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3. Why Images? Imagery and Religion in Late Antiquity

a. The Virgin’s Icon; Icon Types and Their Meaning

Only a person or a “mystery” of the faith can be venerated. The image derives its
authority in the first case from the authentic appearance of a holy person, and in the
second case from its “correct” treatment of an event in the history of salvation.! In
both cases a general consensus is needed. Icon painting therefore centers in given
types that refer back to real or alleged archetypes as their first formulations. The first
task of icon scholarship therefore appears to be to define icon types and to identify
them by means of the inscribed names. For a long time this indeed was a common
exercise that intended to produce a fixed catalog of immutable types rather than trac-
ing the history of changes and new inventions. But difficulties arose as soon as one
took the legends as they were told by the icons’ sources literally or adopted a simplis-
tic view of the course of events.

The name inscribed on an icon indeed coincides with its type far less often than
post-Byzantine catalogs suggest. In the early period an icon had no title, at most the
name of the saint it portrayed. For polemical reasons, after iconoclasm the icon of the
Virgin adopted the theological title of the Mother of God (first Theotokos, then
Meter Theou), which at the time amounted to an official proclamation of the Virgin’s
status in the history of salvation.? It also bore the name of the church in which its
“original” resided, or a title referring to its origin, its function, or a conspicuous qual-
ity (e.g., intercession, or paraklesis, by the Virgin). Sometimes the name of an image
alludes to a dogmatic theme, as for example Platytera (i.e., “wider [than the heavens
is the womb that encompassed the Creator]”).? The case is similar with the Eleousa,
or Our Lady of Mercy, who performs her part of the work of salvation. It has been
proved that such a name does not match a fixed image type but adds a general de-
nominator to quite different types of images.*

The Virgin’s icon, in particular, became an inexhaustible source of new inven-
tions and allusions. If it is true that the types and names of images were freely inter-
changed, each bringing its own meaning into play, then a new field of historical
inquiry opens for scholars. First, one must learn to understand allusions that can
invoke different and even contradictory ideas in a single image, both by the way the
figure is shown and by the name appended to it. One must also ask which types were
current at a given time in a given place, and for what reasons. The original invention
needs to be explained. Migrations from one cult to the other can be verified through
the transfer of “temple images”; poetic and theological themes can be elucidated by
means of the adopted shapes, which differ significantly in the eleventh century, for
example, from those of the earlier period or of the late Middle Ages. It thus seems an
obvious task to view the history of the icon in the wider historical context within
which the icon’s use underwent changes, in such a way as to make apparent the inter-
action between its continuing tradition and its varying context.
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IMAGERY AND RELIGION IN LATE ANTIQUITY

This is a difficult program to pursue. The situation is more favorable for late
antiquity and the early Byzantine period because the context has been far better re-
searched. The late Byzantine period (mid-thirteenth to mid-fifteenth century), for its
part, is so close in time to the post-Byzantine history of the icon that what is known
of later practice often can be applied in retrospect. What is least known is the history
of the icon in the middle centuries, for which we must adopt a different perspective.
In doing so, we are helped by liturgy and church poetry, since they provided the func-
tional context within which the viewer of the time saw the icon.

The hymns that were sung and the sermons that were preached at that time were
usually more than half a millennium old. Texts by the early church fathers were still
read in the original language; hymns to the Virgin were handed on in the form they
had taken in the sixth century. The mysticism of the early period had already created
the main symbols that continued to be used in the high Middle Ages, often with delib-
erately archaic language. All the same, such themes and motifs served the needs of an
ever-changing society, or were made relevant in ever-new ways by changes of empha-
sis. It is often difficult to distinguish the timeless features of liturgical poetry from
those that are modern, and we encounter a similar difficulty when we try to see the
icon within the changing context of Byzantine society, necessary as it is to make the
attempt.

One example is the rhetorical development that took place within the Virgin’s
icon, whether it alludes to the lament of the grieving mother or to the knowing mel-
ancholy of the compassionate mother. Such a development transformed the appear-
ance of the icon after the tenth and eleventh centuries, but the change was carried
along by an argumentation and intoned in a language that went back to well-tried
models. When these patterns of thought and speech originated, however, such images
did not exist, nor was it conceivable that icons could ever express such rhetorical
matter in the sixth century. At the time of Romanus the Melodos, the icon as a form
was ill adapted to absorb impulses from poetry. It was necessary for such hymns to
take on a new liturgical function, and for the icon to have a secureexistence in church

life, before it could take on such complex significatory roles. The same applies to the .

time lag between the Christological debates and the much later decision to symbolize
them in the icon. A persistent disparity obliges us, when thinking about the icon as a
social phenomenon, to consider it within its own tradition as well as to situate it in
the society that it served in its varying roles.

This twofold attention to constant and variable features is especially necessary
after the icon’s crossing of the frontier to the Western hemisphere, which led to an
expansion of the genre after about 1200. After this date imported icons were often
put to such new uses, or Italian replicas so exactly replicated Byzantine models, that
it is difficult to distinguish a familiar form in a new function from a new form in an
existing function (chap. 17a).

Different, yet also similar, are the problems arising in late antiquity, during the
transition to Christian culture. Clear distinctions are often impossible, since Christian
cult images appeared in borrowed forms. Lineages between the non-Christian and
Christian usage of images, are not always easy to discern. Christians were reluctant
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IMAGERY AND RELIGION IN LATE ANTIQUITY

to acknowledge the analogies, and they were also drastically reducing, and if possible
eradicating, the physical stock of pagan “idols,” while borrowing from it at the same
time. This was especially true of the images of the gods, with which the next stage of
our discussion is concerned. Matters are somewhat simpler regarding the portrait of
the dead and the image of the emperor, because in these cases the private and state
spheres formed a buffer zone between Christian imagery and the tabooed objects of
“heathen” religion. On the level of popular religious practice, however, there was an
urgent need to provide a substitute for the confiscated cult images, from which the
people had sought help in times of need.

These problems culminated in the icon of the Virgin, which we shall now con-
sider. The Marian icon may also help to throw light on the question why icons were
needed at all—which gap they filled in the way society represented itself.- Of course,
we cannot go beyond questions and conjectures in discussing such a topic. It will be
appropriate to begin by talking about the person embodied in the Marian icon, for
although she made her appearance late in the art of the icon, she soon became the
favorite subject.

b. The Virgin’s Personality in the Making: The Mother of God

and the Mother of the Gods

Isidore of Pelusium (d. ca. 435) replied in a letter to a question from a theologian as
to how the Christian belief in a Mother of God (Theou Méteér) related to the poly-
theism of the Greeks, who talked of a mother of the gods (Métér The6n).* This was a
reference to the Great Mother, or Cybele, who was venerated at Pessinus in Phrygia
but who had also had a cult center in Rome since about 200 B.c.® Emperor Julian the
Apostate (A.D. 361-63), writing at a time when Christianity was already the state
religion, composed a speech on the “motherless virgin who sits beside Zeus” and is
“the mother of the thinking gods.” Constantine restored her temple in Constanti-
nople and donated a new cult image.”

Isidore admitted that the two situations bore a superficial resemblance but in-
sisted all the more emphatically on the differences. He claimed the paradox of the
virgin mother exclusively for Mary—ironically, the very status on which the divinity
of many prior goddess-mothers had been founded. Isidore might have argued that
Mary’s virgin motherhood was without parallel because it alone was claimed to have
arisen from a human pregnancy. This did not, however, dispose of the question of
who Mary was. The three persons of the Godhead had already caused enough prob-
lems for the monarchical principle of the single God; now a woman had also to be
accommodated within the definition of God. For the theologians a human mother
was indispensable, since only she could guarantee the human life of Jesus. But she
must have conceived the Child through God within her body if the unity of Jesus as a
person was to be valid. For this reason the Alexandrian theologians at the Council of
Ephesus in 431 insisted on the title “Mother of God” (Theotokos).? Isidore’s letter
was written in this context.

But centuries later, when the problem seemed long since to have been resolved,
we still find John of Damascus speaking of the distinction between Mary and “the
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IMAGERY AND RELIGION IN LATE ANTIQUITY

mother of the so-called gods,” to whom many children are fancifully attributed,
“whereas in reality she had none.” For how could an incorporeal be impregnated by
means of sexual intercourse, and how could there be an eternal God who had to be
born? The writer therefore assumes a first, timeless birth of the divine Logos from the
Father alone, distinguishing it from ““a second birth” in which he who “is without
beginning or body” was born in the flesh from the human body of a mother. “Thus
he remained wholly God and became wholly man.” In this sense one could speak of
the Mother of God. “Nevertheless, we do not call her a goddess (far be such hairsplit-
ting Greek fables from us) and also recognize her death.”? In fact, John was preaching
on the feast of the death of the Virgin, but now he stressed that her tomb (like that of
Christ) had been found empty, as she too had been taken up into heaven corporally.
Just as her human motherhood was, if not canceled, at least raised beyond ordinary
human experience by her virginity, so likewise was her human death by her transpor-
tation to heaven.

The two texts quoted here prove at the least that it is no modern error to speak
of the role of goddess-mothers in the history of the veneration of Mary, as the possible
(or real) analogies were early regarded as a problem. Perhaps the fear of creating a
goddess was one reason for the noticeable reticence of the very early theologians vis-
a-vis the figure of Mary. It was only when the public debate on the definition of the
person of Christ in the fourth century preoccupied the whole Roman Empire that
Mary began to feature more and more prominently in Christological arguments, cre-
ating a need to define her life and person as well. This circuitous way in which her
role came to be defined within the church explains why all utterances about her up to
the Council of Ephesus lead away from her as much as they focus attention on her
son. This reaches a peak in her telling designation as a ““virginal workshop” set up by
the Logos in order to become man therein.’® Her femininity, indeed her person, was
regarded as secondary to her primary service as an instrument of salvation. Here the
theologians not only were thinking about the Judaic heritage of the one God the Fa-
ther and the doctrine of the Logos but also were concerned with concrete problems
raised by the doctrine of the Docetists, who ascribed to Jesus only the “appearance”
of a body and no human nature. For this reason all similarities of Mary to a goddess,
which might have cast doubt on the human aspect of Jesus, were avoided, and even
Mary’s human frailties were celebrated.

While the theologians were neutralizing Mary’s possible role as the heavenly
mother by disputing her role in the birth of Christ, many cults of goddess-mothers
still persisted, at least at a popular level. In the eastern part of the Roman Empire this
was true particularly of Cybele, the “mother of the gods,” who has already been men-
tioned, and of Diana of Ephesus (the virginal all-mother), whose cult reached its ze-
nith in the third century a.D.!* She was a mother figure who could bestow salvation
like Isis, described by Plutarch as “the justice which leads us to the divine because it
is wisdom.” Isis, “the one who is all,” with her “thousand names,” was endowed
by myth as mother to the boy Horus, with whom she appears on an Egyptian
mural—with qualities that could readily be transferred to Mary, in that they inspired
the trust of those in need of protection. Some of the temples of Isis that had been
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IMAGERY AND RELIGION IN LATE ANTIQUITY

closed at the end of the fourth century (as late as 560 in the case of the temple at
Philae) were reconsecrated as churches of the Virgin.'2 The heavenly mothers were the
focus of mystery religions, whose initiates sought redemption and practiced a per-
sonal piety. These figures also acted as oracles, rainmakers, and protectors of crops.

Apart from its saints, Christianity had little to offer.in place of such practical
protectors and the multiplicity of local cults. Hence the oversensitive reaction of
Bishop Epiphanius of Salamis, about 370, to a cult of the Virgin practiced by women
who offered Mary loaves made from a dough called kollyris.'3 It was, he proclaimed,
a relapse into heathenism; although Mary could be honored, only God should be
prayed to. From then on, a cult of the Virgin developed within the church on the pat-
tern of the saints’ cults already existing. The Council of Ephesus met in a church of
the Virgin, and a short while earlier Proclus had preached in the capital on a feast
of the Virgin. When the council met at Ephesus in 431, the construction and decora-
tion of S. Maria Maggiore in Rome was almost complete.!*

It was only the council’s decision to recognize Mary as having given birth to God,
however, that set in motion the autonomous and general veneration of the Virgin.
The theological definition was no longer a problem, having been reduced to a formula
that the majority accepted. Now the new figure could be endowed with all the stereo-
types of a universal mother that were known from the mother divinities. An oration
given by Cyril of Alexandria in Ephesus on the day after the condemnation of his
opponent Nestorius laid the foundations of a Marian mysticism that culminated two
generations later in the poetry of Romanus.!* The theologians now seemed to have no
hesitation about ascribing to Mary almost “godly honors,” taking over metaphors
from texts on the mother divinities to make her seem more familiar,and even favoring
the celebration of new feasts of the Virgin on the feast days of the old goddess-
mothers.

The new literature on the Virgin pursued three different aims. First, the biog-
raphy of the real person had to be “completed,” since Mary’s life is hardly mentioned
in the Gospels and played a significant part only in apocryphal texts.!” In this context
icons and clothing relics were needed in order to add concrete historical proof. Natu-
rally, the absolute perfection of this person was no longer in question, nor was her
purity, beginning with her immaculate conception in the womb of Anne. A second
aim, often difficult to reconcile with the first, was to popularize the “mystery” of
Mary’s cosmic role as the greatest miracle of creation, which tended to blur the out-
lines of the real person. The metaphor of the bridge to God helped meet this aim, as
did the whole repertoire of Old Testament prophecies, which were now used to sup-
port the idea of the Virgin as a key figure in universal history. From this perspective
followed Mary’s role as universal intercessor with God, and this third aim of the lit-
erature also embraced the idea of a new mistress of the world, apart from whom no
way led to God. Refuge was now taken “in the heart” of a compassionate Mother, as
Mary now accrued the anthropomorphic features of many former protective divini-
ties and miracle workers.'8

About A.D. 450 the new cult of the Virgin met with the energetic support of Em-
press Pulcheria in the capital, but it is difficult from the later sources to determine the
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IMAGERY AND RELIGION IN LATE ANTIQUITY

exact outlines of the empress’s activity. Pulcheria had taken up the regency for her
brother Theodosius II (408-50) at an early age, and after his death she became em-
press as the wife of Marcian (450-57). She clearly played a part in the preparations
for the Council of Chalcedon, which reaffirmed a unity of faith that now embraced
the Mother of God.” Later sources attribute to her the building of three famous
churches of the Virgin in Constantinople that were subsequently much enlarged.?°
Mary’s mantle, however, seems to have found its way to the church of the Virgin in
the Blachernae quarter only in the reign of Leo I (457~-74).2' One would like to know
more about the early history of this relic, for it later provided a palpable symbol for
the idea of Mary’s motherly role, just as it offered concrete evidence to support the
legend of the empty tomb, in which the mantle had been left behind.2? As Mary’s
tomb, the location of which was disputed between Jerusalem and Ephesus, could not
be brought to the capital, the palpable relic of the mantle was substituted for it, ac-
cording to the account given later by a popular text.2? The empty tomb was a stimulus
to the universal veneration of the Virgin, since it ruled out any local claims to her
presence and also fostered belief in the miraculous appearances of one whose body
sojourned in heaven.? The interest in transferring cult centers from the Holy Land to
Constantinople, however, where no biblical tradition existed, had become far too
important after the moving of the apostles’ bodies there in the fourth century ever to
allow any shortfall in the cult of the Virgin.

Clothing relics and, as we shall see, authentic portraits took the place of missing
body relics as evidence of a historical life. Such relics effectively turned some churches
of Mary into cult centers, both as mausoleums and as successors to the pilgrim
churches in Jerusalem and Nazareth. Other churches became sites of miraculous heal-
ing in the pre-Christian tradition. The foremost of these was the church of the Virgin
at the healing spring, situated in a cypress grove outside the city, which was included
among the many existing or new buildings in which Emperor Justinian I (527-65)
promoted the Virgin’s cult.s The “spring of miracles,” or “life-giving source,” was
henceforth surrounded by many legends.

A new and decisive phase of the Virgin’s cult began when the capital and the
hard-pressed empire needed her support in the age of wars against the Avars and
the Persians, and ultimately against Islam. Hopes of encouraging divine aid were di-
rected toward her, as she also acted as a symbol of unity for the empire’s population.
This era, which began with Justinian’s death in 565 and reached its first climax with
the Avars’ siege of the city in 626, is so well documented by contemporary sources,
and has now been so thoroughly researched, that we can clearly trace the extension
of Mary’s role as city deity and army leader through changes in the practice of her
cult.26 In the same era the cult of icons had its first flowering under the direction of
the court (texts 2 and 3).

Upon the coronation of Justin II in 565 the poet Corippus composed a prayer to
the Virgin for the empressthat mentions a dream visitation in which Mary reveals his
fate to the emperor, just as Venus had once done to Aeneas.?” Under Maurice
(582-602), who also introduced the Assumption as a universal feast, the image of
Nike was replaced on seals by that of the Virgin.2® Soon after, when the beleaguered
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city was fighting for its life, Mary took over, through appropriate visions and exhor-
tations, the role of Athena Promachos, whose statue still stood in the city.?® As a
sermon describes, during the siege by the Avars in 626 she appeared, brandishing a
sword in her hand and admonishing the desperate citizens to dye the sea red with the
blood of their enemies.?* A new preamble to the old Akathistos hymn, with which the
Virgin was thanked for the final deliverance, made explicit her role as city goddess
and general.?! Emperor Heraclius (610-41) attributéd his accession to the throne to
Mary’s help and commended the city to her protection when he went to war with the
Persiansin 622.32 At that time the mantle of the Virgin in the Blachernae was the city’s
palladium, even more than were the Marianicons; encased in a threefold reliquary, it
still bore traces of the milk with which Mary had stilled her Child.?* The clergy of this
church were so numerous that for economic reasons Heraclius had to reduce them to
seventy-five priests.?* The relic chapel, as we know from inscriptions, was rebuilt by
Justin II (565-78); in two later inscriptions she “who bore Christ and vanquished the
barbarians” is praised as the protectress of the imperial house.?

Such information makes it clear that we are no longer moving in the realm of
speculation if we see the change in the cult of the Virgin as a consequence of the
turning toward the universal mother, which by the early seventh century had reached
a pitch that could hardly be surpassed. The Mother of God, whose figure had by now
become as polymorphous as the demands made on her were multifarious, appeared
as an actual sovereign, in whose name even the emperor acted. As the unity of the
Roman people was now sought in the unity of religion, personal piety and state reli-
gion merged seamlessly into a patroness accessible to all, enlivened by the human
features of Greek religion and endowed with unlimited power. This history throws a
different light on the reaction by the court in the eighth century, when the iconoclasts
under Constantine V finally repudiated not only the icons but the oppressive status of
the Virgin. The iconoclasts’ position unites the claim for an autonomous representa-
tion of the Roman emperor with the adoption of a purified, spiritual religion. The
link between the cult of the Virgin and the cult of icons again became clear when
the supporters of images endowed the reinstated Marian icon with the official title
“Mother of God.” 3

The cult of the Virgin, which looked very different to the populace than it did
to the theologians, took a fixed place in the political sphere, its third manifestation,
from the late sixth century on. This was expressed in the official addresses prescribed
for the feast of the Assumption in the imperial Book of Ceremonies,?” which begged
protection “on the wings” of Mary’s intercession and praised the Virgin and Mother
as the “eternal river” and the “living spring of the Romans.” She was entreated to aid
the emperors, who had received their crowns from her and who in war bore her image
as their invincible shield.

¢. Pagan Images and Christian Icons

The continuity between the pagan and Christian use of images has naturally become
a subject of controversy among scholars, as the early Christians’ opposition to the
idols of polytheism was only too obvious. The early theologians too had entered the
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fray, putting forward entirely new arguments to support the idea of discontinuity as
regards paganism, in terms of theory if not in terms of practice. Where connections
did exist in the use of images, they were veiled and hidden as far as possible, so that
the sources yield little on the question. Only through the functions the images took
over, first in the private sphere and then in the public, can we infer connections. These
can be presented here only in the form of conjectures. Edwyn Bevan, like Ernst von
Dobschiitz before him, has made this continuity the subject of his study.?

Christianity’s public use of images was hampered not only by its former oppo-
sition to the state cults of Rome but also by the Mosaic ban on images. St. Paul
(Rom. 1:23) charges the pagans with having changed the glory of the incorruptible
God into an image of corruptible human beings. In his defense of Christianity, Ter-
tullian accuses the heathens of doing no more in the cult of their gods than they did
to honor their dead; the alleged miracles performed by statues served only to “confuse
stones with gods.”*

Tertullian touched here on a sensitive spot that was also a contentious issue
among the Romans, for consecrated images inhabited by the Godhead raised expec-
tations of supernatural powers and miraculous healing. In his Interpretation of
Dreams, Artemidorus contended that it made no difference whether one saw “Arte-
mis herself . . . or her statue” in a dream, for even “perishable statues” had “the same
meaning as if the gods were appearing in the flesh.”4® The idea of the image as the
“seat of the divine being” and the idea of the “spirit animating the statue” both led,
according to Otto Weinreich, to the conviction that the image possessed the same
powers as its divine model and shared its capacity for response.*! In the cult image
“the divine noumenos was present and active,” so that if one had a petition to make,
one sought out its presence.

This use of images had very ancient roots going back far beyond Greco-Roman
culture and needs no special explanation. Nor should it be mistaken for a popular
aberration among the lower classes, no matter how glibly the enlightened upper
classes may have distanced themselves even then from such practices. The desire, in
times of public or private need, to have a divine intercessor present at a cult site and
in an image was only too understandable. At such times the idea of a religion was
always less important than the direct meeting with its representative. This is why cult
sites quickly became centers of pilgrimage, where the meeting with the intercessor was
staged in a way that promised success. Given the overcrowded pantheon of gods, such
places also permitted the experience of the community of the local cult. The public
cult was continued in private by the protection offered by household deities and genii.
Where private expectations of salvation were involved, the use of images took on a
multiplicity of forms and content that had little in common with the rigid patterns of
an official pantheon. Heroes and healing gods like Asclepius, below the rank of the
Olympian gods, offered direct access or a locally accessible partner during times of
personal need.

The transfer of a cult from one place to another usually involved the god’s image.
At the new site, the latter was introduced in a carefully managed ceremony at which
the original was first removed from public view and then allowed to “appear” during
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the rites of a feast day. The likeness that existed between a god and the god’s cult
image could be confirmed by dream apparitions in the temple; here the god appeared
to the dreamer in the same form “as he is seen in the temple.” Thus Ovid describes
Asclepius assenting to leave Epidauros for Rome, although Asclepius chose to appear
in the shape of his attribute, the snake.* Images of the gods were also donated as
votive offerings, for which replicas of the official cult image were chosen. If these were
not seen in their contexts, it was often far from obvious whether they really were the
official images of gods. In the fourth century the famous orator Libanios was unsure
whether he had before him a portrait of the writer Aristeides or—because of the long
hair—a cult image of Asclepius. He claimed that the figure resembled Asclepius, who
was to be seen as a votive image beside Apollo on a “large panel picture” in a temple
in Antioch.®* Here, then, is evidence of the image of a god in panel form.

In view of this multiplicity of religious concepts and their pictorial symbols, it is
unlikely that the introduction of Christianity as the state religion marked a sharp
break in the use of images, despite the official line of the church. One might well do
without the temple image in the parish church and yet maintain the household gods
and domestic intercessors. The functions of such gods were gradually transferred to
Christian saints with hardly any noticeable change, except of name. Demetrius, the
patron saint of Thessalonica, provides a revealing example of this process.* When he
appeared in dreams in the form he had in his icons in that city, the dreamer in his
church was cured, just as had happened with the vision of Asclepius. Demetrius was
clearly a kind of Christian Asclepius, who in the fifth century turned his city into a
new Epidauros. The same is indicated by the golden hands that distinguish the saint
in a mosaic in his church, much like those of St. Stephen in a chapel in Durazzo
(Albania).

The healing hand of the miracle worker Asclepius (Hera, Artemis, and Serapis
are also known to display it) is the subject of a study by Otto Weinreich, which con-
tinues to be of particular interest in our context.*’ In his sanctuary on the Tiber in
Rome, where Asclepius was worshiped as “redeemer and benefactor,” were to be seen
the votive gifts of those who had been “saved by his hands.” According to Emperor
Julian the Apostate, Asclepius appeared at Epidauros in simple human form; he grew
up there, and on his wanderings he held out his beneficent right hand. Hera Hyper-
cheiria similarly healed with a raised hand held above the sick person.

Demetrius, the Christian saint, could heal only if he prayed to God, but his prayer
was so effective that his praying hands were highlighted by means of their gold color.
This both honored the saint and indicated the feature for which he was honored. In
antiquity the gilding of a statue was often a way of giving thanks for a rescue. In
Rome, for example, the statues of the Dioscuri were gilded for this reason.* In the
Middle Ages the aura of the healing hand passed to rulers and leaders of spiritual
movements. In the ninth century the head of the Paulicians thus was called “Golden
Hand” (Chrysocheir).*”

The motif of the golden hand provides a sure link between icons and pre-
Christian cults (although it did not change Demetrius, who was a mortal saint, into
a god). The motif reappears in two early icons of the Virgin in Rome, which do,
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of course, contain an image of God in the form of the Son of God. In the Pantheon
icon (609), the hand that Mary uses to intercede for the praying person is gilded
(chap. 7b). In the icon of Our Lady the Advocate, both hands have golden sheathings
(chap. 15c).

There is also evidence for such a gold covering for seventh-century wall icons in
S. Maria Antiqua in Rome. Here too we must distinguish between applications that
are not votive offerings on the part of clients, and those that symbolize the “respond-
ing” part of the saint. In this church, for example, Demetrius’s mouth, not his hand,
once was covered in gold, the mouth being emphasized as the organ of prayer and the
source of the response.*® One is reminded of votive gifts in pre-Christian temples,
which often consisted only of the large ears of the deity.

The motif of the miracle-working hand points to a continuity in the use of the
cult image, which assumed precisely the functions left unaccounted for upon the abo-
lition of the old healing gods. It is therefore not a question of Artemis becoming Mary
or of Asclepius becoming Demetrius but of which traditional functions the new Chris-
tian images assumed. One need only recall the cult legends about the heavenly origins,
the inviolability, and the miracles of speaking and bleeding images to be aware of the
transfer of familiar ideas to the new cult images. This does not mean that Christen-
dom had now become “heathen,” although it cannot be denied that it did open itself
to the culture of the Roman Empire, which, as supporting a mystery religion, it had
once so steadfastly opposed. This means that general ideas and practices deeply
rooted in human nature became established in Christianity as soon as it had ceased
being on the defensive and had become the religion of the whole empire. Of course,
open references to images of the old gods were bound to be controversial, and we
hear of a sixth-century painter whose hand withered when he painted a Christ too
obviously resembling a familiar type of Zeus.#’ But allusions did not need to go so
far, as in general the formal assimilation of the image of ancient gods into the Christ

‘image was long since completed (cf. chap. 4).

The continuity of image use can be seen in the mysterious bronze votive image at
Caesarea Philippi (or Paneas), at the source of the Jordan.*® It depicted a healing god
with raised hand, perhaps Asclepius, and a woman client seeking protection; local
people, however, spoke of it as representing Christ and the woman with the issue of
blood, who according to the Gospels was healed by touching the hem of his garment.
The woman was said to have had the statue cast and placed outside her house in grati-
tude. Eusebius (d. ca. 339-40), the bishop at a nearby town, passed on this version
without commentary in his famous Ecclesiastical History. This gave rise to countless
legends, in which, as they developed, the sick woman was called either Martha, the
sister of Lazarus, or Berenice, and finally became Veronica. A Christian origin for this
sculpture in the fourth century is out of the question, although scholars disputed the
matter for a time. It was therefore all the more necessary at the time to assert a Chris-
tian origin, to justify the continuity of the image cult of the Christian era. The healing
herb growing up to the hem of what was supposed to be Christ’s robe and the re-
discovered dedicatory inscription to a “God and Healer” were also used as evidence.

But how did the Marian icon fit into this continuity? As we have seen, it first
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served to provide Mary with a “face” and to substitute for the lack of physical relics.
The inscription “Blessed Mary” on the early images verifies the association with the
long-established image of the saint (cf. chap. 5). But the depiction of the Christ Child
on the icon, which was the original reason for painting it, brought the mother’s image
into the proximity of the God image. One might call the Marian icon a saint image
that contained a God image (although, as the discussion of the images attributed to
St. Luke will show [chap. 4b], matters were more complicated). The transformation
of Mary into a universal mother facilitated the assimilation of pictorial formulas of
mother-deities such as Isis. Sometimes the Virgin’s image gave the impression of hold-
ing out the God image like a weapon against attackers.’!

The icon of the Virgin is a striking example of the continuity in the use of images
between pre-Christian and Christian times that is at issue here. This is true of both
the public and the private spheres. In the public sphere, the cult of the Marian icon
culminated in Constantinople in the period after 600 (text 2). As we saw, Heraclius
ascribed his ascent to the throne to the help of an icon of the Virgin, whose image he
emblazoned on his ships’ banners.> When the capital was under siege in 626, the
patriarch had Marianimages (perhaps again reproductions of the same icon) painted
on the city gates, where they filled the same role of the old god images, guardians of
the gate (propylaioi), which protected a town and also warded off sickness.3

By then the Marian icon had long been at home in the private sphere. Lamps
burned before it as before the old household gods. It was found in monks’ cells and
even in prisons. In a work on the life and ideals of hermits, John Moschus (d. 619)
recounts a number of episodes involving the monks’ use of Marian icons. For ex-
ample, before leaving on a journey, a hermit asked that his icon itself take care that
the candle burning before it not go out in his absence.** Private persons, who did not
yet understand the official church’s opposition to the consecration of images by pro-
fessional magicians, asked Patriarch John IV (d. 595) to bless an icon of the Virgin in
order to heal a sick woman with it.55 When the patriarch refused the request, the
image performed the miracle on its own when it was hung in the sick woman’s house.
In the home, the icon fulfilled functions similar to those of the earlier domestic images
of Isis.’¢ The church sought to separate the icon’s miraculous powers from magic
incantations, ascribing them instead to the Virgin herself and making them dependent
on the prayers of the icon’s owner. In the West (and for the Byzantine iconoclasts), a
different view was taken; what mattered was precisely that the image be consecrated
by a priest, since only the blessing was valued.s

d. Why Imagesé

It has been asked again and again why Christianity finally did adopt the veneration
of images, and why it happened in the sixth century.®® The question does not, of
course, refer to ordinary pictures, but to images that were venerated as idols had been
by the heathens. Whose interests did this veneration serve, and what were these inter-
ests? The question can be approached from different directions—from the viewpoint
of religious history or that of political history, to name only two possibilities. The
theologians produced the theory for a practice they found already in place. The state
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provided image veneration with a public pattern and so gave certain signals to society.
The icon cult was different as practiced by monks and pilgrims, and different again
as pursued in private. The answers have usually been sought in the concrete historical
context, but the question can be given a further dimension by posing it on a wider
plane: Why were there images at all?

We are concerned here with material images, of course, but ones that are invested
with mental images. They came into being because they were to provide a visual like-
ness of what they stand for. In our case they represent persons who cannot be seen
because they are absent (the emperor) or invisible (God). If they were visible, venera-
tion of their image would not be necessary. The absent emperor present in the image
is an old tradition. But for Christianity the depiction of the invisible God (though he
may have become visible in Jesus) posed a problem that escalated in the conflict over
iconoclasm and taxed the minds of theologians for a century.

It had not been forgotten that Yahweh was present only in the written word of
revelation, which was venerated in the Torah as his sign and bequest, as the two rab-
bis do in figure 9. Here the icon of God is the Holy Scripture housed in the Torah
shrine. No visible image could do justice to the idea of God. An image of Yahweh that
resembled a human being could be confused with the idols of polytheism. Monothe-
ism always tended toward an imageless concept of the one and universal God. It was
in competition with a multitude of cults distinguished among themselves not least by
their idols—cults that gave their gods precisely the anthropomorphic features that
Christianity allowed only in the special case of the historical Jesus, but that Judaism
could not accept at all.

In Christianity the need for local cults was answered by the cult of the saints,
whose relics—and then icons—suited the purpose.®® Only Christ—whose painted
image was a physical likeness of God in human form (cf. chap. 8)—and the Mother
of God could claim a universal cult. But it was precisely their images that provoked
the controversies that prevented a universal cult of images; the problem of visibly
depicting God exacerbated the theological differences that had been contained with
such difficulty.

Why images? The question cannot be separated from a further question: Who
used them, and in what way? We can see how this question applies to the private
sphere, where domestic patron saints were invoked to ward off every kind of danger.
Their physical presence was needed to allow people to address vows or thanks to a
visible intercessor by placing garlands around the image or lighting candles before
it.5° In the public sphere, the only way to represent saints after death or outside the
immediate vicinity of their graves was by means of images, in which they could be
venerated at many other sites after their death. The images met the same demands
that were made of the saints while they were alive: to give aid and perform miracles.¢!
In the state sphere up to now, unity had been represented by the emperors, who em-
bodied victory or prosperity in their self-display. These functions were now taken
over by images of God, which embodied the unity of the empire on a supernatural
plane.®? The icons now became victors, especially over foes of a different faith, who
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could be vanquished not only in the name of the empire but in the name of faith
as well.

Here too images were called upon to play an active part where nothing else was
available. Images thus filled gaps on a social level. They were given roles that society
no longer handled by itself; in this way, extraterrestrial forces were given power and
responsibility. It would therefore be a mistake to see images—as theologians were
later to do in the iconoclastic controversy—only as objects of religious contempla-
tion, since they were constantly used for very tangible purposes, from the repulsion
of evil to healing and the defense of the realm. The authority they acquired through
such functions enabled them to become the focus of a society’s aspirations (whether
that society was a town or an entire empire) and to symbolize the ideal community
envisaged by that society. In this way images helped in the creation of a collective
identity, what Peter Brown calls “civic patriotism,”$* when a group or a city was
threatened.

This was a weapon, however, that could turn against its owners. If the local saint
was credited with more power than the central authority of the state, images could
foster centrifugal, regional tendencies. The emperors in fact seem to have joined in
the iconoclastic controversy in order to counter these tendencies (chap. 8b). When the
religious unity of the empire was at issue, images, as soon as they became associated
with theological definitions, could widen the breach instead of strengthening unity.
This possibility perhaps explains why images were first used as symbols of state and
of religious unity but then, when they were seen as causing disunity, were abolished.

This was especially the case when images were given a role that we do not readily
associate with them, since the theologians do not mention it, that of giving protection
and success in war. After assuming this role in the late sixth century, the images’
failure to prevent the Arab onslaughts of the eighth century discredited them and
caused the emperors to remember God’s wrath against the Israelites when they lapsed
into idolatry.5* This recollection fostered a desire for a united people of God, with
purified religious forms on the Old Testament model. But the wheel of history could
not be turned back, the more so because the Roman Empire was subject to conditions
different from those of the Israelites. The tradition of image use was too deeply en-
trenched to be eradicated now. However, a pruning and ordering of the excesses in
the use of images was needed, and it was here that theology after iconoclasm had its
finest hour (cf. chap. 9).

The part that images played in the experience of that time can perhaps be illumi-
nated by two modern examples, however problematic such analogies may be. Reli-
gious images played a part in the Spanish civil war of 1936-39, as we read in the
autobiography of the film director Luis Bufiuel.®* He tells us that the republicans and
anarchists actually “executed” statues of Christ because they symbolized the enemy
cause. Bufiuel also tells of an abbess who cut the Christ Child away from a statue of
the Virgin, telling the Madonna that she would return him when their side had won.
Simply owning a religious picture at that time could cost one his or her life. There is
an obvious difference between this situation and the one in the Middle Ages, since the
opposing parties in the modern war had decided for or against religion itself, though
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admittedly a religion with specific Spanish traditions. Political identity included reli-
gious identity; opposition to one thus meant hostility to the other. Allowing for the
obvious differences, this situation offers analogies to our theme. It would be artificial
to draw a distinction between religious, patriotic, and political convictions. Images
symbolized questions of identity to such an extent that they became the objects of
symbolic actions (to which they lend themselves in any age) and were treated by the
opposing party as enemies.

The other example comes from South America and illustrates the state’s usurpa-
tion of popular forms of belief. During the election campaign of 1972 in Argentina, a
propaganda poster in the form of an icon gave the Virgin of Mercy the features of
Evita Peron, the dead wife of the former president, whom the Peronists were project-
ing as an idol for the masses. The prayer attached to the image, alluding to the cult of
the Virgen del Amparo, reads: “Protect us [ Ampdranos] from on high.” ¢¢

It will be objected that such a case would have been unthinkable in late antiquity
and that the situation in South America is a special case, since that continent has two
superimposed cultures. Christian images there often have pre-Christian elements, as
in the case of the Madonna of Guadalupe and her predecessors in the cults of the
Indians.” But, as we noted in the last paragraph, does not that very situation present
analogies to our subject? More important than these, however, is the interaction of
official use and popular cults, which cannot be neatly distinguished, no matter how
much one would like to do so.

In the case of early Byzantium there is no less disagreement among scholars about
the role of the people in the cult of images (the “pressure from below”) than there is
about the role of the court.® However, the argument loses its point if one bears in
mind that it was the cult of the emperors that first provided the pattern in which the
public cult of icons was enacted, and that the latter only adopted cult practices that
already existed.s® The emperor later fell victim to his own strategy of delegating his
authority to a higher sovereign in heaven, since later it was no longer he, the emperor,
who appeared as that sovereign’s living image on earth but an icon.

One may object that the actual religious functions, after all, were the images’
primary and most obvious feature. However, the religion to which the Byzantine im-
ages bear witness not only has timeless features (as do all religions) but also embraces
temporal features that locate it in a given society and culture. Many religions are
concerned to make visible an object of veneration, to protect it and to approach it
with the same piety that they would like to lavish on the higher being; symbolic acts
toward the image thus reveal one’s inner attitude. Theologians always harbored the
suspicion that such a cult would lead simple folk astray, in that they would mistake
the image for what it represents. All the same, they took advantage of the opportunity
to make the object of religion tangible and visible to the people, since the realm of
theology properly speaking was alien to them.

But the problem has deeper layers. Once the object of religion is made visible in
the image, the purity of a concept that only the true initiates can know is called into
question. The visible image of God is adapted to a human perception that is no more
than a means to an end, since neither Judaism nor Christianity has an anthropomor-
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phic conception of God, as was the case with the gods of Greco-Roman myth. The
visible painted image does not reveal any true attribute of God but contradicts his
essence; we thus can understand the care devoted to the theological definition of Jesus’
dual nature.

As actually happened, the problem of invisibility. can be solved in two different
ways. Either any visible image of God can be proscribed as blasphemous, or the very
idea of visibility can be questioned and thereby extended to the entire visible world,
which then would pose much the same problems as the painted image. If one had to
live in the physical world, one could also live with a painted image. Both the world as
a whole and the image of a part of that world pointed to an invisible reality, and for
both, material conditions were secondary. The worldview of late antiquity could be
roughly summarized in such a fashion, and its system is still best described as Neo-
platonism. But this brings about a contradiction inherent in an icon’s representing
God in human shape; namely, it invests the anthropomorphic figure with a mean-
ing that its visibility cannot support: the idea of the invisible and the incomprehen-
sible. The contradiction was resolved in principle by theologians in the definition of
Jesus, but (precisely because his dual nature cannot actually be depicted) it persisted
nevertheless.

A society as bound to religion as that of early Byzantium was bound to pay spe-
cial attention to the visible presence assumed by the sacred in this world.” Icons were
of particular interest because they claimed to embody higher or transfigured beings
and to deserve the veneration due to the holy. The iconoclasts later argued that icons
could not themselves transform the ordinary (koi#nos) into the sacred (hagion) unless
they were consecrated, like the Eucharist. But resistance to icons was older than this.
Indeed, the early legends about the age and celestial or apostolic origin of icons prob-
ably arose as a reaction to the reluctance to accept icons. Veneration and rejection of
icons had a common rogt in the absolute rank assigned to the sacred; they differed,
however, in their views on where it was to be found on earth. The Eucharist was
“administered” by the official church; the cross, by the court and the military—if one
may reduce the matter to such a simple formula. Initially, icons were alien to the
official institution, just as holy hermits and miracle workers stood outside the church
hierarchy, properly speaking. Both posed the question whether the social hierarchy
(essentially the court and the official church) could or should be the sole representa-
tive of the sacred on earth. Perhaps because this question itself was explosive enough,
icons were quickly and completely taken into the service of court and church.
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33. Vasari, (see n. 31 above), 7:437.

34. Predicheitaliane ai Fiorentini, ed. F. Cognasso,
(Perugia, n.d.), 2:161-62.

35. Vasari (seen. 31 above), 7:437.

36. On the Diirer quotation, see n. 26 above. On
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Jan van Scorel (catalog), ed. J. A. L. de Meyere
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replicating early Netherlandish painters, cf. L.
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Eyckian Icon,” Pantheon 41 (1983): 95ff.

42. Kraut 1986, 80ff. Cf. R. Grosshanss, M. van
Heemskerck. Die Gemiilde (Berlin, 1980), 195,
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de M. van Heemskerck). ‘
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Madonna, cf. E. Schaeffer, Raffaels Sixtinische
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burg, 1969; orig. ed., 1799), 2: 55ff.
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the engraving, cf. J. J. Riepenhausen, 12 Um-
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