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THE ICONOCLASM OF THE ICON 

Silvia Ronchey 
(Università di Roma Tre)

silvia.ronchey@uniroma3.it

Iconoclasm 

Recent years have seen an increase in the use and abuse of the term icon-
oclasm. The new popularity of the term is due particularly to the discus-
sions which have become more widespread, in contexts neither purely nor 
primarily academic, on the subject of Islamic iconoclasm – or rather, on 
the political use that the fundamentalist fringes of contemporary Islam 
have made of the idea that “destroying images” (this is the etymological 
meaning of the term, from the Greek εἰκών, image, and κλάω, to break) is 
central to the origins of Muhammad’s religion.

This idea has become widespread in the West, especially in the wake of 
the dissemination of a document published at the beginning of the century 
in a very turbulent region of the East: Afghanistan. When the Taliban de-
stroyed the great statues of the Buddhas of Bamiyan in March 2001, on the 
orders of Mullah Omar, they issued the following statement: 

Those statues have been and remain sanctuaries for infidels, and infidels 
continue to worship and venerate the images. Allah Almighty is the only 
true sanctuary, and all false sanctuaries must be torn down.

This statement led, over the following two decades, to the widespread 
belief that there was an iconoclastic background to the destruction of mon-
uments later carried out by ISIS (the self-proclaimed Islamic State of Iraq 
and Syria), the jihadist organization that dominated the landscape of the 
Middle East in the 2010s. Beginning with the destruction of the statues 
in the museum of Mosul, ancient Nineveh, this then extended to entire 
sacred architectures, churches, monasteries, and archaeological sites such 
as that of the ancient city of Palmyra. The ostensible religious motivation 
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122 Silvia Ronchey

for this destruction thus also involved “false sanctuaries”, and no longer 
just “idols”.

The reference to «images» in the Koran was specifically connected with 
the cultic struggle against idolatry. The famous verse against «idolatrous 
stones» (V, 90) must be framed in the context of the preaching of one God 
in a polytheistic society, and the veneration of these «idolatrous stones» is 
regarded as being on the same level as other reprehensible practices such 
as drinking wine. It is important to remember that in the Koran there is, 
therefore, no theory of images or definitive position on the subject.

The condemnation of images as “impure” is found later, in the various 
corpora of the ḥadīth. There are, however, differences between the Sunni 
tradition, which is more rigorous, and the Shiite tradition. It is to the greater 
 freedom of the latter that we can attribute the immensely significant 
development in Muslim Persia of an art form very much based on image, 
albeit profane: that is, the miniature. There was little tendency amongst 
ancient Islamic theologians to apply aniconism universally. For example, 
the work of Al-Qurtubi, the great thirteenth century exegete and Imam of 
Cordoba, demonstrated that the ulema were open to images, even three-
dimensional ones, primarily drawing on Koranic passages. 

The truth of the matter is that the issue of images has never been central 
in Islam, as it has been in Christianity. On the contrary, it was Islamic tol-
erance towards images that preserved masterpieces of Christian art, such 
as the pre-iconoclastic icons in the monastery of St Catherine of Sinai. Sa-
cred images, following certain rules, have also been present throughout 
the history of Islamic art, such as the glowing depictions of Muhammad’s 
night journey to Jerusalem, his ascent to heaven, and his visits to paradise 
and hell. Oleg Grabar has demonstrated that the iconographic tradition 
of the Prophet has existed for at least eight centuries, and despite what 
one might have been led to believe at the beginning of 2006, during the 
so-called “cartoons crisis”, in the literature of the ḥadīth there is no ban 
on the depiction of Muhammad or other prophets. The problem there was 
primarily socio-political rather than theological, as experts pointed out at 
the time: the cartoons of Muhammad were considered an issue not because 
they represented a sacred figure, but because they were blasphemous; and 
they were from countries with issues relating to Muslim immigration, such 
as Denmark or France. 

Let us, therefore, put to one side the current understanding of religious 
iconoclasm as relating to Islam, which is more common in public dis-
course, and consider instead the iconoclasm attributed – equally inappro-
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priately – to the Byzantines by historians of the Western Middle Ages. It 
is, in fact, typical of the Roman Catholic tradition to view the long and 
sophisticated theological duel over the question of images that took place 
between the eighth and ninth centuries in Byzantium as simply a result of 
a “heresy”, namely that of “iconoclasm”, which led to the violent and indis-
criminate destruction of the sacred images which had become increasingly 
part of popular Christianity, particularly but not solely in the countryside, 
and often, but not exclusively, under the influence of monastic circles.

Iconomachy

If we wish to give a precise definition of so-called “iconoclasm” (from 
εἰκών, images, and κλάω, break), we can call it a “breaking of images” or 
“breaking with images”. The purpose of the image, εἰκών, in Greek thought 
was to provide, in the sensible world in which the εἰκών existed, a pro-
jection in this world of its pure intelligible form in the world of “ideas”. 
In the allegory of the cave, at the end of Book VII of his Republic, Plato 
explains that the sensible world is an ephemeral and imperfect reflection of 
the world of ideas, which is the real world. The two planes are connected 
only through mimesis, or imitation. In Plato’s view, the value of figurative 
art was the lowest because it was far removed from the world of ideas: it 
produced copies of copies, images of images, and thus possessed the least 
cognitive value.

On the other hand, leaving to one side Greek philosophical speculation, 
the idea that the divine could not be depicted was already present in Ju-
daism, and was inherited by the “Jewish heresy”, Christianity, which had 
grown up in the shadow of the synagogues for two centuries. Primitive 
Christian symbols are typically aniconic: the symbols of the fish and the 
cross. Just as in the Biblical narrative, proto-Christian literature and the 
activities of the early Church are dominated by the polemic against idols. 
The Apologists and then, from the second half of the third century, some 
of the most famous and authoritative Church Fathers, such as Origen, Eu-
sebius of Caesarea, and Clement of Alexandria, condemned the worship of 
εἰκόνες – for the most part, statues. 

These two traditions – the philosophical condemnation of the figurative 
image, and the religious condemnation of the εἴδωλον – converge when, 
from the fourth century, Christian theology develops a largely Platonic in-
ternal structure. From Judaism’s primitive iconoclasm, motivated by the 
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struggle against pagan cults – the same struggle shared with Islam – we 
move to a philosophical-theological iconoclasm, which originates from 
Plato. With the Christianization of Platonic and Neo-Platonic thought, 
from at least the end of the fourth century there is a philosophical aware-
ness that the world above – Plato’s hyperuranium, Christ’s kingdom of 
heaven – cannot be present to the psyche (soul) and therefore cannot be 
“re-presented” (depicted) except through a process of internalization. This 
is the beginning of an underground current of thought which will emerge 
openly to the surface four centuries later when the ambiguity surrounding 
the theological definition of “images” becomes an issue to be solved once 
and for all. 

It would be more accurate to refer to this period as iconomachy, 
iconomachia, as the Byzantines did, meaning “contest” over the image, 
rather than as “iconoclasm”. A dispute which officially began in 726, when 
the basileus Leo III allegedly – according to a legend that has, however, 
recently been disproven – removed the icon of Christ from the Chalki, the 
bronze door of the imperial palace, and which formally ended in 843, when 
the Council of Constantinople, convened by Michael III and his mother 
Theodora, reintroduced the cult of images. Historians distinguish between 
the first and second periods of iconoclasm, given the almost thirty-year 
interval between 787 – when so-called “iconoclasm” was banned by Em-
press Irene, with the help of the pope of Rome, at the Second Council of 
Nicaea – and its reintroduction by the basileus Leo V the Armenian in 814. 
In the end, “iconoclasm” was “abolished” in 843 – at least, perhaps from a 
political standpoint, but not from a philosophical one.

Fundamentally, this controversy, which divided Byzantium, was not 
about icons per se, but rather about their truthfulness. According to the 
view of the so-called “iconoclasts”, the εἰκόνες venerated by the faithful 
were “false images”, above all because the truth of what they purported to 
represent – namely the sacred figures and the reflection of the divine in 
them – is unknowable. Now, this latter assumption was also shared by the 
so-called “iconodules”. As evidenced by the insistence on the subject in the 
Expositio fidei of John of Damascus, the very champion of iconodulia, the 
theorist referred to by all those who supported the veneration of icons, not 
to mention all later Byzantine theology of the icon, both sides agreed on 
the fact that the human intellect cannot understand the divine and, thus, 
portray it.

 John of Damascus clarifies many times that the divine can only be de-
fined apophatically, by negations (ἀποφατικῶς). What we say affirmatively 
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of God (καταφατικῶς) «does not indicate his nature but his attributes (τὰ 
περὶ τὴν φύσιν)». For this great Father of the Church, active in the fertile 
cultural environment fostered by the patronage of the Umayyad caliphs 
of Damascus, the divine is not only inexpressible or indescribable, but 
also, and more specifically, «uncircumscribable», which in the Greek word 
ἀπερίγραπτος has a particular “graphic” reference, which we will find in 
the conciliar definitions.

Let us, however, refrain from delving too deeply into Orthodox dogmatic 
theology, which, by bringing into the discussion of the representation of 
the divine person the great themes of the Incarnation and the dual nature 
of Christ, turns the duel of the eighth and ninth centuries into a contin-
uation of the Christological controversies of the fourth and fifth century 
councils. Let us focus instead on the image itself. We might argue that so-
called Byzantine “iconoclasm” was not so much a “destruction of icons” as 
a “destruction” or “deconstruction” of images more in a conceptual than a 
material sense. It is true that icons were physically destroyed, in some areas 
and in some periods, but, beyond the political and politico-ecclesiastical 
currents, it was above all a philosophical demolition: an intellectual “dis-
mantling” of images, which pushed Plato’s reservations to the extremes of 
their logical consequences in the search for a solution to the dilemma of the 
representation of pure intelligence, or rather that which – to use John of 
Damascus’ definition of the divine – is «above all being».

The Council of Constantinople in 843 did not «eliminate iconoclasm», 
as is often stated. Rather, when all was said and done, the image itself 
would be neither forbidden nor permitted. In itself, it would not be judged 
true or false. Out of the intellectual struggle known as iconomachy would 
emerge a new possibility: an image that is not intended to «depict» the 
sacred figure but rather to represent abstractly «the hypostasis in which it 
is inscribed», referring to the definition (horos) which appears in the Acts 
of the Second Council of Nicaea (787); or rather, to establish a system of 
inner correspondences with its suprasubstantial entity. The Byzantine de-
bate of the eighth and ninth centuries would validate the non-figurative 
understanding of sacred images, and by doing so mark a turning point in 
the process that would open the way, after a long latency, to the abstract art 
of the 20th century.
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Icon

However, let us take a step back. If we examine the complexities of Byz-
antine thought on the subject, we realize that the Platonic position on the 
image has sometimes been simplified if not misunderstood by modern 
philosophical accounts. Platonic philosophy does not condemn all images, 
and therefore all art, as is sometimes implied. The only images condemned 
are those which cling to phenomena (in Greek, φαινόμενον, phainomenon, 
literally “what appears”), rather than engaging with the intelligible world, 
that of ideas. A different type of image, which emerges from the Neo-Pla-
tonism of Plotinus, the philosophical system upon which Byzantine Chris-
tian theology was constructed between the fourth and fifth centuries, does 
precisely the latter, if only partially. Between the eighth and ninth cen-
turies, in the philosophical duel of the iconomachia, when all the fiercest 
intellectual and even political-cultural energies clashed over the question 
of images, the Platonic-Plotinian vision would reach its height.

If the realm of ideas, which is the only true one, constitutes the model 
that nature imitates, it is also true that, as Plotinus explains, the artist does 
not make a copy of what is in the world of phenomena, which is a copy 
of the realm of ideas; he does not produce an image that is, so to speak, 
a “copy of a copy”. A passage from the Enneads may serve to clarify this 
position, which is fundamental to understanding the real subject of the 
philosophical duel in Byzantium in the eighth century:

If someone despises the arts on the grounds that they imitate nature, they 
must first be informed that the things of nature also imitate other models. 
It must also be understood that artists do not simply imitate what is visi-
ble, but raise themselves to the ultimate causes from which nature springs; 
and that they also draw out from themselves many creative additions to 
compensate for what is lacking. The fact is that they possess beauty within 
themselves, like Phidias, who made his Zeus without using any sensible 
model, but imagining the divinity as it would be if it consented to appear 
before our eyes [i.e. in accordance with an inner truth which reflects the 
intelligible]. 

Thus, art does not create by imitating visible reality, which in turn imi-
tates something else, but goes straight to the “true” image, when it «elevates 
itself to the ultimate causes from which nature springs». A true artist – who 
we can say produces “icons” rather than “idols” – goes beyond the realm 
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of phenomena, supplying what is lacking in that realm by drawing directly 
from the realm of ideas. As Gilbert Dagron points out, this is «a pattern 
more or less continuously repeated, with simple variations in editing or 
intonation, in the Greek philosophical arsenal». It is also an idea found 
throughout Byzantine Christian theology, not only within those strands of 
it which tend towards aniconia or “iconoclasm”.

In Byzantine philosophy, later adopted by Russian philosophy, an image 
which, while appearing in material form, possesses a transparency which 
reveals something of the ideal, supernatural world – be it metaphysical or 
psychological – is thus acknowledged and called by the name εἰκών. But 
the kind of image which was called an icon in the Byzantine world, and 
then later in the Russian, is fundamentally different from a normal image. 
Not only is there a «permanent opposition» between the two (Dagron), but 
in Russian there are two different words for image, in order to distinguish 
icon painting, called ikonopis’, from the other kind of image, known as 
živopis’.  

Orthodox theologians and artists interpret sacred images as vehicles for 
elevating us to the “ideal” realm, like Elijah on the fiery chariot. It is no 
coincidence that this “rapture” is depicted countless times in Byzantine 
and Russian icons. Plato, in the Phaedrus, describes “ideas” in this way: 
«colourless, formless, and intangible essences, which can only be contem-
plated by the intellect [...] essences that are the source of true knowledge». 
Images, according to Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, are «visible rep-
resentations of mysterious and supernatural spectacles», which have a pe-
culiar implication: they bring about a transformation of the spectator; they 
are a “Tabor of the gaze”. They act upon the people who contemplate them 
in the same way that the Transfiguration of Christ on Mount Tabor acted 
upon the apostles, by imparting the ability to see the pure, spiritual reality 
beyond the poverty of material existence. In the words of the Damascene: 

Μεταμορφοῦται τοίνυν οὐχ ὃ οὐκ ἦν προσλαβόμενος, ἀλλ’ ὅπερ ἦν τοῖς 
οἰκείοις μαθεταῖς ἐκφαινόμενος, διανοίγων τούτων τὰ ὄμματα, καὶ ἐκ 
τυφλῶν ἐργαζόμενος βλέποντας. 

There is no Metamorphosis in the sense that it adds something to what 
is already there, but rather because it manifests what is already there: it 
opens the disciples’ eyes and transforms them from blind to sighted.

It is no coincidence that the theme of the Transfiguration, or Metamor-
phosis, is also one of the most frequently depicted in iconography, and to 
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the highest standards. As Evgenij Trubeckoj wrote in 1916, «the icon is not 
a portrait but rather a prototype of a future transfigured humanity».

The face

Whether one is dealing with a mosaic or a sacred image, the true image 
is not found in the design or in what one perceives immediately. Consider 
the face, which is so important in icons. Vultus (from the disused supine 
vultum of the verb volo, to will) is both the most sacred and the most false 
of all images. According to Platonic philosophy, reflected and perfected 
in the Byzantine theory of icons, the only representation of a human, or 
anthropomorphic, face that is not illusory, elusive and empty, and therefore 
misleading, idolatrous, or even diabolical (διάβολος from διαβάλλω, the 
misleader, the oblique) is that which represents something that transcends 
the mimesis of appearance, which by definition is contingent and 
misleading. It is precisely the total falsity of any literal reproduction of the 
face that makes necessary the creation – laborious, complex, necessarily 
artistic – of what is known in sacred art as a “holy face” and in profane art 
as a “portrait”, the sacredness of which lies in overcoming the signifier in 
order to reach the universality of archetype signified.

A face is sacred or holy (sanctus, “authorized”, necessary) whose features 
refer to “another world” rather than the world of phenomena. Deriving the 
features of a holy face from its human representation is made possible by a 
process of abstraction that purifies the image of its natural characteristics 
and transforms the face (facies, exterior appearance) or visage (visus, from 
video, that which is seen, therefore in itself a lie) into a vultus (that which 
is produced by a voluntas, that is, the will to create a representation). From 
tribal masks to the Mona Lisa, including not only Byzantine icons but also 
Greek vase paintings (with their frontal representation only of the hypnot-
ic fixity of those who are beyond life or experiencing the “stasis” that results 
from being outside oneself, ek-stasis, as Jean-Pierre Vernant teaches), what 
identifies this face is the gaze. 

A “true” image is not the image one looks at, but rather the image by 
which one is “regarded”, the image in whose gaze one is caught up. It is a 
gaze that draws us towards another dimension, bringing us closer to the 
mystery of existence; that leads the viewer to liberate themselves, by means 
of that intermediary, from the physical characteristics and, tearing the veil 
asunder and crossing the threshold, to move beyond the facile nature of the 
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facies, the superficial appearance, to the complexity of the idea: the mental 
image, the inner representation of a profound εἶδος.

In ms. Vladimir 108 of the Moscow Synodal Library, dated to the end of 
the tenth century, we can see the characters of the Byzantine “sacred face” 
in the εἰκονισμοί (registers of personal descriptions of icons) relating, for 
example, to Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite and Basil of Caesarea.

Dionysius (the Areopagite, feast day on 3 October). Height medium, frail, 
skin tinged white to yellow, slightly snub-nosed, wrinkled eyebrows,  
sunken eyes, always self-absorbed.

Basil the Cappadocian (feast day on 1 February). Tall, straight, thin, dark 
skinned, yellowish face, aquiline nose, arched and frowning eyebrows, se-
vere air suggestive of one who questions himself.

The Byzantine face is the face of one who has “departed from the world”. 
It is a detached face, with eyebrows arched in an impassive expression, 
but at the same time slightly questioning. This is an ascetic, anorexic 
face, with a slight funerary quality in the shadows under the eyes, in the 
indication of bones beneath thin skin. It is a face marked by the struggles 
of existence, convulsions of intelligence, spasms of neurosis and insomnia. 
For this reason the face of an icon is never lacking the wrinkles or folds 
that here are a symbol of the highest beauty. There is no smooth face to an 
icon, since it expresses an ideal that is the exact opposite of what we seek 
after in our contemporary icons, from cinema to advertising: a Byzantine 
icon expresses the overcoming of the external world and the value of an 
interiority acquired through descent into the mystery that transcends the 
flesh but is immanent in the psyche.  

It is clear from the indications of the εἰκονισμοί that the elements we have 
listed above, and which we find unchanged in icons that are geographically 
and chronologically very distant from each other, are not only intentional, 
but have been contemplated and elaborated with almost mathematical pre-
cision. As a result, a code emerges between physical clues and metaphysical 
symbols, guiding the viewer to a different level of comprehension, urging 
them to read the physical data transparently, transforming their gaze and 
orienting it towards a dimension other than the one they are experiencing. 

The icon is thus placed at the beginning and at the end of that «great pen-
dular movement», as Dagron defines it, that, according to the terminology 
of Hegel’s Aesthetics, «goes from symbolism to classicism to return to those 
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symbolic forms that Plato had longed for or foreseen the return of, simul-
taneously positive and negative, bearers of meaning that they can never 
fully express, and which are sacred due to their very inadequacy». Building 
on this, Dagron offers an unforgettable definition of the icon as a «portrait 
in its purest form, that is, a representation of a person who is shown for 
himself, designated rather than painted, present rather than represented». 
      

The contemporary neo-Platonist James Hillman went so far as to de-
scribe the icon tout court as the «portrait of the soul», the unveiling of 
not only the person, but also of the psyche, both individual and collective: 
not just of our soul, but of the world soul. If it is true, as Plotinus writes, 
that it is the inner image that creates what we see as a visible entity, then 
the “true image”, the one the Byzantine theologians were looking for, «is 
that of the inner form, the psychic form, the form of the soul. A form that 
binds together different visibilities and gives depth to the visible, thereby 
making it the very visibility of the soul». The “true image” must serve as a 
means of reactivating contact with our soul and activating a different level 
of psychic energy.

To this Hillman ascribes a concrete effect on the viewer, similar to that 
found in Byzantine theories of the image: «A true image, what we may 
rightly call an icon, is static, it ceases movement. It is suspended. Its pur-
pose is to focus, to concentrate». Hillman mentions the idea of «stasis of 
the mind» as it emerges from the discussion between Stephen and Lynch 
in Joyce’s Portrait of an Artist, where Stephen Dedalus ascribes to Thomas 
Aquinas the idea that the beautiful and the true determine «a stasis and 
not a kinesis». For Hillman any image is false that promotes movement or 
action (mercenary, pornographic, or propagandistic images, or, in today’s 
world, advertising images, such as urge us to do this or that). A “true” im-
age, “icon”, is one that instead  produces a stasis of being, which induces a 
departure from the self, suspends space and time – a state of estrangement 
which, as if lending us other eyes with which to look at our lives, encourages 
us to rectify them. In this sense Hillman interprets the “sanctity” which the 
Byzantines attribute to sacred images as relating to the way they provide 
an inner model for behaviour. And he moves with dizzying speed to con-
nect this with his interpretation of the final, enigmatic line of Rilke’s poem 
the Archaic Torso of Apollo – «Du mußt dein Leben ändern!» «You must 
change your life!» – as the warning that every true image issues to those 
who see it, or are seen by it.
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The Orphans of the Icon

From this overview, short as it is, it is clear that the icon is not a work 
of figurative art. During the Byzantine eighth and ninth centuries phil-
osophical debate on the image, which was subtle and widely misunder-
stood, two approaches – on the one hand proto-Christian aniconism, first 
Jewish and then Islamic; on the other the Platonic distinction regarding  
images together with the Plotinian theory of artistic representation – be-
came allies in challenging the permissibility of figurative art. The contro-
versy surrounding icons did not end with an indiscriminate theological 
rehabilitation of the veneration of images, but with the invention and me-
ticulous codification of a “new” image. An artistic depiction could only be 
considered licit and non-idolatrous if it did not attempt to represent the 
figure naturistically. In defending the salvific potential of this (and only 
this) form of representation, the definition of εἰκών united depiction and 
graphic symbol. 

However, this new, unequivocally non-figurative status of icons, autho- 
rized by theology and affirmed by Byzantine culture, according to which 
icons are the interface between the visible and the invisible, the very proof 
that the two worlds can come into contact with each other, was not un-
derstood in the West. Not, that is, until the beginning of the 20th century, 
when this theology of the icon, formulated in Byzantium in the eighth and 
ninth centuries, would be referred to by the early twentieth century Rus-
sian theologians Trubeckoj and Florenskij. 

The latter’s essay Iconostasis opens with the following lines: 

According to Genesis 1, God created the heavens and the earth, and this 
division of creation into two parts has always been considered to be fun-
damental. Thus, in the Creed we call God “creator of all things visible and 
invisible”. These two worlds, the visible and the invisible, are in contact. 
However, the difference between them is so great that the issue of the 
boundary that brings them into contact with each other cannot fail to 
arise.

The borderline is our psyche, where «life in the visible world alternates 
with life in the invisible world» in a series of states. The most common 
is the dream, while the rarest is mystical ecstasy, during which «the soul 
inebriates itself with the visible and, losing sight of it, becomes ecstatic». 
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«Rublev’s Trinity exists, therefore God exists» was the syllogism Florenskij 
used in the 1920s. According to this theory, the icon «is either always 
greater than itself if it is a heavenly vision, or it is less than itself if it does 
not open up the supernatural world to the consciousness» of the viewer. 
Since the purpose of icons is to lift the psyche towards the spiritual world, 
if this purpose is not realized within the beholder, the icon will remain 
merely «a remote sensation of what is beyond, as seaweed still smelling of 
iodine is a testimony to the sea», to use his powerful description. 

The rediscovery of icons in modern aesthetics runs in parallel with the 
birth of modern abstract art, which, first in Russia and then in France, 
based itself openly on the model of the icon painters. In the early 1910s, 
icons became the obsession of the Russian intelligentsia: those artists who, 
after breaking with naturalism and, in some cases, arriving at abstraction-
ism, presented themselves as «orphans of the icon». As is well known and 
much discussed by both historians of modern art and scholars of Byzan-
tine art, Henri Matisse in Moscow in 1911 called upon artists to find their 
models in icon painters rather than Italian masters. As soon as he returned 
to France, he discussed this with friends, including Picasso. If Matisse was 
the first twentieth-century Westerner to encounter the icon, which imme-
diately influenced his painting, in the meantime the Russian avant-gardes 
based their research and experiments not only on the aesthetics but also 
on the theory of the image, the kernal of an idea left behind by Byzantium. 

The debt owed to icons is evident in the work of the constructivists and 
suprematists, as well as in the work of artists such as Vladimir Tatlin and 
Natal’ja Gončarova, who began their careers painting icons. As early as 
1902, works of the Byzantine tradition were displayed alongside con-
temporary works in the private collection of Ilija Ostruchov. A number 
of paintings by Russian painters of the 1910s and 1920s, such as Kliment 
Redko, can still be seen in the Tretyakov Gallery alongside their medieval 
Orthodox antecedents, which also served as their direct sources of inspi-
ration. 

The revolutionary work of Vassili Kandinsky, who created abstraction-
ism through a programmatic approach based on the experience of icons, 
belongs to the same period. «Kandinsky’s art, which we call “abstract” be-
cause it rejects the notions of nature and object in favor of another visi-
bility», Dagron writes, «has a strong connection with the type of iconic 
representations that orthodoxy has enshrined in the religious sphere, but 
which the modern artist uses for different purposes». If the parameters 
of Kandinsky’s Byzantine inspiration can be read in his Concerning the 
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Spiritual in Art and also in his Glances into the Past, the most immediate 
document of this journey without return are the «wild stages» of his work 
on St. George. As a result of his work on tradition, Kandinsky was able to 
define a new function for art and to discover «the inner truth of the image 
and a less opaque vision of reality», writes Dagron, similar to that of the 
icons hanging on the walls of his atelier.  

In his «rejection of materiality in an art of “total spirituality”, in the ob-
jectification of art that makes the artist a mere instrument serving the pur-
pose of representing the intimate structure of the world, in his rejection of 
the third dimension, in his desire to keep the image on a flat surface», the 
Byzantinist cannot fail to recognize the authenticity of Kandinsky’s Byz-
antine inspiration. Dagron concludes: «It is through its refusals, that is, 
through its latent iconoclasm, rather than its widespread religiosity, that 
the icon has been able to define the great goals of modern art».

Since the beginning of the last century aniconism has been the end point 
of our aesthetics: of contemporary art, of abstract art. Through Russian 
philosophical reflection, which provided the foundations for abstraction-
ism, the reasoning that originated in Byzantium in the eighth century is 
fulfilled, after tracing a long invisible parabola, only in the 20th century. In 
the contemporary era, art is motivated and guided by the “latent icono-
clasm” of the icon, releasing itself from its religious dimension and bring-
ing back into the secular arena its declaration of war against the prolifer-
ation of idols: the widespread dissemination of “false images” in the mass 
society that emerged from the revolutions of what we call modernity.
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Abstract 

During the Byzantine 8th and 9th centuries debate on the image known 
as iconomachia, two approaches – on the one hand proto-Christian 
aniconism, first Jewish and then Islamic, on the other the Platonic 
distinction regarding images together with the Plotinian theory of artistic 
representation – became allies in challenging the permissibility of figurative 
art. This subtle and widely misunderstood theological duel surrounding 
icons did not end with an indiscriminate theological rehabilitation of the 
veneration of images, but with the invention and meticulous codification 
of a “new” image. The Council of Constantinople in 843 did not “eliminate 
iconoclasm”, as is often stated. Rather, when all was said and done, an 
artistic depiction could only be considered licit and non-idolatrous if it 
did not attempt to represent the figure naturistically. The Byzantine debate 
would then validate the non-figurative understanding of sacred images, 
and by doing so mark a turning point in the process that would open the 
way, after a long latency, to the abstract art of the 20th century. In the 
contemporary era, art is motivated and guided by the “latent iconoclasm” 
of the icon, releasing itself from its religious dimension and bringing back 
into the secular arena its declaration of war against the proliferation of 
idols.
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