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Defender of Icons


I can remember the story of Axios like it happened only yesterday.  My encounter with that worthy monk was imprinted on my mind as if with a hot iron.  His witness during the reign of Leo the Armenian
 as emperor changed my view of the sacred icons forever.  Axios was a member of the Holy Transfiguration
 monastery on the Aegean coast in Thrace, one of several monks suspected by the imperial agents of hiding icons during the period just prior to Michael the Amorian’s coup
.  Leo had only two years past restored the old policy of iconoclasm and forced Patriarch Nikephoros into exile, along with many other supporters of icons such as Theodore of Stoudios.


I first met Axios in the summer, while accompanying an imperial agent by the name of Father Gregory, a priest attached to the Patriarchate of Constantinople.  He was a tall priest, dressed in the normal style for a cleric and wearing a gold cross on a chain about his neck.  His light brown hair and beard were well trimmed, and his build was somewhat lumpy.  Emperor Leo had ordered the resumption of the iconoclast policies of Leo and Constantine half a century earlier, and Father Gregory was but one of his agents for finding icons and disposing of them.  He had heard rumors that the Holy Transfiguration monastery was protecting some icons despite its proximity to Constantinople, and so he had gone right to our garrison and gotten us for escort while he investigated the monastery. I was a member of the Spatharii,
 and, together with my fellow soldier Zeno, was given the task of serving as muscle to enforce the will of the emperor as expressed by Father Gregory.  Zeno was a few years my senior, tall and blond and built like a lion.  He had a short beard and a small scar on his cheek from a near miss by an arrow.  He and I were both wearing the lamellar armor of a cavalryman, and wore both spathas and maces at our belts.


When I first saw Axios, he was walking down a path coming out of the wooded hills to the north.  This made Father Gregory immediately suspicious, so he brought us along as he headed to meet with Axios by the monastery gate.  He hailed the monk, who joined us and stood silently, waiting.  Axios was of medium height, with thin features and skin that looked a little stretched, probably signs of ascetic discipline.  He had skin darkened by the sun, and his dark hair was shaved in the front and long at the back.  His beard reached the middle of his chest, and was somewhat wild and unkempt.  However, the thing that most stood out to me were his eyes, which when were dark and piercing and when he looked at me felt as though they could see into my very heart.

Father Gregory began a discussion about the weather, probably to put Axios off his guard, before he finally asked Axios why he had been out in the hills.  Axios replied calmly that he had been doing God’s work.  I noticed that there were grass stains on his robe and that his hands were covered with dirt.  Father Gregory noticed as well, and came to the obvious conclusion.  He looked suspiciously at Axios before asking him just what kind of work he had been doing; perhaps he was gardening, or looking for herbs?  But without a basket, or a trowel, or any such tools those could not be it.  Axios clearly saw where the conversation was heading, so he forestalled Father Gregory by coming right out and saying what we had all suspected.


“Yes, as you no doubt already guessed, I have been preserving icons from the depredations of heretics and schismatics.”  Father Gregory nodded at this admission before waving my partner and me forward to arrest the monk.  He submitted to us, allowing us to bind his hands without resistance.  Our small group then returned to our horses, mounted up with Axios on foot between Zeno’s and my horses, and proceeded at a walk back to the garrison.  Axios remained silent throughout the trip, not answering Father Gregory’s occasional questions.  We reached the garrison about midday.


The garrison complex consisted of several stone buildings, built with defense in mind, surrounded by a twelve-foot tall wall of stone with a walkway on the inner side and crenellations at the top.  We dismounted as servants appeared to take the horses to the stable and followed Father Gregory to the headquarters building at the center of the complex.  It was where the garrison prison was, with a series of rooms in a basement below the main floor.  I saluted the aide sitting at a table outside the commander’s office, announcing our return and that we were accompanying Father Gregory and the prisoner to the cells below.  He acknowledged me, and I continued down the short staircase to the side and into the basement.  Father Gregory led us to a cell at the end of the hall where lanterns had already been set up.  We placed Axios in the cell and unbound his hands.  All that the cell contained were a table and two chairs, lacking even the cot and chamber pot of a regular cell.  There was no smell of damp or of mold; the army liked to keep its buildings in good condition.  One never knew when some Scythians
 might come swarming over the Danube and raid deep into Thrace.


Father Gregory sat, and Axios took the chair facing him.  Zeno and I took up positions flanking the heavy door, which we closed.  The air was pleasantly cool after the heat of the summer sun outdoors, especially given the weight of our armor, though the lighting from the lanterns was insufficient to allow for proper vision and made my eyes hurt a little from the strain.  Father Gregory sat for a moment watching Axios, who stared right back at him.  Then he leaned forward and began to speak.


He started with some fairly standard questions about how long Axios had been a monk, whether he had been in contact with certain known iconophiles, and what he knew about the transportation, storage, or worship of icons in the area.  Axios cooperated with the basic questions, but refused to answer any that would either incriminate his fellows or endanger any icons the whereabouts of which he knew.  Father Gregory then proceeded to make the standard carrot-stick speech, about how the interrogation could be over with quickly and with a minimum of fuss if Axios would just cooperate, and that there might even be a reward of sorts if he helped sufficiently, but that non-cooperation would result in some rather nasty things, including the use of hot irons.  Axios still refused to give Father Gregory what he wanted, which the priest had clearly expected, so he leaned back in his chair and settle in for a lengthy talk with the monk.


At first, the conversation was rather one-sided, with Father Gregory doing most of the talking.  Slowly, however, Axios began to interject more and more, and before I knew it the conversation had turned from a practical interrogation into a debate about theology.  I thought I caught most of it, but a lot of it was very technical and hard to follow.  To my surprise, the debate began with Axios asking the questions, rather than the priest.


First, Axios asked Father Gregory why he so ardently desired to destroy icons.  The priest answered first with an old argument, one that seemed to make sense to me.  After all, it shared many of the same objections as those raised by our old enemies, the Arabs.  He stated that icons were an affront to God, images clearly prohibited by the Mosaic commandments.  I thought that this was quite a good response, until Axios replied to it.


He began by explaining about why God had given the Israelites that commandment in the first place.  He said that, as proven by the Scriptures, the Israelites were prone to idolatry.  Thus God commanded them to make no idols for themselves, nor anything that resembled an idol, in order to remove the temptation to idolatry and thus save them from their habitual error.  As well, at the time God had not become incarnate, and thus could neither be circumscribed nor depicted.  For all these reasons, God issued the commandment to the Israelites.
  Father Gregory agreed with this summation, and motioned for the monk to continue.


Axios then proceeded to explain why the prohibition did not apply to Christians generally, and to icons in particular.  He began by giving examples of images that God had commanded the Israelites to make, in apparent contradiction to the prohibition of the Decalogue.  Among the examples that he gave were the cherubim kneeling to either side of the mercy seat on the Arc of the Covenant, the decorations of the tabernacle, and the decorations placed on the temple by Solomon, which included cherubim, phoenixes or palm trees, oxen, lions, and pomegranates.
  All these images were acceptable to God in the Old Testament, despite His prohibition against images in the Ten Commandments.  Clearly, then, certain images must be acceptable.


This argument made sense to me, and I could see that Zeno too saw the sense in what Axios was saying.  Father Gregory remained silent while Axios continued his explanation of why images were allowed for Christians despite the Decalogue.  He explained that God had also prohibited the Israelites from making images because they had not seen His form, nor could it be circumscribed.  After all, God is beyond comprehension, for He is without limit and comprehension necessarily limits that which is comprehended.  Comprehension is circumscription by the mind.  However, once God became incarnate in Jesus Christ, the Uncircumscribable deigned to become circumscribed.  The human body is clearly circumscribable.  It can be seen, it can be touched, it can be heard, it can be smelled, and its form can be copied.  By taking on a human body, God allowed Himself to be circumscribed in that body.


Here Father Gregory immediately objected, protesting that this argument was flawed.  He countered with an explanation of the problems of depicting Jesus.  First, he said that for God to become circumscribable would be for Him to lose His divinity, to become no longer God, for the divine nature of Christ to be confused with the human nature of Christ, as the monophysites believe.  Second, if only the human nature of Christ is circumscribed, but not the divine nature, then clearly the iconophiles were falling into the Nestorian heresy by dividing the two natures too far.  Neither is acceptable, and so the only alternative is that Christ still cannot be circumscribed lest His divine nature be compromised or too far separated from His human nature.


Axios took that objection in stride, replying instantly that the iconoclast argument was the true monophysite heresy.  If Christ’s human nature cannot be circumscribed because of His divine nature, then clearly the two natures must have become confused, with the human nature losing one of its chief attributes, that of circumscribability.  Clearly, this was a monophysite teaching.  Father Gregory reluctantly allowed that this sounded reasonable, though he still clearly didn’t like where the conversation was going.  Axios continued by saying that God is uncircumscribable, and thus that Christ as God was likewise uncircumscribable in His divinity.  He also said that to be fully man, one must be circumscribable.  Christ was fully man, and thus must have been circumscribable in his humanity.  If the two natures are truly complete in themselves, yet united in the single person of Christ, then clearly Christ is circumscribable according to His humanity and uncircumscribable according to His divinity, but in such a way as not to divide the two natures as the Nestorians do.  It is yet another divine mystery.


I was becoming rather confused at this point, though I could still follow the gist of the arguments.  I could see that Father Gregory was troubled by Axios’ arguments, but not yet ready to yield to the monk.  He turned to Zeno and asked him to bring in the instruments before turning back to Axios and preparing to continue the discussion.  Zeno slipped out of the room as the two clerics resumed their debate.  I focused my attention back toward the monk, who had begun to speak again.


Axios next discussed the relation of matter to the incarnation and to icons.  He began by saying that when God created the world He called it good, and when He created man He called it very good.  Good and very good are far from a description of something evil.  Later, when Christ became incarnate, He made matter sacred in a way that it had never before been.  By taking on matter, He had made matter holy by virtue of its participation in the divine energies.  Similarly, by taking on the body of a man, He had made man holy by virtue of His body’s participation in the divine energies.  Axios was careful to distinguish between the divine essence and the divine energies; he made it clear that the divine essence was unknowable, unapproachable, and indescribable, while the divine energies could be known, approached, and described to a certain extent.  Man knows God through His energies, not His essence.


Axios then said something that made Father Gregory’s temper start to rise; I could see the blood gathering in his face.  He managed to control himself, however, and continued to listen to Axios speak.  The monk accused all iconoclasts of falling into the error of the Manicheans.  He explained that the dualistic tendencies of that heresy were present in iconoclasm to a very great degree, and were a major inspiration for iconoclastic refusal to allow for the veneration of matter.  If matter is bad and only spirit is good, which is much implied by the common iconoclast citation of Scripture enjoining people to worship in “spirit and truth,” then clearly icons are an affront to God.  If, however, matter is sacred, as it clearly is by virtue not only of the incarnation but also of creation itself, then one cannot object to the veneration of icons because they are matter.


Father Gregory here interrupted Axios, pointing out that there were other reasons to object to the veneration of icons, without requiring a rejection of matter or the incarnation.  He mentioned the numerous examples of people worshiping icons, bowing to them, kissing them, and offering them prayers, incense, and candles.  Was not worship due to God alone?  Thus icons were clearly being used as idols.  That alone would be reason enough to remove them from churches, or at least to place them high up out of reach of the people.  I could see the sense in his argument; if icons served some useful purpose, which question the pair had not yet actually answered, then surely the dangers of abuse were such that placing the icons out of reach of the people was a necessary precaution.


Rather than answer that problem immediately, Axios steered the question toward the utility of icons.  He first pointed out that icons serve a very useful role as books for the illiterate.  Icons of events from Scripture allow those who cannot read words to read the pictures instead, thus learning God’s truth despite illiteracy.  Likewise, icons of the saints provide examples of Christians who have gone before, whose lives are worthy of emulation.  They offer proof that men can indeed lead holy lives, and bear witness to the multitudes that have done so in the past, no matter the risks.  If icons are such powerful tools of spiritual education, then surely they are worth having simply for that reason.  His argument was persuasive; I could easily see how those who could not read would be empowered to learn the lessons of Scripture and the lives of the saints by means of icons.  But Father Gregory’s point still stood, since such educational functions could still be served without placing the icons within easy reach the people, thus limiting the potential for abuse.


Axios continued to speak, returning to the problem of worship.  He first explained the difference between worship,
 due only to God, and veneration,
 showing right honor to anything that is worthy of it.  The two are very different; to offer worship rather than mere veneration toward anything but God would indeed be idolatry.  But icons are clearly not God, even an icon of Christ shares only His image, not His essence.  In this way an icon is far inferior to the Eucharist, which actually is Christ Himself, His body and blood.  To offer proper veneration to an icon is simply to offer it its due by virtue of the image that it shares with its prototype.


I thought I could see the distinction, but was unsure just why an icon, even if it shared the image of its prototype, would be worthy of veneration.  Father Gregory apparently agreed, because he asked that same question of Axios.  The monk replied by referencing the writings of Basil, a great Father of the church.  Basil had written extensively in response to a rash of vandalism against statues of the emperor, in which writings he answered this question.  Axios explained that the emperor contains his own image within himself.  The statue of the emperor also contains that image.  When one sees the statue, one can say that “here is the emperor,” yet doing so is not multiplying the office of emperor, nor creating another emperor, nor sharing or dividing the honors due to the emperor.  Rather, the statue contains the image of the emperor in it, and the image is part of the emperor.  Thus one is justified in saying of a statue of the emperor “here is the emperor.”


He continued by explaining about the relation between images and archetypes with regards to honors.  If one gives honor to a statue of the emperor, it is understood that the statue is not the object of that veneration.  Rather, the honor given the image passes from the statue to the emperor himself, archetype of the image.  One does not refuse to venerate the emperor when in his presence, but rather one offers honor to him.  So it is with the statue of the emperor.  One does not refuse to offer the emperor veneration through the statue, but rather one honors the emperor by honoring the image of the emperor in the statue.  Similarly, just as one does not insult the emperor, nor take a hammer and break his arms or his head off of his body, so one does not insult the statue of the emperor, nor take a hammer and smash its limbs or its head.  To do so to the statue of the emperor is to do so to the emperor himself, which is clearly treason.  The honor given the image passes to the archetype, and the dishonor given the image passes as well.  It is the same with icons.  An icon contains the image of the one depicted, be it Christ, Mary, or one of the saints.  One does not destroy, insult, or ignore the image without doing the same to the one depicted, for the image is part of the archetype and anything done to it passes to the archetype.  Rather, one ought to offer to the icons of the saints a proper degree of veneration, for one is not truly venerating the icon but rather the archetype depicted therein.  If the proper forms of veneration are observed, with this distinction fresh in mind, then there can be no danger of idolatry.


Axios continued, saying that not only was it wrong to mistreat icons and good to venerate them, but also that it was wrong not to venerate them properly.  I could see based on the analogy of the imperial statue what the argument would probably be, and I was correct.  Just as it was wrong not to venerate the statue of the emperor, especially when the emperor himself was not present but some kind of official ceremony required either him or his representative, so too was it wrong not to venerate an icon of someone worthy of veneration.  Indifference was just as bad as, if not worse than, outright hostility.  If the emperor walked into the cell with us at that moment, we would all offer veneration to him, just as we ought.  If there were a statue of the emperor in the cell when we entered, we would not have ignored it, just as we would not have defaced it.  Rather, we would have offered veneration to it, or rather to the emperor through it.  Similarly, if Christ or one of His saints had appeared in the room with us, we would surely have offered proper veneration (or worship in the case of Christ); so too ought we then to offer proper veneration to an icon if we found it in the cell when we entered, or rather through the icon to the one depicted on it.
  This argument made me distinctly uncomfortable, and I noticed that Father Gregory was unsettled by it.  I had always been predisposed to leave icons alone altogether, though I had never felt any particular dislike for them, yet now I was hearing a very persuasive argument that such indifference was little better than active hatred of icons.  If Axios were correct, then I would have to rethink my life completely.


I could see that Father Gregory was forced to agree with Axios’ line of reasoning; I myself was becoming convinced.  It was at this moment that Zeno returned carrying a cloth bundle, which he placed on the table before Father Gregory.  He unwrapped it and returned to his post at the door.  On the cloth were a variety of tools, including hooks, knives, needles, and all manner of other devices.  I dreaded having to use such terrible instruments on any man, but especially a holy man such as Axios.  Father Gregory was too absorbed in thought truly to register the arrival of the torture equipment, while Axios himself only glanced at it, a look of sorrow passing across his face, before returning his penetrating stare to the priest across from him.


At this point I finally decided to speak up about something that had been nagging at me for most of the discussion up to this point.  I pointed out that before Leo III, who first instituted the policy of iconoclasm many years ago, the Muslims had been overwhelming our armies even to the point of besieging the God-protected city.  It was Leo who managed to smite the infidels, recovering our lost lands and rescuing our fellow Romans from the barbarian yoke.  Was this not a sign from God that He was pleased by Leo’s policies?  Likewise, after Irene restored the icons and ended the first iconoclastic period, did not the army begin to suffer defeat after defeat, not only at the hands of the Muslims but also the Bulgarians, especially under their warlord Krum?  Zeno immediately agreed, followed quickly by Father Gregory, who seemed like he was becoming desperate for some effective response to Axios’ arguments.


Axios acknowledged that I had a valid point with regard to Leo III, but he then asked me to consider the military situation under the current emperor as well.  It was true that that the iconophile emperors had suffered severe military setbacks, but was Leo V any better?  He had achieved a victory or two against the Bulgarians, but had suffered a great many more defeats; the barbarians had even threatened Constantinople not more than  three years ago.  Leo had only been saved from potential disaster by the timely death of Krum.  On the eastern front, only a succession crisis among the infidels prevented them from waging terrible war upon the empire; Leo had as yet achieved no successes against the Arabs.  In fact, the policy of iconoclasm looked to undermine the security of the empire by provoking revolts and alienating much of the populace of threatened border areas.  I was forced to concede that Leo’s record was far from spotless, and recognized that my argument was not quite as strong as I had hoped.


At this point, I don’t think that even Father Gregory was sure of the rightness of iconoclasm anymore; I know for certain that I was not.  Axios could see our growing doubts, so he began an attack on what he called the true reasons for iconoclasm.  He began by accusing iconoclast emperors of trying to usurp power properly reserved to the clerical hierarchy.  He said that the emperor was undoubtedly important for preserving the unity of the Church, and that he clearly possessed all temporal authority, for Tradition was very clear on those issues.  Yet the emperors were continually interfering to varying degrees in theology, despite not having the authority to do so.  Only clergy who had received the faith of the apostles could rightly judge theological issues; no temporal ruler, no matter how powerful, had that ability.  Iconoclasm and all the troubles that had resulted from it were the clear result of emperors reaching for too much, interfering beyond their rightful jurisdiction within the Church.
  Moreover, at least some of the persecutions were probably more motivated by politics than by theology.  Axios proposed that at least some of the persecutions were a direct attack against monasteries, which had been growing in independence, wealth, and influence over the centuries.  I found this argument to be less convincing than the others, though I could certainly see his point about spheres of authority.  After all, if a logistics officer tried to command cavalry it would be disastrous, or if an infantry commander were placed in charge of a fleet.  I thought that his accusations of an attack on the monasteries was unjust, however, and based primarily on circumstantial evidence.  After all, I had heard nothing of any arrests of monks or anyone else who had not opposed the iconoclast policies or committed some other crime.


Though not as persuasive on its own as any of the other arguments, still it helped to tip the balance in my mind further in favor of icons and against iconoclasm.  I looked at Zeno and could see that he too was feeling some rather large doubts, though he had not heard some of the arguments in the middle of the conversation.  Father Gregory, still sitting at the table across from Axios, was deep in thought.  When he finally spoke I could see that he had been persuaded of the validity of the iconophiles’ claims.  He admitted as much, but said that he still had a duty to perform, though his own beliefs made it decidedly unpleasant.  He looked sadly at Axios, who had clearly won his respect during the conversation, and apologized to him for the necessity of what was to happen next.  Surprisingly, Axios smiled at him and said that he understood, and that he forgave the three of us for what we were now forced to do.  Because he would not voluntarily reveal the location of the icons that he had hidden away we would be forced to apply torture in an effort to make him talk.  When Father Gregory gave the order, I almost didn’t obey; only the look that Axios gave me told me that it was all right for me to do my duty, just as he was about to do his.  It would be unpleasant for both of us, but it had to be done.


Zeno strapped Axios to the table by means of chains that had been hanging from it out of sight, while I took the packet of torture instruments and selected a small hammer and some metal slivers.  I handed them to Zeno and then stood at Axios’ side, holding his arms in place.  Zeno used the hammer to drive the slivers one by one underneath the monk’s fingernails, a particularly painful form of torture that normally elicited screams from even the most strong-willed of men.  Axios, however, took the pain in silence, his eyes closed and a strange look on his face.  At first it seemed to be a look of agony, but then his features began to clear and a strangely peaceful expression slowly replaced it.  I could hardly believe my eyes: here was a man without the experience of pain that a soldier must undergo, who had never suffered a wound in battle, yet he was apparently unaffected by a degree of pain that would tear howls from the throat of a mute!  My shock was slowly replaced by understanding, as the true import of much of the previous discussion finally dawned upon me.  I turned to Zeno and told him to stop.


He did, though he questioned me about it.  I replied that what we did to this man here, we did to Christ as well.  It was clear to me that, because men are icons of Christ, and what is done to an image passes to its prototype, then it must mean that our torture of this holy man was effectively torture of Christ Himself.  Zeno’s face took on a look of horror as he realized what we had done.  We immediately removed the splinters from Axios’ fingers and unbound him.  He opened his eyes, and I could see a light shining from them.  He turned his gaze upon me, and if I had thought it piercing before now I knew that he could see my very soul.  I will never forget what he said to me then.


“Truly, Levi, you understand the truth at last.  I am an icon of Christ, just as much as a painting can be; more so, in fact, for I share flesh and blood, while a mere painting lacks all but the basic image.  So too are you, both of you, icons of Christ.”  He turned his gaze upon Zeno, who wilted at first, but then regained his composure as he too realized what had just happened.  Axios confirmed it with his reply, saying “When you began to torture me, the pain was terrible.  But I brought to my mind an icon of the crucifixion, and the thought of Christ’s torment on the cross removed all of my pain.  He underwent such unimaginable agonies that nothing that I may suffer could approach it.  He lent me His strength, and took my suffering upon Himself.  Even now my fingers are without pain.”  He held up his hands, his fingers bruised and bleeding from under the fingernails.


I immediately dropped to my knees before him and asked him to forgive me, and Zeno followed quickly followed suit.  He laid his hands upon us before blessing us and offering us his forgiveness.  He then raised us to our feet again.  I looked at Zeno in question and he nodded, so I turned to Axios and said that we would lead him outside the garrison, provide him with a small horse, and send him on his way to continue his work.  He thanked us and followed as we led him back out of the cell, down the hallway, up the stairs, and out of the building.  We saw Father Gregory rushing back toward the building, but he halted when he saw us.  As we approached him his body sagged with relief.  He said that he had feared we were going to commit a terrible sin, but that he had only realized as much while on his way to discuss something with one of his colleagues who he was supposed to meet at a small church about half a mile further down the road.  He had hurried back to stop us, and to seek Axios’ forgiveness.  The monk looked at him with compassion before saying that we had come to the same realization on our own, and that he forgave Father Gregory for his actions.  We continued on to the stable, where we had a servant prepare a horse for the monk.  When it was ready we bade him farewell and he rode off to continue his work.


It was that day that when I first realized the terrible wrong that the iconoclasts were perpetrating.  When the time came for Michael, an Amorian general and friend to Leo, to seize power out of necessity, I was one of the first to join his side.  He temporarily ended the persecutions and recalled the exiles, though he himself was sympathetic to their cause.  I served under his son, Theophilos, who reinstituted the persecutions, and only just survived the military disasters under his reign (sadly, Zeno was not so fortunate).  I helped to preserve several icons from his agents.  When his wife Theodora became regent for Michael III, his son, iconoclasm came to an end forever.
  I was growing old at this point, and so retired from the military and into a monastery.

I wanted to see if Axios were still alive, so one day I traveled to that small monastery on the Thracian coast to see if I could find him.  The brothers at the monastery led me to a small chapel in the north eastern corner of the grounds where his relics were kept.  He had apparently continued his work even through the reign of Theophilos though debilitated by age, until one day a group of soldiers caught him trying to preserve an icon of the Theotokos and slew him on the spot.  Reportedly, the icon that he was holding when he died began to weep, and the soldiers were so overcome by this that they carried both the icon and the monk’s body back to the Holy Transfiguration monastery with great ceremony.  The monks placed his relics in the small chapel together with the icon, which I could see still above his last resting place.  I approached with reverence, crossing myself and kneeling before the icon before kissing it and saying a prayer to God for the soul of Axios.  Since that day I have never forgotten that worthiest of men, a true defender of icons.

� Leo V, the Armenian, had rebelled against Michael I Rangabe in AD 813.  He was a staunch iconoclast who took great effort to resume the iconoclastic persecutions.


Timothy E. Gregory, A History of Byzantium, Malden, MA (Blackwell Publishing: 2005), pp 204-6.


� The holy transfiguration is a powerful argument for icons.  It shows that Christ was an icon of the Father, than man is an icon of Christ, and that an icon can serve as a mediator between the observer and the archetype.  When Christ, incarnate, was transfigured before the eyes of his disciples, it proved once and for all that matter was acceptable to God, and that man can see the divine energies in creation.


� Michael II, the Amorian, was almost executed by Leo in 820, but he managed to escape and seize power.  His supporters murdered Leo at the altar on Christmas morning and proclaimed Michael emperor.  He temporarily ended the iconoclast persecutions, though his son Theophilos renewed it for a time.  Iconoclasm ended once and for all upon Theophilos’ death.


Ibid., pp 205-9.


� The first phase of Iconoclasm began with Leo III, the Isaurian, in AD 717.  It ended with Irene, regent for Constantine IV, in 780.  Irene also oversaw the Second Council of Nicaea in 787, where the Church set forth its ideas about icons.  When Leo V took power in 813, he reinstituted Iconoclasm and tried to reverse 2nd Nicaea.  In 815 he forced Patriarch Nikephoros into exile, and after holding an iconoclast council he exiled a great many other iconophiles, including Theodore of Stoudios, author of one of the two primary works in defense of icons.


Ibid., pp 183-205.


� A formation of soldiers originally composed of sword-bearing eunuchs, over time the Spatharii had expanded to include promising young soldiers who were being groomed for higher commands.  At this time it was probably still an effective fighting unit, and not yet reduced to a purely ceremonial function.


David Nicolle, Romano-Byzantine Armies 4th-9th Centuries, Oxford (Osprey Publishing Ltd., 1992), p 15.


� Scythian was a catchall phrase for any number of nomadic barbarian groups from the Russian steppes who moved around the Black Sea and took up temporary residence across the Danube.  Such tribes might include the Alans, the Avars, the Pechenegs, etc.


� This is but a short summary of the full reasoning regarding the reason for God’s commandment against graven images to the Israelites.  For a fuller and vastly more eloquent explanation, which was written in response to the beginnings of the first phase of iconoclasm, see the first treatise of John the Damascene.  In general, this particular objection based on the Semitic prohibitions of images was dealt with rather early on in church history, and only revisited by the iconoclasts because it added one more argument to their list of reasons for their policies.


St. John of Damascus, Three Treatises on the Divine Images, translated by Andrew Louth, Crestwood, NY (St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2003), pp 22-4.


� Ibid., p 33.


� Both St. John and St. Theodore treat this topic quite extensively, though John’s treatises came first and clearly inspired many of Theodore’s writings.  Something that may help to understand the rather dense discussion of circumscribability is that the whole argument hinges on the incarnation and on the Christological definitions established in response to the Nestorians and the Monophysites.  All the subsequent discussion of this topic draws upon the same sources.


Ibid., pp 61-2


St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, translated by Catharine P. Roth, Crestwood, NY (St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), pp 21-3, 69-73.


� Unfortunately, most of the iconoclast writings have been lost.  Only in the works of iconophiles can iconoclast arguments be found.  Thus most of the iconoclast arguments included here are taken from the writings of St. Theodore of Stoudios, who fortunately included a rather lengthy dialogue between an iconoclast and an iconophile (respectively labeled “heretic” and “orthodox”)in his second treatise.


Ibid., pp 44-75.


� The docetic tendencies of iconoclasm posed a real problem, not least of all for the iconoclasts themselves.  Most mainstream iconoclasts were undoubtedly orthodox in their understanding of the incarnation, though their rejection of icons appeared to be a rejection of the incarnation.  This dispute led to some compromise measures, such as allowing for icons of Christ but not of anyone else.


Leonid Ouspensky, Theology of the Icon, Crestwood, NY (St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1978), pp 132-3.


St. John, Three Treatises, pp 69-71.


� This particular argument seems like a half-hearted attempt to compromise between the two positions; hard-core iconoclasts and staunch orthodox would both reject it out of hand.  It is only presented here because Theodore’s treatise makes mention of it.


St. Theodore, Icons, pp 59-60.


� Ibid., pp 33-5.


St. John, Three Treatises, p 67.


� Latraea in the Greek.


� Proskynesis in the Greek.  This same word was used by the ancient Greeks to describe Persian court ceremonial, and was probably adopted after Diocletian to describe Roman court ceremonial as well.


� This was a particularly common problem that the iconoclasts had with the iconophile position.  Their confusion of the two terms, combined with the rather obvious abuses among some of the more ignorant and superstitious segments of the population led them to see all veneration of icons as worship instead.  Indeed, the physical aspects of both can appear very similar.  Proskynesis could include prostrations, kisses, bowing, kneeling, and various other actions that were common to worship.  The key was not physical; rather, the real difference between the two resided in the mind.  If one honored the created as if it were the Creator, then one was worshiping an idol.  If, however, one honored the created because of the Creator, then one was offering proper veneration.  Only the Creator was worthy of true worship; all else was created, and was due only veneration.  St. John was the first to illustrate this distinction.


Ibid., pp 27-8, 104-10.


� St. Theodore, Icons, pp 27-9, 44-9, 51-9.


� This argument is very interesting, though certain parts of it tend to stretch the bounds of logic just a bit.  St. Theodore’s treatises on the Icons are eminently useful for a better understanding of this argument.


Ibid., 60-2.


� When Leo III came to power, the capital was actually under siege by the Arabs.  He managed to break the siege and to drive the Arabs back out of much of the territory that they had taken.  His son Constantine V Copronymus (an embarrassing appellation apparently due to an accident at his baptism) continued his successes against both the Arabs and the Bulgars.


John Julius Norwich, Byzantium: The Early Centuries, New York (Alfred A. Knopf, 1996), pp 352-3, 358-64.


� Leo V did achieve one or two military successes against the Bulgars, but only by stratagems.  Overall he failed just as badly as the iconophiles who had preceded him at combating the Bulgar threat.  Only the timely death of Krum by a stroke saved Leo from likely disaster, for the warlord had been angered by diplomatic treachery and was in the midst of preparing for a terrible siege.


John Julius Norwich, Byzantium: The Apogee, New York (Alfred A. Knopf, 1992), pp 16-20.


� This was one of the main arguments against iconoclasm made by clergy of the time, and is present to a large degree in the works of St. John the Damascene.  It probably contributed to the idea of Caesaropapism, a term that was coined to describe the relation between Church and emperor but that has been questioned in recent scholarship.


St. John, Three Treatises, pp 68-9.


Leonid Ouspensky, Theology of the Icon, p 137.


� Older scholarship tends to promote the idea of an agenda against monasteries, though more recent scholarship is challenging that thesis.  Some of the latest scholarship on the subject suggests that much of the persecution of monks occurred because of political reasons resulting from treason and lawbreaking rather than any particular desire to break the power of monasteries in general.


Cyril Mango, ed., The Oxford History of Byzantium, Oxford (Oxford University Press, 2002), pp 157-8.


Timothy E. Gregory, A History of Byzantium, p 192.


� Ibid., pp 206-9.
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