BEAUTY THAT BOTHERS

By Philip Davydov

The Situation Today

A huge number of churches are being built and restored all over the country today, and builders,
restorers, iconographers, and patrons are all doing their best to make everything as good as
possible. But what does this mean in the understanding of our contemporaries?

The statistics of recent decades make it clear that, when restoring or creating new churches, our
fellow countrymen overwhelmingly prefer to make them “as they used to be,” rather than trying
to understand the tradition in the context of our own time. But where does this confidence come
from—that if we reconstruct something, no unnecessary questions will arise and the church will
turn out as well as possible? From a technical point of view, this may indeed be easier. There is
no longer any need for doubts, arguments, or searching. But this path of cloning the past
deprives our creations of authenticity—the kind of authenticity that comes through personal
struggle, difficult reflection, and the hard experience of a responsible artist.

This is precisely what is catastrophically lacking in the icon, in church architecture, and in
church fresco painting today. There is an increasingly strong feeling that church building in our
time is beginning to be understood simply as selecting suitable examples from the past and
fitting a building into its surroundings. Iconography, too, is increasingly becoming a performing
craft in which neatness, richness, and other external qualities are valued.

But what does a church and its decoration mean to us?

If a church is simply a representative Orthodox feature of a city, then we have to think about
appearance, necessary expenses, and other formalities. But if a church is a place for preaching
and for kindling people’s hearts with the faith of Christ, then we have to think about whether it
actually serves this purpose. The same is true of the decoration of a church. If frescoes and
icons are merely decoration fitted into architecture, then we argue about styles and painting
techniques. But if the image is a tool of preaching, with the emphasis on its content, then the
style and the type of paint do not matter!

When Tradition Becomes a Formula

When the revival of interest in iconography began in Moscow in the 1980s, there seemed to be
a romantic feeling in the air that all it would take was a little effort, and new iconographers would
begin to work as deeply and seriously as the ancient masters, and the revival would truly
become a revival of the spirit. But literally within a few years, it became clear that it was only the
form that mattered, and only external beauty was wanted—or, more precisely, prettiness.



But we have all been to museums. From our own experience, we know that pleasantness and
beauty are not the main thing in an icon. A huge number of ancient icons are not merely
unattractive; from the point of view of a taste formed by Leonardo da Vinci and Raphael, they
are simply ugly. At the Seventh Ecumenical Council, the fathers did not discuss beauty. They
did not discuss technique or style. When speaking about the work of an artist, they discussed
how powerful an impression the image made.

The Icon as a Living Message

For our ancient colleagues, the icon was never a decorative ornament. It was a personal, direct
statement by a believing artist, rooted in tradition, addressed to the world of his own time. If we
were to collect photographs of frescoes of the Annunciation from different ancient churches, we
would see that each time the work was approached differently. Hundreds, thousands of different
Annunciations, alike and unlike one another. And each time, a new and meaningful narrative—
just as in the four Gospels: about the same thing, but each in a different way.

The message of the ancient iconographer to the world was every bit as compelling and
memorable as the work of a contemporary advertising director. It called people to prayer,
provoked thought and questions, just as when reading the Gospel we constantly stumble upon
events or simply words that do not allow us to fall asleep and enjoy the text merely as an
example of good literature. The Evangelists constantly confront us with problems that have no
human solution, and each time the solution surprises us—it is, on the one hand, rooted in God
and, on the other, unexpected.

The ancient icon is the same. We do not relax in a flood of pleasant and comforting feelings
when we look at it; instead, we are brought back to our senses and prepared for a responsible
dialogue with God. And every small, even insignificant, difference between the icons or frescoes
in my village church and those in the neighboring church gives me something to think about and
reveals the images of the Nativity of Christ or St. Onuphrius the Great to me in a new way.

Our Time, Our Language

This is how things were in the past. But our situation has changed. For our predecessors, the
church was often the only place where a person encountered an image. Today, we are
surrounded by pictures and bright colors; some of them even move and make sounds. And what
about us? Are we really going to pretend that nothing has changed, and continue building the
same churches and making icons “as they used to be”?

But what does a contemporary person see when he looks at our “as they used to be”?

Does his eye engage in a technical comparison between our work and its model, or does he see
the face of Christ?

And what, then, is good about our icons? Their technique? Or the fact that they are neater than
the ancient examples?

When speaking with iconographers, one often hears comments about this or that successful
project such as:



“Look, it’'s so similar to early Christian art!”
Or:

“It's amazing how accurately it was copied—twelfth-century Russian, and yet there’s something
Byzantine here too! It's remarkable how successfully the master managed to combine these
elements.”

And it is almost impossible to hear anything like what the fathers of the Ecumenical Council
said:

“This image, painted in this church, has such power that it struck me. It revealed to me an image
of our Lord God of such depth that | could not take my eyes away.”

There was not even a word there about style or technique. They spoke only about the power of
the image, about the impact of the art of their own time.

But our ancient art also fascinates us—or rather, it often enchants us. It is so whole and so
beautiful that the temptation to remain in it forever—to remain in that beautiful past—is
enormous. Tradition is a wonderful house, full of images of the deepest kind. But we have no
right to spend all our time simply enjoying it, even spiritually. By becoming iconographers, we
promised to share the treasures of tradition with our contemporaries, for whom we create our
images.

The Responsibility of the Iconographer

Otherwise, if we “clone” what once existed, building a “similar” church and placing inside it a
“similar” iconostasis with seemingly “exactly the same” icons, this automatically becomes a
game of beads—and, moreover, a dishonest one. The problem is that we have all become
accustomed to calling our very carefully executed new icons copies, forgetting that, even if
unconsciously, we nevertheless introduce certain changes into them—changes that can
radically alter the content of the image.

The contemporary master inevitably paints differently, if only because he hardly ever sees the
original models and takes most of them from books. In addition, the background and all the
other colors are changed arbitrarily, as are the quantity and type of gold, and in 99 percent of
cases the dimensions are completely different. So what at first glance reminds us of an ancient
icon is, when we consider the fullness of its meaning and impression, not really a copy at all.

The overwhelming maijority of contemporary copies are interpretations. But they are not
conscious interpretations, as they were for our predecessors, who deliberately and vividly
worked in the visual languages of their own time. Ours are amateur-restorer interpretations: they
seem to adapt the image to their own circumstances as best they can, while losing the very
thing for which the original was created.

Nevertheless, if we think about it sensibly, those responsible for creating churches should speak
to their contemporaries not as restorers—“Look, an exact copy from the twelfth century!”—but
as architects. And how do architects work? They solve the eternal problems of housing and



urban infrastructure, using the experience of Vitruvius and thousands of other great architects,
but each time in a new situation, their own contemporary situation.

And let us not forget that we live in the twenty-first century. So, possessing all the riches of two
thousand years of Christian culture, we should not quote or clone them. We should preach
through the image just as effectively and directly as our predecessors did. We must learn to look
at ancient icons and frescoes not as a collection of details to borrow, but to see the image as an
Image through which God speaks to the contemporary person.

In this connection, | believe it is possible to introduce the term “relevant church art,” from the
word act—to act. The ancient iconographers did not try to “make art.” They created powerful
visual messages. Think of any medieval treatise: despite the depth of its content, it is also
beautiful in form. The same was true of architects, fresco painters, iconographers, and
craftsmen. They told their story respectfully and wisely, and in a way that was compelling to the
eye. But what they wanted to communicate came first.

Not in words, but through the Image—through the power of its impression.

Tradition Is Not a Costume

If we wanted to tell a non-believing friend or a child about God, how would we tell the story? We
would not use outdated words, nor would we lapse into baby talk. We would try to explain
everything as well as we could, so that it would be both serious and simple. And this is not
about simplification. It is about a carefully considered translation, adapted to the person we
are speaking to.

About what matters most, we would speak with the deepest reverence and the greatest respect
—but in words that are as clear as possible within the dialogue. And if we want to be believed,
we must speak only after serious reflection and with complete sincerity. Otherwise, our
interlocutor will simply answer: “I'll listen to you about that another time.”

| am convinced that our task is not to lull people or please the eye, but to inspire them to prayer,
reflection, and compassion. Reproduction, when working for a church, can only be justified if the
language of the ancient masters has become your own language, as it did for luliania Sokolova

and some others.

Otherwise, it is like having someone close to us speak about something of the greatest
importance in the pompous language of Derzhavin or Shakespeare. In a sincere and respectful
dialogue, there should be exactly as much information as necessary, and it should be
expressed in such a form that a person can receive it as a message addressed personally to
him—a text message or a personal email.

And any conscious stylization is a game.

How, do you think, would the fathers of the Seventh Ecumenical Council have regarded such a
game?

A person looking at the Image must under no circumstances be tempted to perceive it as a
game of pretending to be ancient. It is blasphemy and desecration if we tempt our



contemporaries to look at images as souvenir copies or beautiful ancient masks decorating an
office or a living room, but having no connection whatsoever with real life.

An icon does not decorate a church. It is not a beautiful decorative object. It is a tool for
preaching and for communion with the Prototype, and the responsibility for how it is created and
how it is used lies with us. It depends on us whether our non-believing contemporaries will come
to believe in God when they see our icons, or whether they will look at them as they might look
at a gilded mitre decorated with precious stones—a symbol, for most contemporary people, of
earthly wealth, but not of the Heavenly Church.
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