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incense. The Orthodox Church is a Church of tradition, and the presence and
use of icons in the Orthodox Church is a reflection of this tradition.

The word ICON comes from the Greek word EIKONA, meaning image. In its broad-
est sense an icon is any representation of a sacred personage, produced in many media
and sizes. In the narrower sense it refers to a devotional painted wooden panel.

The icon is the result of the synthesis of three different cultures: Greek, Roman
and Christian. The technique of Byzantine art has traveled beyond the frontiers of
the Empire, having a profound influence on the development of art especially in the
Slavic nations.

Christian art first appeared in the catacombs which were underground rock-cut
burial places widely spread up to the 6th Century. Although the catacombs were not the
prerogative of any particular religious group and were widely spread geographically,
they are commonly associated with Christianity. The largest body of catacombs was
discovered in Rome. Starting with the 3rd Century Roman Christians buried their dead
in extramural subterranean tombs composed of networks of corridors and cubicles of
various sizes. Some of the tombs were decorated with a painted or carved inscription
identifying the occupant, while other images included scenes from the Old Testament.
The images in the catacombs are simple, made with few brush strokes and a narrow
range of colors. Subjects range from Christ carrying a lamb to three young men praising
God from the fiery furnace, to the raising of Lazarus, to the Eucharistic meal. During
the time when Christianity became tolerated, the decorations of the catacombs became
quite elaborate. The Roman catacombs ceased to be used for burial in the 6th Century.

@HE Orthodox Church is inconceivable without icons, lit candles and burning
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The art of the catacombs was a teaching art. Pagan symbols that already existed
were used by Christians along with new ones that they invented. For example: the
ship represented the Church and also represented prosperity, while the peacock,
the dove, and the palm tree were representations of Paradise. The adoration of the
Wise Men represented the admission of pagans to the faith, and the multiplication of
breads was the symbol of the Eucharistic banquet; the vine symbolized the mystery
of God’s grace for the baptized. What could not be openly expressed by Christians,
because of the fears of persecution, was portrayed in a symbolic language, a secret
code used by believers in a hostile world: This secret symbolism of the images in the
catacombs was progressively taught to the catechumens. The catacombs bear witness
that wherever Christians gathered, they created a visual environment to remind them
of the Kingdom of God and help them pray.

The most wide spread symbol used, that appeared in the 2nd Century is the fish.
A sign used in antiquity to represent fecundity and later, in Roman times, eroticism,
the fish became a condensed form of the Creed: the word fish in Greek is composed
of five letters forming an acrostic abbreviating the dictum: lesous Christos Theou Yios
Soter; translated into English, it means: Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior.

When Christianity was no longer a forbidden religion, Christian art left the cata-
combs along with the pagan symbols and moved rapidly and vigorously into creating
its own art, its own form of expression. After the victory of Emperor Constantine over
Maxentius in 312, Christianity is recognized as a state religion. With emperors now
joining Christianity, it led to massive conversions. Constantine the Great, imitated by
many others, commanded the construction of many beautifully designed and decorat-
ed churches. Indifferent to art until now, the Church becomes the strongest propagator
of artistic expression, both in architecture and in image representations. Having great
wealth coming from the state and also from the princes themselves, the Church has the
opportunity to create and develop a separate form of art: Christian art.

In the year 330 Constantinople becomes the imperial capital. In the centuries that
follow it was to become the holy city that harmonized the profane with the sacred. In
the 4th Century we find that Christ is no longer portrayed as a philosopher, but as the
Master of the Universe; a new and strong bond is now being formed between State
and Church, where Christ is the Sovereign of the Christian world and the Emperor is
His representative on earth.
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Byzantium was the cross road between East and West, and included the entire Medi-
terranean basin. It had its capital at Constantinople, the meeting point of Europe and
Asia. Though well attached to the political and social institutions of the Later Roman
Empire, it evolved the new ecumenical religion — Christianity — spoke the Greek lan-
guage and adopted Greek education. Justinian I (527-565), the last of the great Roman
emperors, wanted to achieve political and religious unity in the Empire. His reign was
called “The Golden Age.” An age of high spirituality and artistic genius.

The works of Byzantine art are the products of deeply held beliefs and piety, cre-
ated for the most part by anonymous artists, reflecting the decorum of the Kingdom
of Heaven. Through their structure and unchangeable principles, they give tangible
form to the conception of the divine as received by the Orthodox doctrine. Byzantine
artists were not simple copyists of the past; they had their own traditions, values
and ideals. They lived in an environment that had political and institutional continu-
ity with the past, and while the Western European states established themselves on
the ruins of the Roman Empire, Byzantium was itself the Roman Empire. Also, the
Byzantine society and culture was linked to ancient Greece. Byzantine language was
closest to classical and post-classical Greek. The literature of classical Greece, of the
Hellenistic world, and that of the Fathers of the Church, was accessible to the Byzan-
tines, and through its literature, they absorbed the ideas and the values it expressed.

The series of the works of art in Byzantium started with great masterpieces, such
as the churches of Saint Sophia, Saint Irene and Saints Sergius and Bacchus in Con-
stantinople, dating from the middle of the 6th Century, and attributed to the Emperor
Justinian and his wife Theodora, while on the other side of the Mediterranean basin,
in Ravenna, Italy we find the most impressive series of mural mosaics dating from
the 5th and 6th Centuries; the mosaics dating from the 5th Century are found in the
mausoleum of Gala Placidia, a Roman Empress, and the Orthodox Baptistery; the
mosaics in the church of Saint Appolinaris the New, Saint Vitale, and Saint Appoli-
naris in Classe, as well as the Baptisterium of the Arians, date from the 6th Century,
with some additions from the 7th.

The influence of the Byzantine art is found also in the Eastern parts of the Empire,
as far as Egypt. In the monastery of St. Catherine, in the desert of Sinai, we find the
same style of mosaic decorations as in the other corners of the Empire. There is also
a series of icons painted on wood in encaustic (a method using melted wax in which
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coloring pigments are mixed) that have been preserved in Sinai, some of them also
found now in the Kiev Museum and the church of Santa Maria Nova (Saint Mary
the New) in Rome. These are certainly the images that shed light on the origins of
the paintings on wood that will develop extensively in the 9th Century and beyond.
It is uncertain that these icons were painted in Sinai; it is more likely that they were
brought there and the fact that they survived is due to the remote location of St. Cath-
erine’s Monastery and also to the respect that the Muslims have for the monastery,
therefore sparing it destruction. From Byzantium this kind of pictorial art will travel
also to what is known today as Russia.

By the 7th Century Egypt and Syria do not belong anymore to the Empire. We are
entering now the dark ages of the Byzantine era, a period that will last almost two
centuries: from the time of the Emperor Heracles (611 to 641) to Emperor Justinian II
(685 to 711), a period of fierce wars against Islam, the Slavs and the Bulgarians.

Two iconoclastic periods mark the history and life of the Church. The first period of
condemnation of icons as symbols of idolatry started with the reign of Emperor Leo
III, or Leo Isaurian (717-741). Rejecting any representation of Christ and His saints,
Emperor Leo III felt that such images should not be objects of veneration. The Council
of 754 which convened in Hiereia, near Constantinople, agreed to a formal condem-
nation of the cult. It denied that the mystery of Christ included both His divinity and
humanity. During this time, painting as an art, was never completely abandoned,
with the exception of sacred art. Sacred art has been destroyed and desecrated by the
iconoclasts, and profane art has been destroyed and desecrated by their adversaries.
Two successors to the throne of Leo III, Constantine (780-797) and Irene (797-802),
guided by Patriarch Tarasius, convened the Second Council that took place in Nicea,
in 787 — more precisely, the Seventh Ecumenical Council — where the iconophiles
vehemently defended the cult of the icons and their victory prompted the restoration
of the cult.

The Church was thrown once again into disarray with the coming to the throne
of Emperor Leo the Armenian (813-820), by giving rise to the second wave of war
against the holy images. Leo was succeeded by Michael Amorias and Michael was
succeeded by Theophilus (829-842). With the help of Patriarch Antony I Kassymatas
he restored iconoclasm by prohibiting all painted images, and any aid to iconodules.
After his death in 842 in Constantinople, his wife Theodora served as regent for their
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son Michael III. She was a devout iconophile, faithfully venerating icons despite the
disapproval of her late husband. She managed to secure the release from prison of
painter Lazarus, and in 843 she consented to the restoration of the icons. She is quoted
to say: “If for love’s sake, anyone does not kiss and venerate these images in a relative manner,
not worshiping them as gods but as images of their archetypes, let him be anathema!” For her
role in the triumph of Orthodoxy she is commemorated on March 11(the First Sunday
of Great Lent in 843). To this day, the First Sunday of Great Lent is dedicated to the
restoration of the holy icons by Emperor Michael III and his mother Theodora, and
the triumph over all heresies of Orthodoxy.

The theologian who defended the use of icons in Christian worship was St. John of
Damascus. In his treatise “On the Divine Images” he writes: “If we’ve made an image
of the invisible God, we would certainly be in error... but we do not do anything of the kind;
we do not err, in fact we make the image of God incarnate Who appeared on earth in the flesh,
Who in His ineffable goodness, lived with men and assumed the nature, the volume and the
color the flesh.”

The return to the art of sacred images, after a long and difficult struggle, meant the
return to old practices; the images of Christ and of all the saints are now officially pro-
claimed by the victorious Church as having divine powers and their contemplation as
necessary for our salvation. Charged by this new religious function, all paintings with
a religious subject placed in the shade all other art representations.

After 843, Cappadocia became an important center for sacred art. The region, de-
veloped in the 4th Century by St. Basil as a center for monastic life, blossomed with
hundreds of churches. Many of them were rediscovered at the beginning of the 20th
Century. These churches present a great variety of themes and styles, the majority of
them dating from the 11th and 12th Centuries. Not only did art flourish during this
time, but theology as well. Unfortunately, the Crusaders’ invasion provoked by the
Venetians in 1204, as well as the plundering of Constantinople, depleted the Byzan-
tine Empire of its material resources and its moral strength. The fall of Constanti-
nople to the Turks in 1453, and the invasion of the Balkans, marks the end of a most
glorious and prestigious epoch in history. The Turks, in their wake, transformed the
most beautiful churches into mosques.

A second period in the development of Byzantine art is the one after the 9th Cen-
tury. At this time, we find a new and different type of Byzantine painting style that
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is not as close to the art that is developing in the other parts of the world. The gap
between East and West and Middle East is starting to widen. Byzantine influence is
starting to decrease.

The mural mosaics are without any doubt, the most important and the peak of
Byzantine art of all ages. A new art form is developing however, and that is the art
of the fresco — the fresco is a mural painting, on a specially prepared plaster mate-
rial. A totally different technique than the mosaic, the fresco allowed the artist more
tlexibility and more creative detailing. Just as mosaic, the fresco was used mostly to
decorate the churches. The most archaic and extensive fresco of such kind is found in
Cappadocia. Others, of more rustic themes are found in Greece, Cyprus, Serbia, Rus-
sia, even Bulgaria. Many are still preserved also in Constantinople.

Along with the frescos, beginning with the 9th Century we find also that the Byz-
antine piety is influencing greatly the development of small scale pieces, icons paint-
ed on wood. Icon shops start to exist now, mostly in the monasteries.

In St. John of Damascus” work we find also his argument in favor of painted icons:
“Since the invisible One became visible by taking on flesh, you can fashion the image of Him
whom you saw. Since He who has neither body nor form nor quantity nor quality, Who goes
beyond all grandeur by the excellence of His nature, He, being of divine nature, took on the
condition of slave and reduced himself to quantity and quality by clothing himself in human
features. Therefore paint on wood and present for contemplation Him who desired to become
visible.”
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tCONOGRAPHY Of 'T'HE 1COH

As we have seen so far, in all ages and in all cultures the icon is not nearly a piece of art,
but an aid to worship, and an instrument for the transmission of Christian tradition and
taith. The Holy Spirit speaks to men through icons. Anywhere an icon is placed (except
maybe in a museum) a place of worship and prayer is set, because the icon is not an end
in itself, but a window through which we look with our physical eyes at the Kingdom of
Heaven and the realm of spiritual experience. It is important to remember thus that the
icon is concerned only with the sacred; the icon is theology in images and color. In the
words of L. Ouspensky Christianity is the Word of —God expressed in images: “Christi-
anity is the revelation not only of the Word of God but also of the Image of God, in which His Like-
ness is revealed. This godlike image is the distinctive feature of the New Testament, being the visible
witness of the deification of man. The ways of iconography, as means of expressing what regards the
Deity are here the same as the ways of theology. The task of both alike is to express that which can-
not be expressed by human means, since such expression will always be imperfect and insufficient.
There are no words, nor colors nor lines, which could represent the kingdom of God as we represent
and describe our world. Both theology and iconography are faced with a problem which is abso-
lutely insoluble — to express by means belonging to the created world that which is infinitely above
the creature. On this plane there are no successes, for the subject itself is beyond comprehension and
no matter how lofty in content and beautiful an icon may be it cannot be perfect, just as no word
or image can be perfect. In this case, both theology and iconography are always a failure; for this
value results from the fact that both theology and iconography reach the limit of human possibilities
and prove insufficient. Therefore the methods used by iconography for pointing to the Kingdom of
God can only be figurative, symbolical, like the language of the parables in the Holy Scripture.” (L.
Ouspensky and V. Lossky, The Meaning of icons, SVS Press, 1989, pp 48-49).

For the Orthodox Christian the icon is not an aesthetic object, or an object of study; it
is “living art” if we can call it such. It is meant to transfigure and to inspire the person
to prayer and contemplation. Leonid Ouspensky says: “Just as the teaching concerning the
purpose of Christian life — the deification of man — continues to exist, so the dogmatic teaching
concerning the icon continues to exist and live in the Divine services of the Orthodox Church....
For an Orthodox man of our times an icon, whether ancient or modern, is not an object of aesthetic
admiration” (L. Ouspensky and V. Lossky, The Meaning of icons, SVS Press, 1989, pp 49).
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The first icon, the MANDYLION or The Holy Napkin, sometimes called “Made
without hands” is said not only to have been an authentic likeness of Christ, but one
which Christ Himself willingly produced. It was thus often cited both as proof of the re-
ality of His Incarnation — as it had been in contact with His body — and as justification
for the iconophile position that Christ Himself has endorsed the making of His image.

The existence of The Holy Napkin is first mentioned in the 6th Century. Accord-
ing to one story, Abgar V the Black, king of Edessa (capital of the Turkish province of
Oshroene, important Christian and commercial center of the Islamic world until the
13th Century) had fallen ill and begged Christ to come and cure him. Instead of going
to visit Abgar, Christ sent him a towel that He had pressed against His face and that
retained the impression of His features. Upon receiving the towel the King was miracu-
lously cured. The image was lost and then rediscovered and it remained in Edesa. In
the year 944 Edesa was sieged and the Holy Napkin was demanded as a condition for
withdrawal. It was then carried in procession to Constantinople, where it was placed in
the Sultan’s chapel in the Great Palace. The event is celebrated annually on August 16.
Later it is said to have been purchased by King Louis IX of France, in 1247, and taken to
Paris and placed in St. Chapelle. It disappeared during the French Revolution.

The features of Christ’s face on the Holy Napkin are those of the Pantocrator. It is
not a bust because it only shows the head and part of the neck; no shoulders are seen.
The face is painted as though it is imprinted on a horizontal fringed strip of white
cloth, hence the name “napkin.” The earliest surviving example is said to date from
the 10th Century and it is at St. Catherine Monastery in Sinai. This icon has no fixed
place in the decoration of a church.

The image of the Holy Napkin was also known in the West under the name of The
Veil of Veronica. The Veronica story is similar to that of King Abgar: Veronica was a
woman who comforted Jesus as He was bearing the cross on the way to Golgotha. She
offered Him a piece of cloth to wipe the blood and sweat off His face; later she found
that she received a “miraculous image. A building along Via Dolorosa in Jerusalem as-
sociated with Veronica is today the home of a community of sisters called “The Little
Sisters of Jesus.”

379



¥ - 53

HEXg, 2% X% (MANDYLION) , sEFifg, simfE “dEANF
FIER R, mt, EAMUNERBELREG, mH, B2EERE
B 7E. W, EESGIH, BIEAEERCOVA SR, HAEYE 5
B SR Tk, WAAAE N G SRR IS R e e, RN B R
FEBARN SN A E B G RHIAE.

BB EFWHWAAE, 2T a6t a e,  #EAE— ik
WF, BB (Edessa, T HHATH BB K {Oshroenel K1 HF, HZR 131
g, eHbe iy = R P E BRSO SR G) E TR A I (Ab-
gar) FLtAENR T, MiERIBE AR AMIGH . S EE LFFE WA, 0
W—%EMEE TR L, B0 mmERaE, JRRIXFEMES 7AMN.
—Ug BB, EERRMATLHRZER T XNEEEBRE, FEHRENR
W, MR EYD . 9444F, HEV BRI, RESAAE TR NHRE 2
THROB MM SO/, EHEZEZE2H LH T & (Constantinople)
, BEAEREBRTPWBFIALFEEAN. BERSHILI6S, AMIEREMX —H
o )5, MUETHERBE T 2 L KE, E12474F, B8,
FH4 2 AE AL FE % (Sainte-Chapelle) H . VEE KEATHHRER T .

ZFH LR B A RER [ 2R 58] (Pantocrator) 7_b 13 H
HWREMAER . EAR— N EEE, HRAERZEMW VLMD, F
ANBNXUE o Ath B0 4% 18 753 475 e R B 7R —5k-~PEI . ALK A A
b, mAEL CFT o R TR EFEARE AT LB R 104, 18
FAR P E B IE R . ARSI, XA AR IERE [ AL &

V)T, EFMH LGB U4ER JERFTHZ (Veil of Veronica) 1IX/~4
FME%. 428+~ (Veronica) M= 58040 E s HMHLL: 428
REBRHERE & T F A% %M (Golgotha) MIIEH XS T =B —4
4. Wheh 7 HR SRk — Ak g 5 B i s fyt oK, 2 )5, R, Whis
BT —A “phEMEE” o EHEEEEOA K2 B (ViaDolorosa) & I4,

(LA



(RMTIE TS —— T TTL

The Nativity of
Our Lord (Christmas)

FlEA (F38)




()

=

© g

. %
£ ESEE
g8z
S S& ST
Ld
o = 2 -
huhma
E6ESY
~




