
Icons and Iconography
Byzantine Iconography



Eastern tradition

Before we look at icons, just a brief reminder of some 
of the traditions and rituals of the Byzantine 
Church, which follow Greek traditions.

·The Sign of the Cross - In order to make the sign of the 
Cross, Eastern Christians  join the tips of the thumb and two 
first fingers of the right hand, in memory of and to form the 
Holy Trinity. We bend the remaining fingers into our palm, 
in order to represent the two natures of Jesus Christ ĚTrue 
God (Divine) and True Man (Human).

We raise our fingers to our forehead to respect the Holy 
Trinity and make holy our minds and thoughts.



Eastern tradition

We touch our abdomen signifying that the same Son of 
God descended from the heavens down to earth and 
was incarnated by the Holy Spirit in the womb of the 
Virgin Mary, becoming Man for our salvation.We 
touch our right shoulder (representing the right hand 
of God), then left, signifying that our Saviour Jesus 
Christ stretched His spotless hands upon the cross for 
our sins and iniquities.He descended into Hades, 
then ascended into the heavens and sat at the right 
hand of the Father.

With this sign, we give our mind, our heart and our 
strength to the service of God.



Three fingers representing the Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit, two fingers in the palm remind us of 

the two natures (human and divine) of Jesus.



Before and after individual prayers the Sign of 

the Cross is made three times in honour of the 

Holy Trinity.
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Divine Mysteries

·For Eastern Christians, the equivalent of the Seven Sacraments 

are the Divine Mysteries.

·Just remember that:

ƁBaptism, Chrismation (Confirmation) and Eucharist are 

Sacrament of Iniciation that are received in the same ceremony, 

usually in infancy.

ƁEucharist is received in both species Ěbread and wine together 

and is distributed using a spoon.

ƁThe Eastern Church allows itËs clergy to marry.  A male may 
marry before he is ordained a priest.  



Now letËs move on and explore 

icons and iconography



The RublevTrinity Icon

No, we are not going to look at computer icons; 

rather we will explore icons as  images or 

symbolic representations often with sacred 

significance.



Icon of the Holy Family



What is an icon?

·An icon (from the Greek word eikon) is an 

image, which tries to express a spiritual reality 

or a religious truth.  Icons offer a presence, and 

prayer and a sense of communion.  Icons use 

many symbols to remind us of these realities.  

For example, the lock of hair on the forehead 

of most icons of Christ symbolizes wisdom. 

Even the colours used in iconography have 

specific meaning.



·Simply, an icon is like a window that helps 

us look to heaven.  It shows us the holy 

people, or saints who lived before us.

·When one stands in church and sees the 

icons, they do not feel alone.  

·Each one of us is made in the image of 

God and therefore we too, are each an icon.

·An icon is not fully an icon until it is 

blessed by the priest in a church. 



Functions of iconography

1. To enhance the beauty of a church with 
a beauty that has an emotion of holiness

2. To instruct us in matters related to 
eastern spirituality

3. To remind us of our spiritual teachings
4. To remind us of the images represented 
5. To remind us of the virtues of those 

represented in icons



6. To help transform us, sanctify us.

7. To serve as means of worshipping God and 
venerating the saints.

The Nativity of the Most Holy Mother of God

The first major feast day of the liturgical year. Anna and 
Joachim have a daughter whom they name Mary.  
Anna is the central figure because she is the agent 

through whom God works.



Icons

·are always based on original or other icons and 
are never painted from live models 

·are not painted, rather they are written; this is to 
emphasize for us that they assist us in recalling 
a spiritual encounter

·represent the truth of God with colour and lines 
instead of words

·represent holy persons and holy events



Icon of the Crucifixion of Christ

Today he who hung the 
earth upon the waters is 

hung upon the Cross.  He 
who is king of the angels 
is arrayed with a crown of 
thorns.  He who wraps the 

heavens in clouds is 
wrapped in the purple of 

mockery . . . We venerate 
your passion, O Christ.  
Show us your glorious 

resurrection. 
(Good Friday Matins)



Iconographer

·one who writes icons

·should pray, fast, and live a religious life

·believed that St. Luke was the first 
iconographer

·deals with tradition, rather than with 
creativity

· Iconographers  bear the responsibility of 
honesty, authenticity, and faithfulness to the 
community of believers



Icons

·are not meant to be physically accurate; for 
example, generally the lips are smaller, 
suggesting silence and contemplation; the eyes 
are larger suggesting that the person depicted 
beholds the glory of God
·are not merely a decoration for the home or 

building
·are meant to be in places of prayer; in a home 

it is proper to have an icon with a candle or 
small votive, reminding us of the GodËs 
presence in our homes





Colour use in iconography

·BLACK Ě1. The colour symbolizes grief, sorrow, sickness and 
death. 2. It is a liturgical colour used on Good Friday.

·BLUE Ě1. The colour signifies Heaven, wisdom and charity. 
2. Blue symbolizes the Virgin Mary. 3. Blue is often connected 
with the angelic class known as the Cherubim. 4. Blue vestments 
may be worn when celebrating the Feasts of the Mother of God.

·BROWN ĚThe colour symbolizes the rejection of this world.



Colour use in iconography (continued)

·GREEN Ě1. The colour symbolizes growth, life, hope, fidelity, 
and immortality. 2. Green is a liturgical colour used on 
Pentecost Sunday and the week following Pentecost. It is also 
sometimes worn by the clergy when no other colours are 
specifically called for.

·GREY ĚA colour reminiscent of ashes, which symbolizes 
repentance and humility.

·GOLD Ě1. The colour symbolizes worth, wealth, 
kingliness, and splendour. 2. It can symbolize JesusË 
kingly office.



Colour use in iconography (continued)

·RED Ě1. The colour symbolizes love, fervour, holy zeal and youth.  2.
It is a colour closely connected with blood and martyrdom. 3. Red is 
connected with the angelic class known as Seraphim. 5. Red is a liturgical 
colour used for feast days of martyrs, funerals and liturgies for the 
deceased.

·VIOLET (Purple) Ě1. The colour symbolizes penitence, referring to the 
purple garments put on Jesus when He was mocked (John 19:2).     2.
It is a colour used to symbolize royalty. 3. It is symbolic of preparation, 
mourning, humiliation and the Passion. 4. Purple is a liturgical colour 
which is used during the Great Lent (Great Fast).



Colour use in iconography (continued)

·WHITE Ě1. The colour symbolizes light, purity, innocence, joy, 
virginity and purification. 2. It is the colour of all saints who did 
not suffer martyrdom. 3. White is a liturgical colour used on 
Sundays and Feast Days of Our Lord.

·YELLOW Ě1. A non-liturgical colour that is rarely used. 
2. Yellow symbolizes cowardice, disloyalty, treachery, jealousy and 
treason and is therefore closely connected to Judas Iscariot. 3. If 
yellow is used as a substitute for gold it symbolizes love, 
constancy, dignity, and wisdom.


