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How to View Icons: an Orthodox Theological
View
CLEMENA ANTONOVA
The term ‘icon’ is most commonly used with respect to religious
images done in the Byzantine style. This umbrella term includes not
only the art of the Byzantine Empire, but also post-Byzantine art, as
well as art, done in the Byzantine manner, outside Byzantium even
before the fall of Constantinople to the Ottomans. In other words,
besides Byzantine art proper, what we are concerned with includes
both what the Romanian scholar Nicolae Iorga has called ‘Byzance
après Byzance’,1 referring to the continued production of art,
following the Byzantine tradition, after 1453, and the adoption of
Byzantine forms during the Middle Ages within the territories
comprising the ‘Byzantine Commonwealth’2 (the Balkans, Romania,
and Russia), as well as outside the Eastern Orthodox world, as in the
maniera greca, which was at its height in thirteenth-century Italian
art.3
The question that this paper poses is: How to view icons? or: What
kind of viewing experience does the icon presuppose? It is, of course,
possible to view icons as secularized works of art, which provide us
with a pleasurable aesthetic experience. Indeed, people do it all the
time. Art historians analyse icons in terms of composition, colour
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scheme, patterns of light, etc., and place them within a certain time
and stylistic period. A growing number of exhibitions of icons are
shown all over world, which attract massive numbers of visitors ready
to admire the art of the icon. At the same time, one frequently has the
suspicion that while such an aesthetic experience no doubt has its
value, it misses something important about the original function of the
icon. A hint of this ‘something’ is captured by the tendency to refer to
such images as ‘icons’ rather than simply as ‘pictures’.
This paper will consider the experience that the icon offers from an
Eastern Orthodox perspective. It will be shown that the enormous
importance of the icon in Eastern Orthodoxy is defensible in very
concrete theological terms. The religious image is, firstly, a container
of presence and, therefore, a visual confirmation of the Incarnation.
Secondly, it provides a visual-religious experience which is nothing
less than a stage on man’s road to theosis (deification). This process is
best illustrated through the icon of Christ. Standing before it, the
believer faces his God who is present, in some way, in this image.
The visual encounter with Christ opens the opportunity for union with
God, which is the ultimate goal of theosis. Human beings can take
advantage of this opportunity through their own effort and through the
grace of God. Finally, one encounters a kind of paradox, as the
moment of union is also a state beyond vision. It is significant,
however, that the state beyond vision passes through visual
experience. If this interpretation is accepted, one can understand much
better the importance of the task of the iconographer, while the viewer
of an icon can recapture something of the sense of spiritual
consolation and hope that icons have brought to believers over the
centuries.
The Icon as a Container of Presence in Orthodox Theology
Nowadays, we are mostly used to seeing icons in museums and in
exhibition catalogues. The setting of the art gallery and the museum
naturally presupposes the aesthetic attitude of viewing images and
objects of art. At the same time, there is the vague sense that there is
something specific about the religious image that distinguishes it from
other works of art. The point is pushed forth further when we notice
visitors praying before icons exhibited in museums, thus disrupting

the very expectation on which a museum is founded and so blurring
the boundary between a museum and a church. Why is it that some
visitors to the Tretyakov Gallery in Moscow take a prayerful, rather
than a purely aesthetic, attitude before Andrey Rublev’s Old
Testament Trinity icon? Why is it that every time I have been to the
Byzantine Museum in Thessaloniki I come across people praying and
crossing themselves before the icons displayed there? It seems to me
that there is an aspect of the icon that is sustained over and above the
context in which it is presented. I believe that this aspect has a lot to
do with the belief in the image as a container of the presence of the
figure represented. The notion that images disclose presence, or what
Gadamer has called ‘picture magic’,4 occurs in many intellectual and
religious traditions but it is particularly important for a well-defined
strand of Eastern Orthodox thought which is concerned with the
theology of the image.
Byzantine theology of the image was worked out during the
Iconoclastic Controversy (726-787, the so-called First Iconoclastic
period and 814-843, the Second Iconoclastic period). In many ways, it
addresses problems which had been in the centre of attention already
in the early Christian period.5 An idea that runs throughout the
theology of the image is that the icon contains the ‘real presence’ of
the person represented. The term ‘real presence’ is my choice, which I
suggested in an earlier work,6 by drawing an analogy with the dogma
of Real Presence in the Eucharist. In this I follow Jaroslav Pelikan,
who points to the possibility of analysing ‘the implications [of the
nature of Eucharistic presence] for the definition of ‘image’ and for
the use of images’.7 The analogy is based on the idea that in both
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cases – with the Eucharist and with icons – there is, simply speaking,
something present and something absent at the same time. There is a
fundamental difference, though. To use Aristotle’s terminology – as
the Byzantines themselves did – while Real Presence in the Eucharist
is essential (after the consecration, Christ is present in the elements of
the Eucharist in his essence), in the icon the presence is accidental
(Christ is present in his image in his accident or form, but not in his
essence). In other words, the image is similar or homoios to the
prototype, where homoios means ‘the same in quality, but not
according to essence (ousia)’.8
The Christological argument that the Icon-defenders consistently
resorted to claims a role for the image as confirmation of Christ’s
Incarnation. It is on this idea that the salvation of man rests and the
visual bears witness to it. Mankind is saved through Christ’s
consecration of the flesh and the material world. It is the mystery of
God become man that makes it possible for St. John of Damascus to
say: ‘Never will I cease to honour matter which wrought my salvation
[…]. Do not despise matter, for it is not despicable’, ‘God has made
nothing despicable’9 and further, directly referring to the icon:
‘Therefore I boldly draw an image of the invisible God, not as
invisible, but as having become visible for our sakes by partaking of
the flesh and blood. I do not draw an image of the immortal Godhead,
but I paint the image of God who became visible in the flesh’.10 The
text of the Council of Nicaea II (787) reads that ‘this [i.e.,
representational art] is quite in harmony with the history of the spread
of the gospel, as it provides confirmation that the becoming man of
the Word of God was real and not just imaginary and as it brings us a
similar benefit’.11
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There are profound implications to the view that God’s Incarnation
sanctified matter once and for all. To claim that the sacred image
bestows grace would mean to compare it with the sacred word, which
is unquestionably a means of grace and is divinely inspired. As St.
Theodore the Studite said: ‘We should believe that divine grace is
present in the icon of Christ and that it communicates sanctification to
those who draw near with faith’.12 In the words of the modern scholar
Hans Asmussen, ‘whoever has heard the message of the incarnation
of the Word can never again pass by this form, can never again
conceive of Christianity as formless […] Christianity is the Christ’.13
The implication is that religious art is made possible by the
Incarnation. In Leeuw’s opinion, ‘Christian theology does not begin
with the creation, but with the redemption […]. At this point begins
also the theology of the arts’.14
Byzantine theology of the icon became a permanent feature of Eastern
Orthodoxy. To be Christian Orthodox presupposes, almost by
definition, an allegiance to the cult of the holy images. It is, however,
rarely noticed is that there are actually two distinct assertions running
through the theology of the image that was worked out in the eighth
and ninth centuries. On the one hand, word and image are supposed to
have an equal status while, on the other, there is a recurrent
implication that the image can do something that the word cannot and
is a unique form of intuiting the Deity.15 It is the latter idea that seems
to me really interesting and promising. I propose to look at it through
the lens of the visual implications of the Eastern Orthodox doctrine of
theosis.
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The Icon as a Helpmate in the Process of Theosis
For the Orthodox the doctrine of theosis or ‘deification’ is not just an
essential part of their faith but it is, in many ways, the central,
defining feature of this faith.16 It is predicated on Christ’s Incarnation.
In the words of Gregory Nazianzen, ‘it was necessary that man should
be sanctified by the humanity of God’.17 The frequently repeated
formula, first used by St Irenaeus whence it entered the Orthodox
tradition, was that ‘God made Himself man that man might become
God’.18 The later Byzantine tradition, the most influential
representative of which was St Gregory Palamas in the fourteenth
century, drew mainly on Maximus the Confessor, who was himself
inspired by the Cappadocian Fathers, the Macarian Homilies and
Dionysius the Areopagite. The idea at the heart of the doctrine of
theosis is that deification is the goal of humanity. In the words of
Maximus in Epistle 24: ‘For this is why he made us that we might
become partakers of the divine nature and sharers in his eternity, and
that we might appear to be like him through deification through
grace’. In this paper, I will understand theosis in the sense of man’s
union with God. I will suggest that the experience of the believer
before an icon – remember that the icon discloses presence – is a step
on the road to the union between God and man.
Going through the corpus of writings on deification, one cannot help
but notice the preoccupation with vision, seeing, visual perception and
the recurrent leitmotif of light. At the same time, it is clear that what
16
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these writings refer to is neither ordinary human vision nor everyday
light. More than that, there is an insistence that in the process of
theosis man has to strive to go beyond his state of corporeality and his
earth-bound senses, including the sense of vision. In other words,
vision and visuality undoubtedly play an important, but also an
ambiguous role in the literature of theosis. Why does a doctrine of
man’s transcendence of his humanity consistently express itself
through a theology of light and metaphors centred on human vision?
Are these just metaphors or there is a deeper reason that visual
concepts became the appropriate vehicle for the expression of the
theological doctrine under our attention?
The background of the Eastern Orthodox theology of light, especially
in terms of language, is drawn from pagan Platonism and
Neoplatonism. The Platonic tradition, moreover, refers to more
ancient sources, such as the mystery cults.19 In Plato’s Phaedrus, the
philosopher beholding ‘the vision of truth’ is described as ‘ever being
initiated into the perfect mysteries’20. Vision and light are prominent
with the pagan Neoplatonists as well. Union with the One is
frequently described exactly as vision. Plotinus, however, ever aware
of the inadequacies of language, points out that the term ‘vision’ is
imprecise as it implies a duality between the viewer and the viewed
which disappears at the moment of union,21 which, as we know, is the
end of theosis.
The language of light and vision was taken over by Christian
Neoplatonism where it assumed a new importance. If theosis is the
goal of human life, then the question of how one achieves union with
God and likeness to God becomes of primary significance. The simple
answer is that deification is the result of divine-human cooperation. It
can be achieved only through divine grace. At the same time, it is a
gift of God that man, by exercising his free will, can either accept or
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reject.22 Maximus the Confessor insists in his Commentary on the
Lord’s Prayer that ‘the mystery of salvation belongs to those who
choose it, not to those who are compelled by force’.23 On his own
man cannot achieve deification, but God, in his goodness, ‘grants the
power for deification itself’.24 It is here that the importance of visual
images is to be found - God manifests Himself through material,
perceptible objects as a concession to our state. As Dionysius says, ‘it
is by way of perceptible images that we are uplifted as far as we can
be to the contemplation to what is divine’.25 There are, according to
Dionysius, three ways of knowing God – a direct intuition by the
mind, knowledge through intellectual activity, and by way of
contemplation of images provided by the senses. 26 In this sense,
material things are ‘sacred veils’, through which God is known, while,
at the same time, in the process of our ascent to God we are
stimulated to go beyond perceptible objects. The end of man’s ascent
is the ‘truly mysterious darkness of unknowing’,27 but it is necessary
that it goes through material symbols and images that become a
vehicle of theosis.28
In the process of his spiritual and religious development towards
deification, man needs to purify himself of the earthly passions. The
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notion of purification (katharsis) is central to a whole line of
Christian, as well as Platonic, thought. Already the Early Christian
Fathers, such as Clement of Alexandria, spoke of the path to God
which could be walked only by those ‘who have detached themselves
as far as possible from everything human’.29 The need for man to
transcend his corporeal state is recurrent with Dionysius the
Areopagite as well. Dionysius describes ‘the completely divine man’
as one who ‘will not perform what belongs to the flesh except the
things which are the most necessary in accordance with nature’,30 just
as Maximus spoke of Christians as ‘emptying themselves of the
passions’.31
The stage of purification is followed by the stage of illumination or
the vision of God. It is worthwhile noticing that purification, which
implies by definition transcending the earthly senses, including
vision, precedes illumination and is therefore a condition for the
latter. In other words, the stage of illumination is an experience
beyond human vision. The theology of light with St. Dionysius the
Areopagite, Symeon the New Theologian, Gregory Palamas, etc.,
plays on St. Paul’s notion that the blessed would ‘see’ God ‘face to
face’ (1 Cor. 13:12). Here, one is reminded of Plotinus’ remark –
seeing implies a duality between viewed and viewed – while St. Paul
refers to the union that those who are blessed would attain with God.
It appears, that ‘light’, ‘vision’, ‘seeing’ can be very misleading
terms.
How can we describe the ambiguous status of visuality in this agelong intellectual tradition? Ha Poong Kim’s description of ‘seeing
spirituality’ in his To See God, to See the Buddha can be useful for
our purposes. The ‘state of God-awareness’32 is a state of ‘seeing
29
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beyond words and concepts’.33 Vision understood as ‘seeing
spirituality’ is decidedly different from ordinary vision and it
describes a ‘spirituality that seeks unity with the Absolute’.34 Russian
and other Slavic languages, in fact, offer a better terminology than
English in this context. There is ‘umozrenie’, a compound word,
made up of ‘um’ which means ‘mind’ and ‘zrenie’, i.e., ‘vision’, but
also ‘bogozrenie’ literally ‘God-seeing’. On these terms, viewing
icons can be described as a complex visual-religious experience of
‘God-seeing’, which has been made available through God’s grace to
a believer, who has undergone a process of spiritual purification.
Conclusion
This paper offered a theological reading of the viewing experience of
an Orthodox Christian believer before an icon. It was suggested, first,
that what distinguishes this experience from the aesthetic attitude of
formalist, Kantian aesthetics is the awareness of the viewer that the
icon is, in some sense, a container of the presence of the depicted
figure (Christ, the Virgin, or a saint). The Byzantine theology of the
image develops a widely accepted position on the nature of this
presence. Second, the notion of presence in the icon was placed
within the framework of a doctrine which is essential to Orthodoxy,
i.e., theosis or the deification of man. It is the presence of Christ in his
image that opens up the opportunity of a union of man and God,
which is the ultimate aim of theosis. If this interpretation is accepted,
surely, the definition of ‘icon’ that this paper started with needs to be
expanded. Apart from matters of style and chronology that art
historians usually draw attention to, the ‘icon’ is, firstly, a religious
image that contains, in some sense defined by theology, the presence
of the holy figure represented. Secondly, the icon offers a viewing
experience which is a stage on the road to man’s union with God, i.e.,
theosis.35
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