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It is alwa s fascinating to explore the development of cultures and cuhura] ai1 and to see 

how one evolves from and into the next. In classical antiquity, the veneration of the cult statue 

was commoll' the cult statue occupied a niche in the temple to which only priests and guests of 

the priests had direct access. The statues were not simpl s mbolic· they were instead holy 

objects, manifesting a direct path the the cult deity they depicted. The image itself, in other 

words, was the authority; the image itself had power. The fonns and authority of the cult deities 

and of their priests merged· to anger a priest was to risk angering the deity. In the later Byzantine 

era, through Caesaropapism we see the same pattern. The spiritual becomes the temporal and the 

temporal becomes the spiritual. Art, including iconic art, becomes a way by which viewers and 

worshippers expe1ience and explore the conditional c-0ncem and care of the Church and of the 

temporal authorities who acted in its name. Before and after the iconoclastic dispute, icons were 

not simply viewed as decorations. Rather, the · \ ere holistically experienced as divine 

instruments and were, as Bisser V Pentcheva notes, "meant to be physically experienced" 

because the icon itself was "matter imbued with charis or divine grace_' 1 The representation and 

veneration of icons, particulady icons of the saints Christ and the Christ Pantocrator, and the 

Virgin Hodegetria, seived several ecclesiastical functions; specificaJly they spread the \; ord of 

the emergent faith they reinforced ecclesiastical. authority, and they provided an indi idualized 

and therefore more committed and forvent faith. 

Although an icon can be in the form of many media, and although I will be considering 

mosaics an icon is genern1ly considered to be a small, portable depiction of a deity such as 

Christ~ a demi-deity such as the Virgin Maty , or a holy person such as a saint. Because the 

1 Bissera V. Penlcheva, "The Performative loon." The Art Bulletin 88, no. 4 (December 2006): 631. 
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emergent church was made up of small communities of people who worshipped together, often 

icons like small Hellenistic cult statues were used for personal veneration. By the end of the 

fourth century and because of its political power and geo0 raphic location a newer art, 

"Christian by its essence and Hellenistic and oriented by its roots an art that has come to be 

known as "Byzantine," emerged in Constantinople,2 lending itself to a grander and much more 

public icon, the mosaic. While many mosaics featured Cluist himself, the more personal and 

personalized smaller icons generally depicted saints. The depiction in icons of saints shows us 

the merging of the Hellenistic and the Christian; just as classical antiquity had special patron 

deities for cities, temples and even homes, so did the Christians use depictions of saints as their 

personal and powerful patrons. 

Through their iconic images, the saints portrayed interact strongly with the viewer. Gary 

Vikan tells us that the style of icons led to " intense ps chological dialogue, a dialogue not to be 

distracted b use of real space or earthly time, thus making "Frontali ty and direct eye contact 

essential.3 The per. on, even if a saint, being depicted was of marginal importance; vital to the 

depiction itself and to the viewer' s experience of it is the theological idea of the saint, the 

essence of the power of the saint. The image, like a relic is v hat connects the viewer/worshipper 

to that being v orsbjpped, and it is this theological idea that gi es the images of the saints their 

pov er. In the words of Sendler the saints ' 'indi idual characters were absorbed by the 

theological idea which was the essential part of their existence.'"1 It is the theological idea to 

·which worshippers and viewers were drawn. 

2 Egan Sendler. The Icon: Image of the Invisible . (Redondo Beach, CA: Oakwood , 1988), 14-15 
3 Gary Vikan. Sacred Images and Sacred Style in Byzantium (Aldershot: Ashgale, 2003) , 137. 
• Sendler, The Icon , 61 . 
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Saints are often portrayed as heroic: they are soldier-saints, read to enforce the Church s 

doPma and doctrine; they are martyr sai nts who give t11eir lives for the Faitk t11ey arc scholarly 

saints disproving any error or heresy. They are those people those models that their vcnerators 

strive to emulate not only because the saints manifest the ideals of the age but because those 

saints have unequivocally, the attention of Christ and often too of his mother. Again, the saints 

arc hemes in whom Cluist has a personaJ interest and for whom Christ has a personal love. If we 

consider for instance the image of St. Philip (Figure l ), we see the full frontality and direct 

engagement described b Vikan; the young saint, dressed in aristocratic robes and holding a 

codex in his left hand, appears to be lifting his right hand to give a blessing; the codex and the 

benediction remind us of typical depictions of Christ. In his icon, however, the apostle Philip has 

not yet completed the gesture of benediction. Rather, he seems to be in the midst of so doing, 

similar to later Pantocrator images, leaving the viewer to \I onder whether the young saint will 

indee,d, confer a benediction. An image of Christ hovers over the saint s left shoulder, Christ 

bjmself holding a codex in his left hand as ltis right hand is definitively raised in benediction and 

approbation over young Philip, giving Philip his clear blessing to act in Christ's name aod to do 

what he Philip, deems right. If Christ has a special love and rngard for St. Philip, and St Philip 

bas a special interest in aod approval fo1· his enerator it follows that Christ ,. ill accept the 

viewer/venerator under, as it were the sponsorship of Philip. Indeed, it seems in the depiction on 

the icon that Christ has become the disciple of his apostle and the apostles, after the Virgin, 

"were the most spiritual and the most filled with the Holy Spirit. 5 In hoping for St. Philip' s 

5 Robert Bartlelt Why Can the Dead Do Such Great Things? Saints and Worshippers from the 
Martyrs to the Reronnation (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2013), 167. 
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approbation, the iev er will mo t like! model himself after the saint thus reinforcing and 

continuing ecclesiastical authority. 

Similarly if we consider the image of St. Nicholas (Figure 2) we sec again a figure 

direct[ confronting the viewer. This time the saint is sponsored not only b Christ but by the 

Vi1·gin Mary as well. A small Christ e>..1:cnding a codex ,,~th his right hand, hovers over 

Nicholas ' s right side, seemingly tmnsferring the word din~ctl to the saint. On Nicholas' left 

side we see an image of tlte Virgin, cradling, perhaps, a mandylion emphasizing the patJ1os of 

the faith. Surrounding the entire po11rait are scenes from St. Nicholas' life, giving the iewer 

simultaneously something to admire and something to emulate. In addition, the figure gives the 

viewer hope of special favor from this earl fourth-century saint who was reputed to provide 

unexpected gifts. 

St. Philip was an apostle, St. Nicholas a pope. When we examine St. Menas, we see a 

warrior and popular martyr who drew enough pilgrims " that they stimulated and presumably 

partly funded the building of a huge complex of hostels, bath-houses, and churches, including 

the main one, the largest basilica in Egypt. •'6 When one looks at the icon hrist and St Menas, 

Figure 3, it becomes clear immediately that it would behoove us to emulate St. Menas for he 

seems to be on equal, or nearl. equal terms with Christ himself. Io the icon, the figure of Christ 

is on.I ve1y slight! larger than the saint Christ's al'm is draped familiarly o er Menas' shoulder 

as his other arm cradles a codex; for both Menas and the codex, Christ shows approval and even 

affection. Both Menas and Christ wear similar facial expressions. To gesh1re or to confer a 

benediction is one thing; to touch is quite another. Christ's being shown in physical and close 

0 Bartlett, IM1y Can the Dead Do Such Great Things?, 471. 
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Figure 7: Virgin of Vladimir, tempera on panel ca. l 125 


