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WHAT IS AN ICON? 

The icon (Greek, eikov, “image,” “likeness”) is an art form 

used by Orthodox Christians for portraits and narrative 

scenes of Christ and the saints. Offering a focal point for 

prayer, the icon evokes a powerful presence that is linked to 

the image of the person represented or the original icons of a 

series, known as venerable prototypes. The most authorita- 

tive models are acheiropoieta—images “not made by human 

hands” but said to be produced through miraculous imprints, 

such as the mandylion in this exhibition showing Christ’s 

face (fig. 1). According to tradition, the mandylion originated 

when Christ wet his face and pressed it against a cloth to 

|



produce a portrait that was sent to heal King Abgar of Edessa. 

Thereafter, the icon served as the city’s palladium until it was 

brought to Constantinople in 944. At this time, the mandylion 

began to be depicted in portable icons and in murals as a fully 

painted face superimposed upon the cloth, comparable to the 

Chazen icon. This dark-haired, bearded Christ, resembling 

conventional images of the Greek god Zeus, is found in Russian 

mandylion icons as early as the twelfth century, but the illusion- 

istic projection of the face reflects European influence on Russian 

art starting in the seventeenth century. 
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| Painted icons are documented as early as the Iconophiles responded that Christ’s human 

mid-second century. The earliest surviving nature made it possible to represent him in 
coma redteet hee teenrar tacanted human form; theologians such as Theodore 

| an illusionistic (realistic) style, format, and the Studite (759-826) further argued that 

encaustic (wax-based) medium from funer- worship was directed not to the material but 

ary portraits (mummy masks) such as those to the “prototype” or person represented. 

produced at Fayoum in Roman Egypt, as After Empress Theodora reinstated icons in 

well as images of pre-Christian deities used in 843, they were rendered in a more abstract 
. : ° : i og eS’ ¢ a =-pnrese) tie 

household shrines. These early icons, like im- style, designed to suggest that they represent 
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ORIGINS AND HISTORY 

was frequently replaced with a transcendent The principal innovations in Russian icons 

gold ground. involved the introduction of distinctive icono- 

graphic themes such as the Pokrov miracle 

It was this formal conception of the icon that (Virgin’s Protective Veil), and local saints 

was embraced by the Kievan Rus, a collection such as Sergei of Radonezh (fig. 3), the spiri- 

of city-states with its capital at Kiev, under tual father of celebrated icon painter Andrei 

Yaroslav the Wise after his conversion to Or- Rubleyv. By the fourteenth-century, Northern 

thodox Christianity in 988. The earliest icons Russian painters began to replace the gold 

in Russia were imported from the Byzantine ground with opaque bright red fields (espe- 

Empire, including the Vladimir Madonna, a cially in Novgorod), blue, or somber green 

miracle-working icon venerated as the pal- and ocher. Distinctive workshop styles devel- 

ladium of the Russian state. From the late oped by the seventeenth century, including 

eleventh century when Russians began to the miniaturist style of the Strognaov School 

produce their own icons, they still privileged seen in the St. George icon, characterized by 

Byzantine models. Thus Our Lady of the Sign large numbers of small figures set within a 

(fig. 2), depicting Mary with arms extended delicate landscape or against the backdrop 

in prayer and the Christ Child within her of ornate architecture. 

radiant womb, conforms to a miracle- 

working icon in Novgorod (ca. 1100) based A significant rupture with Byzantine style | 

on an icon from the Blachernai Monastery in emerged later in the seventeenth century un- 

Constantinople. der the impact of the Reforms of Patriarch 

6



VO) Ce ON GEDOOCOOOO AD ON Ce Dame OO OOO OOOO UUDO Ome 
G EE FSR TEETER er A oN Se ee oes ET IT - 6 : Car linenauies ae j = 
ae mS # poe) ey Sa ey ee ee ae ; 

Lee ee re é yi eS ] ae 
OF AVR QS. eer 7 CON Ald aa a ee 
Ale Te ithe? fim 4p Sa : OX ih erat We 6) [ee Beta: Sata Oren /} i 

Feit ok AN ee srs aC) fost fis 
eS “ G PGs LO d Seal 

‘aa fae C 5 © j Mo 
ot 5 fs a Al ey 

Ne y , ON eek eh ie! oar et Sta N A aes 
7 are. “ : SN NaS SC 
Sey Lee Qo INN: 

Aa oa re y OARS et Oe je Oe ola 44) 
A Me) cans! ai iH Cee ( ff Set Py : ma { , ne ; ! { Dae vO 
Py bl h “i iy i Os 

, é 4 i C 
Cony s YS i So =H ‘ Bi C ? i all} (a) | 0 ie) 9;! i 
Oh aera 4s O ne { Naat 
IBN Saat | ° ¥ . Ons ; WH 
S 1 ry Oise ‘ i Pies era noi: ; CS Wind s A 2 
5 C a Aaa) ; > 

SS Oseomiie cat ] ree Z 
2 i Mi a a f th 

ONCE ts? 139 ~ f lA 

Shee vd WAs) hi y Ve Shee iS 
DA emi aie aoe eS : 
Si / : A 

; : ie 5 HO LO SI BERS TOS eN 
SN eR Aa: NG Mi 
() me F 2 TO 
Se i 2; 2 
SL ASSN Siena g S 1\° 
Fa eee x 
Mea j Rel Pa dal C 5% ; 

aan AG | 2 f Ba : 4 ig 5 = 

8} a a 5 ies 
OH ZNO Oy G3 

ey mea ° C 

o ig) Bite t Wee 2, 
SB 7; i sets rs 

COW O 9. 

hy eM r 5 fH 2 Me 
6, a sd Ory 

+ | ho os x : SS wo 

| i Se my Oe 
ie Tt Og oe | 

tera ( Hes ¢ jo 
oe ss a) Sr con) 

a ; Oi ia ef 
at JOOS g DOOD ADO NGO! nt! |i Pict iaNO : ala Weal eit AS 6 ; Ha 

: Mk ee O Ope (he " Ci 
| Pg Meee dann, a Ne 5 i C _ é jo | 

ere a RIN s OF OR Pea) mend IF es GaN NOOR Ono) ONO On ioe 
ce i



| | DSSS... 

E Sy oe eae: 
I Bi gsi eka oe Ok ea aes cnn gee em ma 

| Ea 6 DEC ON Oe EN SRE fer SATIS TE TOR Pa = 
ce Vis Peed Tied eae aS ed ge Reo Se =i 1 

BGR Bey na Se aisle ah a ae iho oe i Gergen ogy SORE? 3 OH 

1 RD tag RR nae Ne BOE OURS Phe tle Sas ce oat 

\ ARP ee Era Oe a LR eee eS ee tS i) Pte tate ce Wine hicele | 

I FO ge Sepa oe NS a an ane CE he LS ea SS 
it ee 8 tase siat fea ele cadena : SS. ESTER AS PR 

|} ie memo acaeaal <2 =) | | 

] Leal \ ee ee EAS ee | 

} Pees gee Pee = | 

| VW eeoa ae ae SESS 
dees ae! ee oe tea eke 

igs Ye Fes . , m8 
ees si bs : oy 

} ike pe ; Biotest 
i Ee 

= 4 Ey oil ti 

| les — eu 
| Laat = VN a Janet 

| A Wahine? <i tp } be ects oo | 

Reese ah oS 3 Teetee | 

Eee Ne eh | fr | ee 
| te ihseet A X=: eae on 

ila bemet 
Rae es 

| fee aes y NS = nd cay oman 

| [Peres ay Ba Re ee) 

] LE ia iN ee ay =. 
| ie oil ew Se i : =_. 

oe) |. a ae a | ; 
i. es Fs we 

| H cores es EF —<=_~_ © oe 82 

I tojeeboleas aie : a ~ cea: PY Gey! 2 

§ i nd ie a mith he 

a Vb ae »\ g Mee 

s Be i 4 fe aes 

Pe ail Ki é —_ Pe RE 

i ial 62) = ea sees 5 ES Soest LCN 

HE eae dott is alae jee cal 

pee ' on 
Sader 

ae ; 
; ay tp 

erie y cae pak. 

Bhar Uy a ~. ees yal 

FE Bhat J ¢ EY RGA 

LE Pea ed 
| Da 

Baas 
, me ht 

Barra ' ae | 
BIg: t \; ; 4 Stas 
= epee iL , i ( He 

eee _ C Pm <a Se ade 

a ie ; seas 
Ra es a A kee 

Fou 
Gm 

Se 
XY a es 

Pees 
j ees 

ai Ree 
“2 Re 44 

Bo ee 
3 ce ee 

ie ae i a 
ER Sees 

iene ie 
K——_— AER Sowa) 

aah 
——+——_ _ eee 

ae Bee earner "arg a gS PEPER 
iS. ak by, va cdg Totadak, iste tnted 1 naan Gorath, LR egg ace eatnenatapet rages wiley ceo 

IN Sue eA Tie ea oral wana UN pant Pee ar eS bee Sea, UT Tee 

Jing ele Sri h pte Ny Pregame Seistac eli ee eae aad © 

Perit eas Sct eM ek Saree Gave 
FR Rte ee Pe PAE art ee are De thi they P ds te eo) I OS 
@ Fie — eds tedednad Rents cae ae CON Epc scte ks, ¢ 

Sony sian ee wi iii . as bssiapanmmnasesrosoenniition 

atten oie soiienaaeesin aie 5 

aint M 1 18th-cent 1 y BY( t I 1



| | 

- 
& 
Kk ~ 

| J 1 oy 

PN LAA Fs : 

LEYS ; 
his i fi ®. i 

[pe Sg 77" 
a ’ x 

Pad oN | | 1 Z val 
oT een ae 

j | ae 

oi ae 
PE a 

R ii ‘ , i | a | 
i LH 5 

ka OE eg Ei 

a | AS i NEES) fey E 1 i 
ae i i ' | 4 
We: bat ; { 

ae 
Hae : f 

\ ; }



ORIGINS AND HISTORY 

Nikon and of Tsar Peter the Great, who century whose forms were modified over time 

encouraged the modernization of Russian by darkened varnish (for example, Saints | 

culture by embracing European artistic tradi- Basil the Great and Basil the Fool, fig. 5). 

tions. Russian painters, often using oil instead By the end of the nineteenth century, when 

of tempera, began to represent illusionistic printed icons were common and the quality 

| landscapes and atmospheric perspective, and of painted ones was poor, the Tsar advocated 

| copied subjects from European prints, such restoring the art of icon painting. Thereafter 

as the Miraculous Draft of Fishes and Saint a fusion of sorts was achieved in many icons, 

| Michael as apocalyptic horseman (fig. 4). blending Westernizing chiaroscuro with 

Icon painters also catered to Old Believers, traditional icon types and abstract gold 

who insisted on traditional icon themes and backgrounds, as in the Sergei of Radonezh 

forms, as well as a subdued palette based icon (fig. 3). 

on icons made before the mid-seventeenth 

4 
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MAKING ICONS 

Russian panel icons were made from lime- of figures in the original sketch to the light- 

wood, alder, birch, oak, and imported cy- est tones used for highlights and projecting 

press. Battens (shponki) were inserted in the forms. Sometimes gold was applied as linear 

back of the panel to prevent cracking, and highlights on clothing. Finally, the icon was 

a recessed area was carved out on the front. sealed with olipha, a boiled linseed oil usually 

The front surface was covered with linen containing amber, which warmed the overall 

overlaid with a fine plaster (Jevka) composed color scheme and darkened over time. 

of alabaster or chalk dust applied in several 

thin layers to create a smooth painting sur- Most of the Chazen’s Russian icons are 

face. A preliminary drawing was made with painted on wood in egg tempera. From the 

brush or pencil, often using a cartoon from eighteenth century, however, Russian icon 

a model book, and this same design was en- painters began to substitute oil painting for 

graved into the surface. When gold was used tempera. This allowed the painter to conceal 

for background and haloes, the areas were brushwork, which facilitated gradual transi- 

prepared with clay-based bole containing tions between areas of light and shadow and 

an adhesive to which gold leaf was applied. fostered a greater illusionism in rendering 

The remaining figures, landscape, and build- figures in space, emulating European models 

ings were painted in egg tempera (ground (see for example Saint Michael and the full- 

] pigments suspended in egg yolk) applied in length Saint Nicholas). 

gradations of the same hue, ranging from the 

darkest tone used to reinforce the contours 

11



ICONS, RITUALS, 
AND THE SENSES 
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ICONS, RITUALS, AND THE SENSES 

the screen comprised up to five tiers: 1. the the sanctuary, but was also a focal point for 

Sovereign Row (Mestnyi Chin), including prayer during worship, a reminder of the 

the icon of Christ to the right of the central liturgical calendar and a means of imagining 

Holy Doors, the Mother of God to the left, the heavenly court, resplendent with light. 

and other locally venerated icons placed at 

eye level; 2. the Deésis (“Intercession”) Row From the Deésis row, the Chazen possesses 

(Deisusnyi Chin), comprising standing saints two series, and a single panel of Bishop 

praying before the enthroned Christ, includ- George of Mytilene. These elongated nar- 

ing the Virgin Mary (fig. 6) and John the row icons reflect the vertical proportions of 

| Baptist, archangels, apostles, and bishops Russian churches. Four smaller oblong panels 

| of the Orthodox Church; 3. the Feast Row with scenes from Christ’s life (Baptism, Cruci- 

(Prazdnichnyi Chin), representing narratives fixion, Pentecost, Anastasis) may derive from 

of Christ and the Virgin Mary, commemo- the Feast Row. A small circular panel of John 

rated in the liturgy; 4. the Prophets Row the Evangelist once joined the three other 

(Prorocheskii Chin), comprising the Virgin gospel writers on the Holy Doors. 

of the Sign flanked by prophets; and 5. the 

Patriarchs Row (Praotecheskii Chin), with From the seventeenth century, smaller icons 

ancestors of Christ. The Holy Doors feature were increasingly made for lay devotion in 

the Annunciation to the Virgin and the Four the home. Icons of Christ and the saints were | 

Evangelists writing their gospels. The icono- frequently grouped in the northeast corner of 

stasis not only delimited the sacred space of the home to create what the Russians call the i 

14



COLLECTING 

RUSSIAN ICONS 

“beautiful corner” (krasni ugal), a sanctu- Following the Russian Revolution of 1917, 

ary within domestic space. Portable triptychs many monasteries and churches were closed 

of the Deésis or miniature iconostases were and the best icons were collected in state mu- 

designed for travel, so that the owner could seums. Although the new Soviet Union was 

create a form of sacred space as a focus for an atheistic state, icons—particularly those 

prayer far from home and on the battlefield. dating from the eleventh to seventeenth cen- 

turies—were prized as manifestations of tra- 

In all these settings, icons contributed to a ditional Russian culture and highly valued for 

multisensory religious experience. Sacred fig- their aesthetic qualities. Russian icons were 

ures in icons become present to the worship- later denigrated by Soviet experts because 

per’s physical senses through the flickering their style was “contaminated” by Western 

candlelight dancing off a metalwork oklad, European influence. Thus, when the Soviets 

through the sweet smell of incense burned started selling icons to foreign tourists and 

in front of the icon, the sound of prayer and diplomats in government-run Commission 

chant, the imaginative taste of the embrace, shops in the 1930s, they offered primarily 

and the touch of the icon’s frame. The mate- later icons or heavily restored examples that 

rial icon thus simulates a site of desire for they did not want to keep in museum collec- 

union with the sacred. tions. American collectors became aware of 

| Russian icons in the 1920s through official 

Soviet exhibitions in New York (1924) and 

r Boston (1930), and through sales of “impe-
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COLLECTING RUSSIAN ICONS 
j 

rial Russian treasures” arranged in Ameri- Subsequent additions to the collection ; 

can department stores by Armand Hammer included two small devotional icons given i 

/ between 1930 and 1933. in 1962 by Joseph Crane Bradley, an alum- 

nus of UW’s Art History department whose 

The museum’s icon collection originated in interest in Russian icons was fostered by his | 

1937 with the gift of twenty-three icons by grandfather, Charles Crane, an industrialist 

Joseph E. Davies, a prominent lawyer, UW and art collector from Chicago who traveled 

alumnus, and American ambassador to the extensively in Russia. More recent donations H 

Soviet Union (1937-1938). During his tenure include an intriguing double-sided tablet icon 

as ambassador, he acquired icons (dated with the life of Christ and an icon of Elijah, 

mainly from the eighteenth to early twentieth given as part of the Hollaender collection i 

centuries), Soviet Socialist Realist paintings, in 1992, and a group of six late-nineteenth- 

and copies of nineteenth-century history century icons of saints from the Collection of | 

paintings to educate the citizens of Wisconsin Michael P. Kluppel, given by Dolores Kluppel | 

| about Russian culture. Vetter in 1992. l 
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