mention 
literature of practical purpose, translated 
from Polish, as well as textbooks and trea-
ties translated from Russian. Save for the 
works authored by Hryhorij Skovoroda, 
there was no original scientific output at 
that time (Naienko 2013: 67–86).
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We take into consideration different 
recensions of Church Slavonic based on 
graphic and phonetic-orthographic 
traits of the corresponding texts (Keipert 
2017: 37). We treat orthographic pecu-
liarities of the Dioptra as a result of the 
interrelation between Church Slavonic 
and Ruthenian and the influence of ver-
naculars on the written norm of Church 
Slavonic.

The bulk of features of the Church 
Slavonic of the Dioptra is linked to re-
flexes of older East Slavic phenomena as 
attested in North Ukrainian. Such fea-
tures are shared by some southern Be-
larusian dialects (Moisiienko, Nika 2013: 
15). Among them one can name dispala-
talization of consonants as in съгараетъ, 
ɷ(л)таръ (D: 15), въ высочайшомъ, нежели 
въ нижайшомъ сану (19); мачосѣ (44v), 
божой (53r), помощъ (13v), червъ (27), 

скорбъ (45r), цр̃ковъ (48), the so-called 
akannja, e.g., помагаетъ (68v), съгараетъ 
(68v), cf. hyperistic spelling in полаты 
‘chambers’ (72), е instead of *ę as in 
паме(т)ки год(ъ)ный (2). All these fea-
tures match those which constitute the 
so-called Polissian standard of Ruthenian 
in the 14th–16th centuries (Danylenko 
2006, 2011: 149–150), cf. (Moisienko 2016: 
33–122; Nika 2020: 68–69).

Some rarely attested reflexes can also 
be viewed as Ukrainian such as the 
change ѣ > [i] in растицаем(ъ)сѧ (55v), 
аще бы ра(з)смотрилъ (57), процвите 
добродѣтель (83), не процвисти (83), 
пращати ɷбѣди (27r), and the confusion 
of the letters <и> –  <ы> which reflects 
the Ukrainian sound  [ẏ]: лукавїи, 
лукавыи (10v), похвалѧеми (11v), агг̃ли 
(17), въспрїймеши (17v), раби (nom.pl.) 
(30), зиблющеесѧ (74). 

ukrainian features of tHe CHurCH slavoniC 
of tHe DIOPTRA

vitalij’s outPut anD tHe PHilosoPHiCal DisCourse 
in tHe 17tH–18tH Centuries

Vitalij’s Dioptra is commonly viewed 
as part of the conservative philosophical 
trend typical of the late 16th–early 17th 
centuries, according to which salvation 
could be achieved through paucity, rejec-
tion of secular temptations, self-humili-
ation. Vitalij’s religious and philosophi-
cal ideas, connected with the circle of 
Ostrih, were close to those of Ivan Vy-
šens’kyj (c.1550–1620) and Isaija Ko-
pyns’kyj (d. 1640).

The Dioptra was discovered by the 
Ukrainian scholar Volodymyr Peretc 

(Peretc 1911: 24-25). Today we have at 
our disposal a possible original – the 
1604 codex, which was described by Per-
etc, and several old publications of this 
work going back to 1612 (Vevis), 1651 
and 1654 (Kutejn), 1698 (Mohyliv). Re-
markably, this work was mentioned by 
Ivan Vyšens’kyj and Zaxarija Kopy sten-
s’kyj who in his Palinode extolled the 
piety of Vitalij (Mytsko 2019: 77–81; 
Naienko 2011).

Ivan Franko assessed Vitalij’s poetry 
rather skeptically (Franko 1981: 158, 164, 
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172), although modern scholars treat his 
literary output in a more objective way, 
while emphasizing the baroques features 
of his poems (Borysenko 2008: 9; Krysa 
2017). Vitalij treated his own work as 
mere translation or compilation. How-
ever, today we have not yet a compre-
hensive study of his writings.

While stressing the relationship be-
tween the Ukrainian religion and Protes-
tantism, Leonid Uškalov heeded the sig-
nificance of Vitalij’s work from the point 
of view of the continuity of the philo-
sophical tradition. To adduce a few ex-
amples, Symon Todors’kyj, who was a 
teacher of Hryhorij Skovoroda, translated 
protestant spiritual poetry and the major 

work, The True Christianity, by the Lu-
theran theologian Johann Arndt; Semen 
Hamalija translated works of the German 
Christian mystic Jakob Böhme; remark-
ably, the German protestants published 
three times Theophan Prokopovyč’s 
Christianae Orthodoxae Theologiae. At the 
library of the Kyivan Mohyla Academy 
they held a copy of Jakob Böhme’s Miste
rium Theologiae, while August Hermann 
Francke, the leader of the pietists at Halle, 
had a copy of Vitalij’s Dioptra (Ushkalov 
2012: 23). Symon Todors’kyj could be fa-
miliar with the Dioptra which, reprinted 
several times, was very close to the Ger-
man pietist beliefs about sin and redemp-
tion, piety and moral improvement. 

tHe Central Question(s) of PHilosoPHy

The moralizing and instructive cul-
ture produced texts whose deep sense 
was hidden behind the façade of literal 
meaning (Popovych 2001: 196). Corre-
spondingly, the understanding of philo-
sophical ideas was dependent on the 
comprehension of philosophy as a kind 
of art. The prominent place among oth-
er scholarly problems was held by the 
concept of self-knowledge. This Delphi 
principle, according to which a man 
becomes aware of his mortality, was 
further developed in Christianity, name-
ly, perception in your own soul of all 
what can be a result of mistakes, weak-
nesses, and lapses from virtue (Fuko 
2007: 16, 456).

The aforementioned principle is 
found at the top of epistemic values in 
the theology of Vitalij, according to 
whom, 

„most important was self-discovery; deep 
respect and love were more harmful than 
haste; also, persecution was useful inas-
much it tended to subdue a man, make 
him to understand himself; this is why 
love blinded you and made you not to 
know yourself“ (D: 48).

Self-knowledge is more important 
than the secular science since it leads a 
man to truth:

„The Christian wisdom lies in a true self-
knowledge. In comparison with this wis-
dom any learning is a lack of knowledge 
[…] More important is one single bit of the 
Christian wisdom rather than the vast sea 
of the wisdom of this world: a true wisdom 
is the utmost destruction of oneself. The 
more you know, the more ignorant and 
dead you are in this world“ (D: 43v–44).

The only way to become close to God 
is the following:
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„The more you know yourself, the better 
you know God […] By applying self-
knowledge you will become obedient, 
and you will be afraid of God in this way 
since fear of God is the beginning of wis-
dom. It befits you to begin with self-
knowledge“ (D: 139v).

These processes are interconnected: 
„Open your eyes and learn that from the 
knowledge of God you follow an in-
stance of self-knowledge“ (D: 142v). The 
way of knowing yourself is based on the 
cognizance of your weaknesses, foibles, 
and an ultimate victory over yourself:

„In work, freedom and power of a good 
man can be realized in a victory over him-
self. Whether you wish to obtain more 
power, control yourself, and this is what 
the wisdom says. If you gain a perfect 

victory over yourself, then you will 
achieve everything“ […] (D: 138–138v).

Interestingly, the concept of the hu-
man’s two natures is presented by Vi-
talij metaphorically: 

„For the sake of this, the Apostle gave them 
various names, by naming one the spirit, 
and the other the flesh, one the mind, the 
other the body, one the law of mind, the 
other the law of body“ […] (D: 138).

As evidenced in his writings, Vitalij 
used to explain concepts of his theology 
with the help of metaphors. One can 
concur with the scholars who argue that 
conceptual metaphors are primarily used 
in the process of reasoning and behavior 
(Arutiunova 1998: 375–380; Riabtseva 
2005: 525).

ConClusions

Overall, the Dioptra proved to be very 
popular in the 17th century and later. The 
significance of the author’s philosophical 
ideas was the reason behind several re-
prints of this work until the 18th century.

Speaking in linguistic terms, the 
choice of Church Slavonic in the philo-
sophical discourse in the early 17th cen-
tury, in particular for the Dioptra, was 
quite natural since this language was 

used as a token of Slavia Orthodoxa as 
compared with the Latin language in 
Slavia Latina (Picchio 1984). The Ukrai-
nian recension of Church Slavonic as 
used in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania 
was influenced by Ruthenian and, re-
markably, North Ukrainian. The influ-
ence of Ruthenian, Latin, and Greek, in 
the morphosyntax and vocabulary in the 
Dioptra warrants further research. 
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