
THE CLASSICAL CRISIS OF ICONOCLASM 
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History is more interesting than fiction. This holds eminently true of the 
history of dogma, provided that this itself is not divorced from the human 
dimension taken as a whole. Ifmodern theology in the West has found the need 
of creating a political theology then this is due to the loss of the kind of 
communitarian theology which makes the core of Eastern theology, the theology 
of vision, which in turn harks back to the iconic consciousness of which we have 
already spoken. If Western theologians like John Baptist Metz have felt the need 
to remedy the situation, it is because the individual himself, and individual 
disciplines in a theology which has become increasingly more specialized and 
divided into new auxiliary disciplines in the wake of the Enlightenment, were 
suffocating for lack of vision of the whole.1 But a good theology need undertake 
no such desperado measures. The history of dogma can also be presented, with 
fully critical means, as the history of the Church's discernment of spirits, and thus 
attain a synthesis between faith and history, without either collapsing the one 
reality into the other, or pitting the one against the other from the start. 

Of course, at a more specialized level, theology should attend to all the 
historical and technical intricacies of disputed issues, while keep living from 
the kind of simple unitive vision enabling the researcher not to lose track of 
the one reality.2 But theology as a whole must be aware of the consequences 
of its ideas. To deny ideas the right to tell a story is like denying colours the 
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right to fonn a picture: both tendencies are iconoclastic and both are widely 
practised in Western theology. And not only in Western theology. Ideas, 
including of course theological ideas, are societies in miniature. They reflect 
society and usually propel it ahead, and at times they even bring about radical 
change. Any living society is bound to have a social significance. In the case 
of iconoclasm the involvement of the state to enforce one policy or another 
was massive. The very study of iconoclasm is in danger of becoming 
iconoclastic, unless it realizes that the ideas at stake are living ideas. Thus, 
certain historians of dogma are wont to lament that the treatise on the Church 
is too juridical, that the communion of saints is forgotten, or mentioned almost 
as an afterthought, as happens in a textbook of dogma still used in many parts 
of the Catholic world: L. Ott, GrundrifJ der Dogmatie The history of the 
classical crisis of iconoclasm must therefore include the example of saints as 
a concrete explicitation of the discernment of spirits which makes of the 
case-history of sinners the story of the Church, and not simply as a sort of 
illustration for the sake of anecdote. 

FIRST PART: THE TWO PHASES OF ICONOCLASM 

In view of this the concrete case-history of iconoclasm is perhaps even 
more instructive for the conclusions which so many have refused to draw from 
it till this day than for those actually drawn. Indeed, should it be true that the 
dialectic of Church history is the discernment of spirits,4 in a positive as well 
as in a negative sense, for the way in which conclusions are drawn from events 
or left undrawn, then we should expect that the classical crisis offers some 
hints as to its own interpretation, as well as to the solution of the crisis as 
recurrent. In the very genns of destruction lies the diagnosis of healing. 

We need not go far in order to fmd an illustration of what we are saying. 
It is often said in Church histories, especially of the summary type, that the 
crisis of iconoclasm started in 726 and ended in 843. This abrupt way of seeing 
things does not square with the facts, if only because the crisis of iconoclasm 

3. (Herder; Freiburg i.Br. 81970) 378-389. 

4. Discernment of spirits means "[t]he special gift of being able to distinguish divine charlsms from 
merely natural or evil influences (ICor 12,10). To decide whether a partiCUlar state of affairs 
comes from the Spirit of God or from the spirit of evil and error (!John 4,1-6), many fathers of 
the church and later authors have devised rules, such as those elaborated by St Ignatius ofLoyola 
(1491-1556) for people doing his Spiritual Exercises" (O'Collins and E.G. Farrugia, A Concise 
Dictionary o/Theology (Paulist Press; New Y orkIMahwah, NJ 1991) 56-57) or a retreat precisely 
in order to be able to discern God's will in a particular situation. 
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is recurrent. According to one estimate, this crisis was only one moment, if 
perhaps the most important moment, in which the constant tension between 
doctrine and image came to the fore in this period.s Certainly, if theology must 
seek its own image every age, as with education, where every generation has 
to think out its programme and cannot simply adopt what has been transmitted, 
then we have, in the crisis of iconoclasm, a constant crisis, re-current as much 
as the crisis of education, but which in its classical case laid down some 
constants and left out some variables. The crisis of iconoclasm will always be 
re-proposed because in it the relationship between image and dogma is put to 
the test through new variables such as new modes of thinking, new societal 
priorities and so forth. At the same time, the crisis of iconoclasm will not 
re-propose afresh everything, it will not be a discernment of spirits ab OVO, 

because some positions were constants and others became constants. This 
means that no future generation should tamper with certain lessons drawn as 
a conclusion of that crisis in the eighth-ninth century, because they now 
appertain to the dogmatic consciousness of the Church. Even then, ample room 
remains for variables, inculturation and dialogue with the world. 

Already the delimitation of the time extent of the crisis forces us to not to 
isolate the crisis. One factor, especially, makes us wary how to lay down the 
terminus a quo and the terminus ad quem. In 691-692 was held the famous 
Quinisext council, also called in Trullo, from the domed hall in the imperial 
palace at Constantinople in which it was held, and whose thirteenth centenary 
we commemorated last year. It gathered with the express intention of 
publishing the canons of the Fifth and Sixth Ecumenical Councils, held 
respectively in Constantinople in 553 and 680/681, whence the name: 
Quinisext. In its 82nd canon this council prohibited depicting Christ, as 
hitherto, in the form of a lamb, considered to be a monophysitic aberration, 
but enjoined instead that from now on Christ had to be depicted in human form. 

So here we have a hint of the iconoclasm that was soon to shake the whole 
Byzantine Empire.6 The date of 726, when Emperor Leo III ordered that the 
Christ-icon on the Chalce gate of the imperial palace be removed, cannot be 
an absolute flrst. Still earlier, for example, was Caliph Yazid II's edict against 
religious art in 723, forcing Christians to destroy their images. 7 The same hold~ 

5. Cft R. Stichel, "Gedanken zur Wesensbestimnumg einer Ikone," in W. Kasack (ed), Die 
geistlichen Gnmdlagen tier Ikone, (Verlag O. Sagner; Munchen 1989) 22. 

6. H. Ohme, Das Concilium Quinisextum und seine Bischofsliste, (Waiter de Gruyter, BerlinJNew 
York 1990) 14-15.330-331. 

7. J.M. Hussey (ed.), The Cambridge Medieval HIStOry, IV/I, (Cambridge University Press; 
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true for the date given as an end of the controversy. The dispute, supposed to 
have been held between the deposed John VII Grammatikos, patriarch of 
Constantinople from 838 to 843, and Constantine the Philosopher, better 
known as St Cyril, a controversy recently edited by H.G. Thiimmel,8 goes to 
show that even after the settlement of 843 the controversy in one way or the 
other continued. The same holds true of the short treatise "Against the 
Iconoclasts," also edited by Thiimmel, who is strongly inclined to believe that 
it is Photius' work.9 

Many factors have been adduced for the outbreak of classical iconoclasm. 
So~e have seen in it a pretext for ventilating social grievances in disguise; but, 
aside from the fact that such a theory leaves us to ask why something should 
be so important as to make plaintiffs wish to use it as a sounding-box, it leaves 
the theological origin unclarified. Again, construing the conflict as a clash 
between Church and State is rather dubious when one thinks that the Byzantine 
Church was divided over a number of issues and subservient to the State 
anyhow. Nor can we simply say that it was a matter of emperor's cult against 
that of Christ, because some of the emperors of the time were quite pious and 
even dabbled in theology. More recent research has shown besides that to pit 
out an iconodule monasticism against an iconoclastic army is to over-simplify 
things, since monks were not to a man in favour of icons. Jewish, Islamic, or 
Asian influences may perhaps account for a certain Cold War tactic of cooling 
an issue by watering down its explosive potential, but the nature of Islamic, 
Jewish and the various Asian iconoclasms are too complex as to account for 
everything.loNor can one attribute everything to an alleged philistinism of the 
iconoclastic emperors, because life at court \'vas noted for itsl pomp and 
decorations. IJ 

It would be better to say that things came to a head, in the classical case 
of iconoclasm, because matters of principle were at stake. The crisis touches 

Cambridge 1966) 65-68; W. Treadgold, The Byzantine Revival: 780-842, (Stanford University; 
Stanford, California 1988) 86. 

8 Bilderlehre und Bilderstreit (Augustinus-Veriag; WOrzburg 1991) 145-152. 

9. Ibid., 127-144. 

10. As an example, see T. Mooren, Macht unci Einsamkeit Gottes: Dialog mit dem islamischen 
Radikal-Monotheismus, (Echter/Oros; WOrzburglAltenberge 1991) 62-86. For Jewish 
iconoclasm see H. Fischer, Die lkone: Ursprung - Sinn - Gestalt, (Herder; Freibourg i.Br. 
1989) 21-30. 

11. Cfr H.G. Thfimmel, Bilderlehre, 21-32; also: H. Ahrweiler, in: A. Bryer and J. Herrin (eds), 
Iconoclasm, (University of Birmingham; Birmingham 1977) 23-25. 
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the roots of Christianity. With John Damascene we may rightly see in it an 
attack on Christianity itself, especially on the implications of the incarnation. 
We have therefore to go a step ahead and draw a further lesson from the crisis: 
it is not enough to admire icons, not even to have a devotion for them. The 
reason adduced by the Second Council of Nicaea II (787)12 and the Fourth 
Council of Constantinople (869/870)13 is dogmatic: icons represent the union 
of word and image and are thus guarantors of tradition or faith as a global 
vision. In this criterion we have a further explicitation of the hermeneutic that 
Church history is the history of the discernment of ideas, spirits and 
movements which then, after the sifting on the part of the Church, become 
living ecclesiology. Naturally, this obtains so long as we do not interpret the 
discernment itself as an immaterial, spiritualized process but as the Church's 
adverting, under the guidance of the Spirit, to the several very concrete 
possibilities among which she has to choose. When we say that icons represent 
the union of word and image, we mean that the image that thus comes about 
is that of the Church who listens to the Word but also retains her intuitive grasp 
of the whole message. The image is that of the community enthralled by the 
Word and eager to retain continuity also with the coming generations. 

Opposition to the imperial policy came from several quarters. Patriarch St 
Germanos I of Constantinople was deposed in 730 for his courageous stand in 
refusing to go along with the official policy. But the most determined 
opposition, in spite of defections, came from the monastic rank and file. Not 
in vain Eastern theology calls monks living icons, for their vocation is to make 
the world to come transparent in their life-style. 14 Perhaps we should call them 
religious, ifwe want to relay an inclusive sense of European togetherness, East 
and West. The monk St Stephen the Younger (d. 765) tried to argue with the 
mob along lines familiar to us from St Basil and repeated by almost all of the 
defenders of icons, that the honour shown to the image rebounds on the 
prototype.IS When the crowd refused to go along with his reasoning he asked, 

12. ·N.P. Tanner (ed.), Decrees o/the Ecumenical COWlcils l, (Sheed & Ward and Georgetowil 
University Press; Washington D.C. 1990) 135. 

13. Ibid., 168 (= canon 3). 

14. Vida re/igiosa 66/3(1989) is entirely dedicated to the theme "Iconos vivientes de Dios." See, in 
partiCUlar: O. Clement, "Funci6n ic6nica del monacato oriental," pp.174-183. 

IS. B. Pruche (ed.), S. Basilii Magni: De Spiritu Sancto c. 18, no. 45 (=PG 32, p.149c) (Sources 
Chretiens 17: Paris 1947). Note that St Athanasius had used before the comparison that respect 
shown to the emperor's image redounds to the emperor himself; Ch. v. Schonborn, L'Icone du 
Christ. Fondements theologiques (Ed. Universitaires; Fribourg Suisse 1976) 29. 
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with almost evangelical wit, to have a coin and asked whose image it was. 
When they told him it was the image of the emperor he threw it on the ground 
and trod upon it, to show them the absurdity in their way oflooking at things. 
Whereupon the mob lynched him. Afterwards the Church canonized 
him.16 

Another monk who had his hands full combating iconoclasm was a monk 
of St Sabas, St John Damascene (c.675-749). After occupying an important 
government post under the Caliphs he retired to the monastery of St Sabas 
(near Jerusalem) and wrote Three Discourses (726-730) against the official 
iconoclastic policy of the Byzantine Empire. It is the same text, edited thrice, 
and is not, as is his wont, a compilation, but comprises the Damascene's own 
ideas. It is a paradox for those who would see in Islam the cause of iconoclasm 
that the Damascene could write vitriolic prose against the Emperor in the last 
analysis because he was out of the pale of the Byzantines and under Islamic 
rule. It is to be noted, however, that the Damascene did not have a fraction of 
the success he had with his Fountain of Knowledge, which was to become a 
classic expression of Orthodox Faith. For The Three Discourses in their present 
form we have only one codex, the Neapolitanus 54, which goes back to the 
thirteenth century. Although B. Kotter, its recent editor, could make important 
additions, the anchoring in the manuscript tradition remains slim. I Some 
exaggerated views advanced on behalf of the Three Discourses, as when B. 
Altanerl A. Stuiber claim that St John Damascene provided with this writing 
the basis for all future justification of Christian veneration for images and 
relics, although it is an exaggeration of a truth, must be examined afresh in this 
new light, 18 and not simply assumed tacitly. Now this is important £pr an aspect 
which, if it has not directly to do with the discernment of spirits, so at least 
with spiritual hesitation and tergiversation. In the last century, after a long 
period of decline in which Eastern art had to adapt itself to Western models, 
icons began to be rediscovered in Russian culture, a momentous event which 
we associate with the name of N.S. Leskov and his Zapecatlennyj angel [= 
Sealed Angel] (1873), followed later on, for instance, by I.S. Schmeljow (d. 
1950), W. Soluchin (b. 1924), E.N. Trubetskoj (d. 1916) and P. Florenskij 
(1914: Stolp i utverzdenie istiny).19 The Damascene's Neoplatonic way of 

16. Cfr J. Gill, "The Life of Stephen the Younger by Stephen the Deacon. Debts and Loans," 
Orientalia ChristianaPeriodica 6(1940) 114-139. 

17. Cfr H.G. Thllmmei, Bilderlehre, 55. 

18. See CH.v. ScMnborn, L 'Icone du Chris~191. 

19. Cfr A. Martini-Wonde, "N.S. Leskows Entdeckung der Ikone;" W. Schriek, "Die Ikone im Werk 
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looking at icons, with his particular slant of explaining that they are carriers of 
grace and revelation, led, according to Thfunmel, to a somewhat one-sided 
interpretation of history and the essence of the icon.20 

Directly connected with this narrow hermeneutics is the attempt to make 
of c~rtain non-naturalistic traits such as "inverse perspective" the essence of 
the icon. As we have seen, P.A. Florenskij wrote about "inverse perspective" 
(cfr Ikonostas [1922] and even more his Obratnaia Perspektive [1919]). In it 
he proposed to re-interpret the whole history of art according to this viewpoint. 
Unfortunately, it is this type of interpretation which has prevailed. Another 
non-naturalistic trait oft adduced as essential to the icon is the absence of 
shadows. But as E. Sendler has shown, one of the fascinations of the Vladimir 
Madonna is that light is reflected on the Mother's nose whose cheek presses 
that of her child. Maybe this was the artist's way of expressing how the divine 
and human world meet in the incarnation and deification.21 Even more 
surprising is the Madonna of Damascus, which the Knights of Rhodes brought 
with them to Malta in 1530. There the child has bare feet, although the Mother 
of tenderness type of this icon is rather monastic or rigid?Z And before we 
ascribe such human and all too natural touches to the Sienese way of painting, 
which we associate with names like Duccio di Buoninsegna (d. 1338) and 
Simone Martini (d.1344)/3 we have to keep in mind that the Vladimir 
Madonna dates to the early twelfth century, whereas D. Talbot-Rice suggested 
that Our Lady of Damascus might be considerably earlier. 24 

But, returning to the interpretation of iconoclasm, we fmd that a fmal 
modification is to be made with regard to the accepted version of the 
iconoclastic council of Hieria, convoked by Emperor Constantine V in 754. 

von Iwan Schmeljow," F. GObler, "Wladimir Solouchins literarischer Beitrag zur 
Rehabilitierung der Ikone in der Sowjetunion," in W. Kasack, Die geistlichen Grundlagen, 
141-174. 

20. Thiimmel, Bilderlehre, 36. 

21. E. Sendler, L'icone, image de.I'Invisible, (Desdee de Brouwer; Bruges 1981) 165. 

22. V. Borgia, "Storia di un'icona," Lo Stiva/e 23(1989) 3-14; G. Gharib,Le icone mariane: storia 
e cuIto, (Citta Nuova Editrice; Roma 1987) 148-153. 

23. J. Bertnes, VISions of Glory. Studies in Early Russian Hagiography, (Solum Foriag NS; Oslo 
1988) 100; see also E. Faure, Histoire de l'Art: L 'Art medieval, (Le livre de Poche; Paris 1964) 
350-368. 

24. M. Buhagiar, The Iconography of the Maltese Islands 1400-1900: Painting (Lions Club; Malta 
1988) 34. In his letter to the rector of the Church of Our Lady of Damascus D. Talbot-Rice 
suggests that the icon of the same name could be between fJfty and hundred years earlier; Borgia, 
"Storia", 12. 
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The ease with which prelates kept changing sides all throughout the classical 
crisis of iconoclasm seems to confrrm the standpoint of those who claim that 
icons were not as yet clearly anchored in the dogmatic consciousness of the 
Church, so that the whole issue could seem more like a quaestio disputata than 
anything else. Ofparticular note are the arguments adduced by the iconoclasts. 
That they found themselves opposed to Church doctrine in their opposition to 
icon veneration goes without saying. But the arguments themselves might not 
have received a full hearing, precisely because they were mixed with 
indisputable error, so that their legitimate concern was lost with their mistake. 
One might be inclined to think that what was specific to their arguments was 
Emperor Constantine V's famous dilemma - that iconodules were either 
nestorians, if they claimed to portray only the human nature of Christ, or 
monophysites, if they claimed to portray both the human and the divine 
natures.25 But, in effect, the argument that an image has to be homoousios or 
"of like substance" with the prototype deserves closer attention than it has 
received thus far. On this premiss they further argued that only the Eucharist 
is the true image of Christ and only the virtuous life is the true image of the 
saints. Now, J. Meyendorff has claimed that the inspirer behind the 
iconoclasts' theory was Pseudo-Dionysius, for whom the process offormation 
of images is the process of the communication of being. While some have put 
this authorship into question, Thiimmel has argued that, independently of who 
ultimately inspired the iconoclasts, to describe the Eucharistic species as true 
but dissimilar images is not necessarily a heresy, precisely on account of this 
neoplatonic idea of the participation ofbeing.26 After all, the history of dogma 
knows of the clash between ·St Augustine's and St Ambrose's idea of the 
Eucharist, which took place under the Carolingians when the liturgy books 
ultimately harking back to Augustine, who had a view of the Eucharist which 
is symbolical, were confronted with those of St Ambrose, who couched his in 
more realistic terms.27 Besides, Augustine clearly believes in the real presence, 
because in a Platonic scheme like his only what is symbolical can exist. 
However, I am not quite sure whether Thiimmel has given us a possible 
defence or has also actually proved his point. Be it as it may, enough has been 
said to re-open the dossier of the council of Hiereia, while trying to avoid the 
shoals of both a superficial revisionism, which is really tantamount to 

25. Cfr G. Dumeige, Nicee 11 (Paris 1977) 78-97. 

26. H.G. Thiimmel, Bilder/ehre, 34-35. 

27. J Pelikan, The Christian Tradition, 3, (University of Chicago Press; ChicagolLondon 1978) 
74-80. 
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iconoclasm, and. that of a traditionalistic tradition, which is deep down 
fundamentalism. In the history of dogma, too, we need a perspective other than 
our normal one - a transfigured perspective, faithful to one's deepest 
convictions in faith, free from prejudices and open to the future. 

The Council of Nicaea 11 (787) 

Long before the Council met there was already a theology upon which the 
prelates eager to re-establish peace with Rome, with the monks and with the 
tradition of the Church could draw upon. This was that of the monk John 
Damascene, who might not have had the monopoly of arguments, but had the 
dubious distinction of having been anathemized in Hieria and was to be 
re-habilitated with glory at Nicaea n. At any rate, the gist of his argument was 
that, with the incarnation, the uncircumscribable God had affected a great 
change in the relationship between spirit and matter. An image is not of the 
same nature with its prototype, but only similar to it, which amounts to saying 
that it is at the same time different. And besides, one must distinguish between 
iatreia, reserved only for God, and proskynesis, the honour we owe to the 
saints.28 So reduced to its bare essentials, the theology of St John Damascene 
was undoubtedly to play a great part in the general formation of right thinking 
on images. 

But, as we have said, this theology was bought at a price. At a political 
price. The story of how die EmpresNegent Irene had her own son Constantine 
VI blinded is too well known to need to be recounted again. But that happened 
in.797, ten years after the Council had been successfully converted. As regent 
for her son Irene had shown some savvy. Since most bishops had been 
implicated in the iconoclastic council ofHieria of754 she took the momentous 
step of nominating her secretary, Tarasius, patriarch. Now Tarasius was a 
layman. This way of proceeding was to set a dubious precedent for the 
elevation to the patriarchate of a great layman and scholar, Photius. Be it as it 
may, the tactic offered Irene precisely the kind of advantage she sought: 
somebody who did not hilVe an unfortunate record of iconoclasm and who was 
willing to go along with her reform policy. Already in 786 a council was 
convened in Constantinople, but it proved to be abortive. There was unrest 
among the military. This need not mean that the whole army was iconoclastic. 
It must also be remembered that icons were restored through the intervention 
of two women, Irene in the first phase and Theodora in the second, who, 

28. Cfr St John of Damascus, On the Divine Images, (St Vladimir's Seminary Press; Crestwood, New 
York 1980) 73-74. 
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whatever their merits, were certainly not talented militarily. The memory of 
the glorious days of the imperial army under the iconoclastic emperors Leo III 
and Constantine V must account for strong army backing, at least in some 
quarters. Finally a council could be convened on 24 September 787 at St 
Sophia, Nicaea. 

Perusing the Horos we are struck by its use of the argument of St Basil 
that the veneration shown to the image redounds to the prototype.29 As is well 
known, a defective translation was forwarded to the Franks, with the result that 
the latter could consider the Greeks to have gone over to "adore" icons. The 
Franks' hostile reaction was soon to fmd expression in the synod held in 
Frankfurt in 794. This hostile interpretation found a fertile ground. 

Trouble between East and West had been brewing in the eighth century. 
Here we may recall some stepping-stones. First of all, we may note a certain 
parallel development. Leo III (emperor from 717-741) managed to lift the Arab 
siege of Constantinople in 718, whereas Charles Martel beat the Arabs at 
Poitiers in 732. This double victory injected a feeling of self-confidence in two 
upstarts become rulers and in their peoples, and this helped them to drift away 
from each other, conscious that they could handle their own problems on their 
own. In the same year 732 Leo III transferred the jurisdiction of Calabria, 
Sicily, Crete and East Illyricum from the pope to the patriarch. Ravenna, the 
jewel in the crown ever since Justinian I had embarked. on his ambitious 
programme of reconquest of the lost Western provinces - his general 
Belisarius conquered Ravenna in 540 - was now lost to the Lombards in 751. 
By the year 800, with the surprise crowning of Charlemagne on Christmas 
night by Pope Leo III in St Peter's Basilica, the dream of one Christian Empire 
was badly compromised. In the 860's the Photian schism will shake the dream 
of Church unity, a blow from which the united Great Church never completely 
recovered. The dream of one united Church, living under one political 
government and having one supreme spiritual authority, will be dreamed again 
and again. In Jurij Krizanic (d. 1683) and V. Solovi'ev (d. 1900) this meant 
the Czar and the Pope respectively. Others disagreed, but were inclined to 
accept in principle the possibility of one gov~rnment and one spiritual 
authority. Saints CYlil's and Methodius' formula was not to burn the bridges 
in the direction of anybody: as envoys of the Emperor, to seek the pope's 
protection and remain on friendly terms with Photius, a former colleague of 
Cyril's. 

29. See De Spiritu Sancto 18, Nr. 45. 
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After a period of quiet, persecution of iconodules resumed around 815. 
We now come across a wider spectrum of attitudes, ranging, among 
iconoclasts, from rabid rejection to an acceptance of icon veneration in all but 
some forms. By and large the iconoclasm of the second phase may be described 
as tolerance of the icons for purposes of illustration, but rejection of them as 
objects of veneration or as special carriers of tradition. An iconoclast of this 
period is so described by a saint of this period: "He (= the heretic) said that 
honour passes over, but not veneration. I too honour the icon of Christ, when 
it is placed up high; but I do not venerate it... ,,30 Once again, we see a great 
saint who rises to the defence of icons. The saint in question is St Theodore 
Studites (759-826). His life-work helps us correct some stereotypes about 
iconoclasm. For one thing, Theodore had already been involved in a 
controversy with Constantine VI over the latter's marrying his mistress, an 
issue which was to divide the contemporary Church and which thus shows how 
misleading it is to see Church as a monolithic group opposing the State. For 
his courageous stand Theodore was exiled in 795, but that was by no means 
the end of his worries. His greatest work was without a doubt the reform of 
monasticism - but that goes to show that monastic ism, too, did not take a 
stand as a monolithic group over and against the State but was rent by inner 
tensions. At any rate, the Studite' s reforms were to have a lasting effect on the 
kind of monasticism that thrived on Mount Athos. 

St Theodore' s arguments are instructive. Appealing as St John Damascene 
had done to tradition Theodore could turn Constantine V's christological 
dilemma to his advantage. If we cannot portray Christ, then he either lacks a 
true human nature, a position which would amount to docetism, or else his 
human nature is so submerged in the divine that it is lost, a thesis which would 
imply monophysitism.31 But there are some differences between the 
Damascene and the Studite. While serious problems present themselves if we 
were to try to distinguish between Aristotelians and Platonists in the eighth 
and ninth century, the Studite is more influenced by Aristotelianism whereas 
the Damascene by Neoplatonism.32 And so Theodore argues that the icon 
offers only the concrete configuration of Christ or the saint represented, not 
his essence.33 

30. St Theodore Studite, On the Holy Icons, (trans. by Catberine R. Rotb) (St Vladimir's Seminary 
Press; Crestwood, New York 1981) 60. 

31. Cfr St Theodore tbe Studite, On the Holy Icons 9. 

32. H.G. ThOmmel, Bilderlehre, 50. 

33. H.G. ThOmmel, ibid., 47-48. 
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The end of official iconoclasm in the Byzantine Empire came in 843 in a 
synod held at Constantinople. It was the'frrst Sunday of Lent. The Orthodox 
Church still celebrates the "Triumph of Orthodoxy" that day on every fIrst 
Sunday of Lent. A special Synodikon, anathematizing iconoclasts and all 
heresies as well as extolling iconodules and all lovers of orthodoxy, is read for 
the occasion.34 The icon used for this feast is the Vernicle or the Sacred Face 
of Christ. But why the victory over iconoclasm should be recorded as the Feast 
of Orthodoxy may be lost on many. Iconoclasm may be viewed, in retrospect, 
as an unfortunate episode and a devious doctrine; but have there not been 
heresies much worse in their purport than iconoclasm? Why should precisely 
the victory over what might seem to have been a case of acute fever from which 
nonetheless one has emerged happily intact be taken to be the expression of 
the be-all and the end-all of orthodoxy? 

Several factors contribute to underline the importance of this feast. For 
one thing, the dispute found a viable solution in an ecumenical council, Nicaea 
n, which has come to be subsequently considered the last in a series of seven 
important councils. These Seven Councils represent something which both 
East and West, especially Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox, have in 
common. They offer us a chance for dialogue between our Churches, but also 
an occasion to discover our common roots in Europe. The reception of a 
council has often been interpreted in a short-range way. 35 Well, there is also a 
medium-range and a long-range reception, both of which can help us to better 
understand the Christian message of our times, as an interpretation of the past 
and as a prognosis of the future. 

These Seven Councils have come to play such a role in Eastern Orthodoxy 
that, while the possibility of other ecumenical councils is generally admitted, 
none of the many important councils in medieval and modern times qualify as 
the eighth council for them. We see here a source of consolation. Eastern 
Orthodox may not have gone along with Roman Catholics, but in a very 
important sense they have not gone away without them.36 On the contrary, the 

34. J. Gouillard, "Le Synodikon de I'Orthodoxie: Edition et commentaire," Travaux et Memoires 2 
(1967) 1-316. 

35. For the meaning of reception see A. Grillmeier, Jesus der Christus im Glauben der Kirche 2/1: 
Das Konzilvon Chalcedon: Rezeption und Widerspruch {451-518} (Herder; Freiburg i. Br. 1986) 
especially pp.6-11. 

36. See on this point, The Living Faith: A Catechism for the Christian Faith, II, (St Vladimir's; 
Crestwood, New York 1989) 308-309. 
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West only caught up with the import of the Seventh council in the Protestant 
crisis, when it was already too late.37 

But there is another reason accounting for the importance of the victory 
over iconoclasm. It has been suggested, by both C. Mango and H -G. Thfunmel, 
that Photius played an important part in fixing this date in Orthodox 
consciousness. He was related to Tarasius, and belonged to a family who had 
suffered exile because of its stance in favour of icons, a position which he could 
use in his struggles against Patriarch Ignatios. Moreover, he not only discussed 
the issue in his writings and sermons, but also embarked upon a Church 
decoration programme, of which the apse mosaic in Haghia Sophia is an 
eloquent example.38 

In the fourth council of Constantinople of 870, generally considered by 
Catholics to be the Eighth Ecumenical Council, we read in canon three: 

Just as through the written words which are contained in the book, we 
shall all obtain salvation, so through the influence that colours in 
painting exercise on the imagination, all, both wise and simple, obtain 
benefit from what is before them; for as speech teaches and Ps0rtrays 
through syllables, so too does painting by means of colours. 9 

Photius himself said in the inauguration of the mosaic of the enthroned 
Virgin with Child: 

These things [offaith] are conveyed both by stories and pictures, but 
it is the sPoectators rather than the hearers who are drawn to 
emulation. 0 

Conclusion 

The history of iconoclasm and of the various councils which met to resolve 
the issue are inextricably intertwined with politics. The crisis of iconoclasm 
was to drive a wedge between East and West. If the break-up was not 

37. H.G. Thllmmel Bilderlehre, 92. 

38. C. Mango, "The Liquidation of Iconoclasm and the Patriarch Photios" and P. Karlin-Hayter, 
"Gregory of Syracuse, Ignatios and Photios," in BryerlHerren (eds), Iconoclasm 
133-140.141-146. 

39. N.P. Tanner, Decrees o/the Ecumenical Councils, I, 168. 

40. BryerlHerren, Iconoclasm 186. 
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immediate, this was due to so many still active and vital forces, like 
monasticism, which managed to avert the catastrophe at least for the time 
being. The Photian crisis which set in a short time after the official resolution 
of iconoclasm could perhaps be viewed as the last round in an issue which was 
in effect global, i.e. touched not only faith matters but also politics, including 
ecclesiastical politics. 

Secondly, the main dogmatic issue adduced for upholding the veneration 
of icons is dogmatic: the union of word and image in the icon as a symbol of 
tradition or Christianity grasped globally by the Apostles and developed 
piecemeal through the various pastoral needs, including the intellectual ones, 
of the successive epochs of Church history. This latter reflection is called 
dogmatic development and finds its articulation in theology, whereby 
dogmatic development is essentially more than theological development. 

Finally, after iconoclasm there followed in the Byzantine Empire a 
cultural revival, which has been adequately described by W. Treadgold as a 
"renaissance before the renaissance. ,,41 

SECOND PART: A WORD ON HERMENEUTICS 

It is hard to tackle so many problems without a key to resolve them. The 
crisis of iconoclasm, we have just seen, contained in itself the germs of its own 
resolution. It helped, perhaps for the first time, the emergence of various 
parties, for and against icons, and thus led to a debate on something, already 
present but in a somewhat ambiguous form. The iconoclasts could claim 
several precedents. Besides the appeal to Ex 20,4 and Rom 1,18-23, they could 
cite Origen (d. c. 254),42 canon 36 of the Council of Elvira (c. 300-316), 
Eusebius' (d. 340) letter to Constantia, refusing to acquiesce in her request to 
have a portrait of Christ; Epiphanius ' (d. 403) tearing of an image and apposite 
comments; and Amphilochios of Ikonion (d. after 394), who enjoined that 
instead of painting the physical form of saints one ought to imitate their virtues. 
But the iconodules as well could call to mind not only other Scripture passage 
but a whole list of Fathers including Clement of Alexandria (d. c. 200), Basil 
of Caesarea (d. 379), Athanasius of Alexandria (328-373), Gregory of 
Nazianzus (d. 390), Pseudo-Dionysius (6th Century) and Hypatios, archbishop 

41. Cft w. Treadgold, The Byzantine Revival 740-843, (Stanford University Press; Stanford, 
California 1988); Idem (ed), Renaissances Before the Renaissance (Stanford University Press; 
California 1985). 

42. See Ch. v. ScMnborn, L'Icone du Christ, 77-85. 
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of Ephesus (d. after 538).43 Precisely the seemingly contradictory character of 
the appeal to authority would later on induce Peter Abelard (d. 1142) to appeal 
to dialectic in his famous Sic et Non. Here we can content ourselves with what 
the Fathers did in both East and West with the most sacred of texts, the Bible, 
in order to elicit its meaning. Indeed, one of the lasting glories of the Fathers 
is that they not only were the first exegetes but al~o reflected on their methods 
and thus laid the foundations for the right interpretation or hermeneutics of 
scripture. 

Hermeneutics 

Generally speaking, hermeneutics is the art and science of interpretation. 
But it is as much a question of interpreting an object as it is a question of the 
influence exercised by that object on the subject. This reciprocity takes place 
in turn within a community, be it that of critics, admirers or the faithfu1.44 

Naturally, here we cannot possibly go into a detailed discussion of 
hermeneutics as such. However, we can construct a small analogy. The 
scriptures are Holy Writ and an icon is "written". Could we therefore elicit 
something common to the ways of reading these different types of writings? 

For the reading of Scripture we are superlatively informed. The various 
senses of Scripture have been elaborated from the earliest times and have had 
a great tradition in both exegesis and spirituality. At once the names ofOrigen 
(d. c. 254) and St Bonaventure (d. 1274) come to mind. But really a whole 
tradition was soon developed. Similarities and differences between 
Alexandrian allegory and Antiochene theoria have been repeatedly discussed. 
The problem accompanied the whole Medieval period and found expression 
in a famous two-line composition: 

"Littera gesta docet, quid credas allegoria, 
Moralis quid agas, quo tendas anagogia. ,,45 

We may name four meanings which have gained prominence in the 
interpretation of scriptures: the literal sense, bound to the gesta and the data; 
the allegorical sense, which sketches faith-contents in symbol; the moral sense, 

43. Cft A. Bryer and J. Herrin,Iconoclasm, 180-181. 

44. Cfr J. Hospers (ed.), Introductory Readings in Aesthetics, (The Free Press; New York 1969); H.G. 
Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode, (J.C.B. Mohr; Ti1bingen 1975). 

45. H. de Lubac, &egese mediivale. Lea quatre sens de l'Ecriture, (Aubier, Paris 1959). 
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which points to what one has to do, and the anagogical sense, which goes 
beyond the mere givens towards the transfigured world of the eschaton. 

The good dividends hermeneutics has yielded over the years can now be 
applied analogously to other areas, so long as due allowance is made for the 
peculiarities of these areas. From a sketch of the problematic of iconoclasm 
and its ultimate resolution we have reached the conclusion that the icon is the 
intrinsic unity of word and image. Restricting himself to sermons and 
commentaries on Genesis, such as Basil's homilies on the Hexaemeron, H. 
Maguire undertook to study floor-mosaics in their relation to early patristic 
literature on natural history. From the start he rules out the possibility of a 
one-to-one correspondence between texts and images on account of the nature 
of images themselves, which, like keys which can unlock several doors, may 
either have more than one meaning (ambiguity) or a shift in meaning 
(ambivalence),46 Thus, the portrayal of four rivers can signify the four main 
rivers Gehon, PhisQn, Tigris and Euphrates of the inhabited world or assume 
a symbolical meaning of waters of baptism etc .. From the example of the 
floor-mosaics in the Basilica of Thrysos in Arcady, which does not try to 
convey any special symbolical meaning, Maguire reaches the conclusion that 
one may resort to symbolical interpretation only when the context demands 
it. 47 On further analysis of allegory, partial and otherwise, as well as other ways 
of correlating image and text, Maguire's work suggests a 'Yhole programme 
of possibly correlating word and image in other areas as well. 

When we turn to icons we have to distinguish between various ways of 
reading the icon. We may distinguish between the story which is at the basis 
of the image, the colours and the geometrical designs. The story is biblical, but 
can also be coloured by apocryphal contents. When we read Syrian Fathers of 
the Church such as St' Ephrem we realize' that with words one can draw an 
image. Naturally, whoever prefers exactitude to anything else is likely to have 
problems with such an inexact way of saying things. As a matter of fact, 
however, one should also ask oneself whether the absolutization of this 
criterion is not due to a rationalistic prejudice, which is intolerant with poetic 
connotation and is satisfied only with concrete denotation. But already 
Shakespeare had to avow, "There are more things in heaven and earth ... than 

46. H. Maguire, Earth and Ocean: The Terrestrial World in Early Byzantine Art. Published for The 
College Art Association of America, (Pennsylvania State University Press; University Park and 
London 1987) 8-9. 

47. H. Maguire, Earth and Ocean, 26-28. 



THE CLASSICAL CRISIS,OF ICONOCLASM 17 

are dreamt of in your philosophy. ,,48 E. Trubetskoj has aptly described the icon 
as theology in colours, precisely because in it theology declares her colours, 
assumes subtly position for all to see in a vision of the whole. And geometrical 
designs remind us, as innocent bystanders, of the invitation spelled out by the 
icon, in its own silently eloquent way, to join in God's banquet, offered freely 
for all to accept. One need only think that around the question of the hesychasts 
- "What was the nature of the light perceived on Mount Thabor?" - St 
Gregory Palamas (d. l359) built his whole theology and spirituality. 

Given these particular traits of icons which any interpretation of them has 
to take carefully into account we have to fmd a point at which interpretation 
and image meet more directly. No better case could be offered than that of the 
doctrine of man and woman created in the image and likeness of God. 

The problem of interpretation presented by Gen 1,26-27 

The ftrst attempt to fmd a solution is to try and interpret God through His 
works, especially His great work: man. At once there crops up the question: Is 
man really the image and likeness of God? Some of the early Fathers, like St 
Irenaeus (d. c. 200), have tried to construe an anthropology around Gen 
1,26-27, claiming that man was created in the image of Qod, which image of 
God, however, was blurred through sin, but which through grace may be 
straightened out again. Through his endowment of reason and will man is 
created in God's image, and, ifhe uses them well to become like God, he may 
be described also as "according to His likeness." Now, eminent Protestant 
theologians of our times like K. Barth, E. Lehmarm and E. Nygren have called 
into question precisely this traditional interpretation. According to them the 
Old Testament passage does not intend, in the ftrst place, to describe any 
human similarity with God, but rather the fact that Yahweh is completely 
dissimilar from the other gods. Thus, the stars are degraded from being the 
Babylonians' gods and become mere luminaries. And whereas in the 
Babylonian ten-day scheme (week, creation) man was created on a separate 
day, for Genesis man is created along with the animals. The point is clear: 
human beings are similar to the animals, but, should there be any animal 
which bears some similarity to God, if only in a very remote way, then only 
the human pair can come in question. But the literary point of saying ftrst 

48. W. Shakespeare, Hamlet, act I, scene v, line 166. 
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"in the image," and then "according to the likeness" is a device, typical of 
Hebrew parallelism, which weakens the fITSt affirmation.49 

So Protestants are right after all. And wrong. Then they concentrated too 
much on the Hebrew Bible, leaving out of consideration the later - Greek! 
- developments. We can agree with them that man is not the image of God. 
Woman is not the image of God, either. Only Christ is, according to Colossians 
1,15, the true image of God, because in Him the invisible God has become 
visible. In Him God's gift of the Spirit has become tangible. In this zoo often 
falsely raised to divine dignity only humans relay a faint idea of who God is. 
Not man alone, nor woman alone, but both in their interrelationship. Just as 
God rules in sovereign kindness over humans, so should man and woman try 
to rule humanely over the sub-human world. 

Interpreting man through God's Spirit 

A narrowly understood biblical interpretatio.n cannot satisfy, because the 
word without spirit is an abstraction. Therefore, we must interpret human work 
through God's Spirit. It is not we who can grasp God, but it is God who grasps 
us. In this sense, the Spirit implies the Word. The Spirit is the Spirit of God 
the Father and the Spirit of the Son. A free-floating Spirit is not the third Person 
of the Trinity. The icons which suggest the Holy Trinity, like the famous 
Philoxenia of Abraham type, especially in the well-known Roublev version, 
transmits a sense of perichoresis or mutual interpenetration of the Persons 
within the Trinity and, by the way the focus of the painting converges on the 
spectator, relays an offer of communion. Taking up the offer means 
re-interpreting one's stance in reality. A typical example of how interpretation 
means change is the icon of the Transfiguration. Who really changes: Christ 
or the Apostles?50 Certain icons of the Transfiguration suggest that it was the 
Apostles who could see more because of enhanced maturity. 51 In order to enjoy 
communion with God, we need apophasis or purification of the intellect in 
theology and ascesis or purification of the senses in life. 

In brief, we can draw the following conclusions. 

(1) Taken in isolation Gen 1,26-27 cannot be made to demonstrate the kind 
of anthropology which is the backbone of Catholic-Orthodox theology of the 

49. v. Lossky,In the Image andLikeness of God, (St Vladimir's; New York 1974) 125-139. 

50. G. Habra,La transfiguration selon les Peres Grecs, (Bd. S.O.S.; Paris 1973) 185. 

51. SeeJ. Bertnes, VlSionsofGlory, 188-190. 
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image, which in turn captures the essential epistemological differentiation 
between Catholic-Orthodox and most Protestant theologies. But in the light of 
Col 1,15 as well as that of other passages (e.g., Rom 8,29-30, Heb 1,3) this 
Catholic-Orthodox anthropology becomes the only one which is feasible. 

(2) Apophatic (or negative) theology no more contradicts a positive (or 
cataphatic) theology of the revelation than avoiding a naturalistic form of art 
renders iconography impossible.52 Both negative theology and antinaturalism 
are meant to be processes of purification. Apophaticism wants to protect us 
from rationalism, but without denying the creature status of reason as a means 
of growing nearer to God. And asceticism does the same for the will. Similarly, 
the strange or apophatic character of icons is meant to protect us from the kind 
of illusion which optic naturalism, or depicting things as they appear to us, 
may easily lead to. Both iconography and positive theology is made possible 
by the incarnation, and so is communion. Indeed, Eastern theology, so famous 
for its negative theology, is equally famous for its icons. 

(3) Interpretation is a process. It is based on the reciprocity that obtains 
between the one interpreting and what has to be interpreted. But it entails also 
a process of conversion: a judgment transmitted by convention is now 
challenged and changed, or at least assimilated, so as to become one's personal 
conviction. . 

(4) Icons may be interpreted in various ways. Especially pertinent criteria 
are: the story in Scripture or the historical saint they portray; the way in which 
personages are represented in their true colours; and the intricate mathematical 
designs inviting us into the world of peace of mind and heart which is the world 
suffused by God's glory. 

(5) Spiritual progress is described in Scripture in terms of moving "from 
glory to glory" (2 Cor 3,18) - the ever increasing sublimity into which 
spiritual persons who are imbued by God are transformed. 

(6) From what has been said, it is clear that hearing and seeing must needs 
belong together in an intrinsic unity, like theology and spirituality itself. 
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ERRATA CORRIGE 

The following corrections are to be made to the article by Edward Farrugia, 
"The Re-Current Crisis ofIconoclasm", Melita Theologica Vol. XLIII, No.2 
(1992): 

pg 13, 1st par.: have lost the large extent should be have become to a large 
extent . 

. pg 16, 2nd par.: (527-567) should be (527-565). 

pg 17, 2nd par.: common iconoclastic tradition should be common icon 
tradition. 

pg 19, 2nd par.: 1806 should be 1306. 


