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TEACHING ICONOGRAPHY IN THE 
21st CENTURY 
By Philip Davydov 
This text was kindly reviewed and edited by Valentina Knap

The teaching method Olga Shalamova and I now use took its shape gradually. In Italy, in 1994, I 
started as an interpreter and assistant to my dad. His method was mainly built on two key 
aspects: sharing his knowledge in theology, the history of iconography and art, and showing the 
way he worked. 

Italy, Praglia Monastery. Iconography course with Fr. Andrey Davydov, 1990s. 

During the courses, he would always paint one or two icons, demonstrating his method. I 
remember him speaking about the core theological concepts of iconography and what makes it 
different from religious painting. Mornings would begin with a prayer or liturgy and then continue 
as a true workshop, where everybody was working creatively and asking advice from each other 
and from the instructor. In addition to that, several times during the day my dad would 
personally help students with their work so that they could bring home their finished icons. I 
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clearly remember my dad during and especially after the courses. These were times of such 
hard work and extreme concentration that by the end of a course (which could last up to 12 
days) he was totally drained and completely exhausted. We spoke about this many times. 
Although he saw that this method was not ideal, he did not see how it could be changed for the 
better.

Iconography Workshop taught by Fr Andrey Davydov in Chicago IL USA in 2008 

Helping students with their icons, he was actually pulling and pushing them through a curriculum 
they would be unable to perform on their own. Keeping in mind that each student was hoping to 
bring home a finished product, he did his best to help everyone obtain a decent final result at 
the cost of enormous effort.

From the testimonies of both my dad and his apprentices, I know that this approach was 
stressful for all. Yet, there seemed to be no alternative, even though we knew that other 
iconographers were teaching differently. Many of them were providing students with ready-
made linear drawings. This helped to reduce the amount of work, but my dad insisted that only 
icons which start with individual drawings can be authentic and work as convincing visual 
sermons.

When I was first invited to teach in Italy in 2004, I followed my dad's method. Just like him, I was 
teaching students to start every icon with drawing. I was also doing my best: choosing models 
and helping workshop participants step by step to carry on their work. The whole workshop time 
was dedicated to actually performing the working process I would normally have at home; the 
only difference was that at the workshop I had no time for research. Just like other iconography 
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teachers, I was helping our students to finish their icons by the end of a 5-day course. My wife 
Olga helped me with this curriculum for several years, but at a certain point we thought that 
something was really wrong with this feeling of deep exhaustion and helplessness during and 
after each workshop. We realised that we were at the same time teachers who shared their 
knowledge and tutors who required their students to show a chef-d'oeuvre (an artful final image 
in the traditional meaning of the French word).

Teaching Anatomy to Iconographers. Melbourne, Australia, 2024

Something was not right, as we knew from our personal work and study experience. After a 
learning process, one can feel fatigued but not helpless, as if something was completely off.

It was sometime in 2017 that we decided to make an experimental workshop. One where we 
would not promise our potential students that they would fully finish their icons. We went even 
further — we said that none of them were going to work on gessoed board, but only on paper. 
We planned it for a location where we had taught several workshops, so we thought it would be 
a good chance to make a change with a totally new program for people who knew us.

First, we were really afraid, as it was a total shift of focus and it could be a total failure. In 
making the new program, we stopped describing our workshops as events where you were 
supposed to “produce” and bring home a nice and shiny gilded icon. Elaborating our new 
approach, we decided to give the most time and energy to the actual learning process versus 
teaching how to accurately execute particular steps on the gessoed board. In the description of 
the workshop, we defined the new goals and suggested new practices. We promised that 
instead of bringing home an icon, partly produced by the student and partly by the instructor, our 
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student would be coming home with a pile of drawings, which he or she would have executed 
with very little or no instructor help.

Iconography Workshop. Students’ work from different assignments displayed on a panel. 
Melbourne, Australia, 2024. 

As I mentioned above, we proposed this to the students who knew us, and everything went well. 
From that time on, we began varying the amount of studies per workshop, always keeping the 
main focus on learning. Now we spend the first 2.5 days making drawings and sketches as 
preparation for an actual icon, which we now paint in the last 2.5 days. We see that this 
experience works best. Students have time to learn lots of skills with no pressure of making a 
wrong move, and when they actually start working on their own icon, they are confident and 
know what they are doing.
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The main decision was to stop teaching techniques and to start teaching a method and 
structure, which can always be adjusted for individual conditions and needs.

It was hard to do from scratch, but we began with the concept that even the most unusual icons 
and frescoes, as well as the most non-classical book illustrations (like stunning ones from 
Armenia or Lindisfarne), are originally based on human anatomy. Agreeing on that, we assume 
that in different historical periods, in different lands, and in different circumstances, artists’ 
purposes were different. From here we made the next step, knowing that there are certain 
common characteristics which we find in the vast majority of liturgical artworks. If we have seen 
them for almost two thousand years, it looks like they are not accidental, and our job as 
iconographers (and iconography instructors) is to teach how to produce images with these 
characteristics, rather than trying to teach specific techniques or skills. Using this method, we 
compare every image with what it could look like if rendered according to classical human 
anatomy, analysing what purposes the changes and applied means were meant to serve.

Apart from endless learning opportunities, this approach to medieval Christian art helps us to 
refrain from quick judgements and close-minded conclusions. We actually did not invent this 
approach. I used the method my dad tried to use on me, plus we borrowed some teaching 
principles we were introduced to while learning at the Academy of Fine Arts in Saint Petersburg. 
At our Alma Mater, every aspect of teaching had its own reason and answered a specific 
question. This is why we continuously adjust our teaching method, trying to include not only the 
practical side, but also theology and general theory. We discovered that to make a workshop 
more efficient, we should expose our students to as many different learning activities as we can, 
because everybody learns differently. Yet, introducing our students to a number of disciplines, 
we found that the most difficult part is defining a way to teach theoretical subjects such as 
theology and the theory of iconography to those who are or want to be visual artists. I do not 
mean to say that all artists have difficulty memorising abstract concepts. It’s because for 
iconographers, the theology of the icon is not just a “theory”; it’s one of the reasons why they 
chose this vocation. I can hardly find another sphere of human activity where the theory of the 
activity itself would have such crucial importance, except maybe pedagogy, where the theory of 
teaching actually lies at the core of teaching. Overall, it’s really hard to imagine how to teach a 
form of artistic activity which is informed by theology, rooted deeply in tradition, and yet, to 
function properly, needs to involve creativity.

It sounds undoable; however, it’s very much like learning in any academic environment. Each 
professor is sharing his or her own vision, and each subject adds to the other ones and to the 
whole. The academic environment is the place where people ask questions — not only do they 
learn what they are supposed to, but also the value of research. And I think it’s probably the 
most missed feature of today’s iconography education: the discussion and criteria for what 
iconography is and what it should be, considering the context of the 21st century.
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Iconographer Olga Shalamova filming video tutorials for the Study Group program.

It seems to me that this is the kind and type of questions and education Father Silouan was 
talking about in his article. I totally agree with you, Father Silouan. A serious, multidisciplinary 
education in iconography is now highly requested. After the first interest in iconography has 
been spreading in different countries for at least some decades, now is the time for a more 
complex approach, allowing clergy, iconographers and lay people to deepen their knowledge in 
our field. To see images in the church not only because they are connected with their models, or 
because they illustrate biblical events, but because they visually communicate their faith in God.

Talking to colleagues in different countries, I realised that one of the most important shifts in 
iconography education of our time has already happened. It was during Covid times, when we 
all were forced to dive deeper into technology — even the spheres where it seemed totally 
unsuitable are now open to technology. Being homebound suggested opening new forms of 
communication, but also new forms of teaching, especially anything related to drawing. It 
appears that for many subjects, like drawing or even for certain lectures, it’s better to have 
enough time for thorough explanations and for individual training. In this case, video tutorials 
work really well. With in-person tutoring, there is never enough time to practise drawing, while 

https://orthodoxartsjournal.org/iconography-towards-future-seminary-curriculum-development/
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with online presentations one can watch them as many times as it takes. Besides discussing 
and fixing students’ mistakes in a real class setting, you have a very limited time frame. In a 
class, you feel that everybody is working and moving forward in their work, so you can only fix a 
certain step once; otherwise, someone may be too far behind. For some simple subjects it’s OK, 
but for more complex issues it’s just not enough time, as we all have to move on. So, this is the 
advantage of teaching online. Having a week or two-week time frame for a certain assignment, 
students can work on their tasks at their own pace, and as instructors we have an opportunity to 
suggest our corrections individually, with no hurry and no pressure of other students falling 
behind in their studies. Besides, just like in a real class, but even better, students in Google 
Classroom can see the works of their fellow classmates and read our comments, steadily 
learning from each other’s mistakes. It’s so unbelievably rewarding when you read comments 
they write thanking us for our corrections.

A screenshot from a video tutorial for the Study Group program.

Yet, for those who think that teaching online is easy, I will share a bit of our process to show 
what is behind the final result.

Have you ever tried to look at your work process from above? As if you were watching someone 
else’s workflow filmed with a hidden camera? That’s what it is like at first glance, but it’s much 
more exciting.
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Watching other artists’ tutorials, we found out that actually teaching something to someone is 
very different from just showing how you actually work. So, when we started filming our courses, 
it became clear that the most laborious part was behind the scenes. Time became the main 
currency — you spend more of your time on your side so that your students can spend less. It 
seemed evident, but we never thought of it: for every good demonstration, one needs to write a 
detailed scenario. We need to describe every action, technique and subject in a crystal clear 
manner, so that anyone can have a very clear idea of it. To make your lesson become a real 
hands-on tutorial, one has to think, try, retry and re-write the scenario several times before it can 
really be used as a lesson. Nobody told us that to prepare a half-hour video tutorial we would 
need several weeks or even months for filming, but we now know how it works. And the best 
thing is that we and our students love the results.

Yet, after filming several courses which covered a specific segment of iconography (how to 
draw a slightly asymmetrical face, how to draw blessing gestures and what is the difference 
between them, and other topics), we discovered that making separate courses was not enough. 
A summary of nicely crafted details does not make either a house or an icon, so last year we 
introduced a Study Group program.

A screenshot from a video tutorial for the Study Group program.

This program allows us to gather all the knowledge together, learn what was missing and paint 
an icon. We began preparing and filming this course in August 2023, doing our best to fill every 
second of our video lessons with detailed hands-on demonstrations. It was actually a very 
challenging task — to lead people through all the complexity of the work process. We were 
showing our students how to prepare the first sketches, how to scale them up, adding details, 

https://iconography.online/iconography-study-group.html
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how to work with several models and how to make a synthesis. It was an interesting experience 
to see people facing real challenges and solving real tasks.

This program has since been completed, and from the responses of our students it sounds like 
they also had a good experience. We continue to develop this approach and to use the Study 
Group as a way of bringing together the different aspects of iconography that students have 
studied separately. 
In conclusion, after teaching iconography for almost 20 years, I think that in some aspects, it is 
like teaching faith. Even learning some remote tradition, it’s always about making right choices 
now, in every second of our lives today.

Teaching iconography means trying to learn the system of values of our predecessors, although 
for many of us it is also a call for creativity in church. In a certain way, it's like learning “Effective 
Writing”: we spend months or years drowning in the world of world literature, and at the end of 
the day it’s teaching us how to write for people of our time with our own words. Here is what an 
ideal iconography teaching process looks like for me: It’s inspiring to reveal the treasures of the 
past for our students, and a joy to see how they start using the keys to open the doors of 
knowledge. There’s a sense of accomplishment in observing our students learning to appreciate 
our common treasures and use the means that traditional iconography has to offer.

Iconography Student working on sketches for her future icon.
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What are these means? How can we learn to write or paint icons without worrying about taking 
the wrong road? There is only one answer to that, as I mentioned above — to follow a learning 
method based on interdisciplinary studies and values, where each new aspect or subject helps 
to reveal what you already know better. It may sound confusing and complicated, but only by 
choosing an adjustable and transparent learning curriculum can we let contemporary 
iconography evolve without losing its core.
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