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			I.

			Death in Orthodox Iconography: The Essay

		

	
		
			1. Introduction

			In the Orthodox Church, iconography holds a central and important place, both visually and theologically. Icons are not merely decorations or pictorial teaching aids. They do serve these purposes, but their fundamental reason for being is to bear witness, in an artistic manner, to the Church’s beliefs. They are a reflection of the life in Christ as lived in the Church. We should expect, therefore, to receive from iconography that which is witnessed to and preached by other means, such as Scripture, liturgical texts, dogmatic statements, and the writings of the Fathers.

			The subject of death, especially Christian death, is certainly an important one. In some ways, it is the central problem not only of Christian living but also of all human existence. What is death, and why do we die? The Church certainly has answers to these questions which are not isolated. In fact, they touch on the whole structure of Church doctrine. It is only natural, then, to expect to see the Church’s beliefs about death reflected in her iconography. The question is how to “read out” of icons the doctrinal content that has already been “read into” them. The purpose of this book is to examine the ways death is portrayed in Orthodox iconography. I plan first to deal briefly with the doctrines of death and icons. Then move on to the specific ways death is depicted, and finally consider the differences between Eastern and Western iconographies of death.

		

	
		
			2. The Vision of Salvation

			Implicit in the word salvation is a notion that we are saved from something. For every salvation, there is a lostness; for every liberty, a slavery. We need to have an idea of what the Church sees as the opposite of salvation, what we are saved from. Without much question, death is the concept and the reality identified by the Church as the great enemy, the great destroyer, and it is from the clutches of death that we are to be saved. Death—the inevitability of every person’s dying—is tied up closely with sin. St. Paul states that “the wage paid by sin is death” (Rm 6:23). Death is seen, then, as the result of something else; it is the result of man’s subjugation to a power that seeks his enslavement and destruction. The opposite of Christian salvation is the enslavement of sin which results in death. Sin itself, however, does not arise outside of man; it is not a power that is imposed on him by an alien master. Ironically, it is Adam and Eve themselves, and those who followed after them, who are the cause of their own slavery and destruction. By turning away from the Author of their being toward themselves, our first parents cut themselves off from the source of their own life, and so they withered and died.

			All creation came into existence out of nothingness, absolute non-being. To the degree that we do not rise spiritually and bask in the light of Him who created us, we sink slowly back into that abyss of nothingness out of which we came. Death is a powerful thrust downward into that black pit, leading to decomposition not only of the body but also of the whole man. Man is not to be defined as a soul living in a body for a while, being joined together while death is the separation of man from his body. According to Platonic philosophy, the true essence of man is identified as a soul. Such a view, however, is not Christian. For Christianity, man is a unitary, though composite, being who is in touch with and allied to many aspects of reality: the physical world through his body, the intellectual world through his mind, the spiritual world through his heart or soul. There is no natural line of demarcation whereby the mind, body, soul, heart, emotions, etc. peel off from each other like layers of an onion. A man is not fully man if deprived of his properties and faculties created by God. Death, in this view, is a radical ripping apart of man’s composite being. It tears apart his being, somewhat like a bee whose insides are pulled out when it stings: in death, man as an entity decomposes. It is only as the Christian man carries within himself the new humanity of Christ that he is given the chance to overcome the present human condition and attain salvation in the midst of this world and beyond it.

			It is here that we move from the description of the present, death-bound condition of man to the envisioned salvation. For Orthodox Christianity, the important word in defining salvation is transfiguration, the changing of the conditions by which man lives. This means not only the transformation of man himself, but also the environment in which he lives. The whole of creation needs to be changed and transfigured so as to eliminate the hold sin and death have on the world. We cannot effect this transfiguration by ourselves; we are powerless to change our condition. Therefore, our salvation requires an intervention from outside our world. Christ’s life and work are that intervention. He came into our world, broke the power of sin and death, and made it possible for us to live in a way different from what the fallen nature of man requires. By being turned toward the source of our being instead of away from it, we can live rather than die. Christ created a new type of humanity, or more precisely, He restored humanity to what it should have been in the first place and brought the potential of the original man to its fulfillment. By uniting ourselves to his new humanity in the Church and by being nourished by His life in the holy mysteries, we can transform and transfigure our present fallen condition so that death will have no final power over us. This re-creation of man and the world in their final state is called the Kingdom of God. By our progressive transfiguration, we participate in the building up of the Kingdom until its final establishment in the new heaven and the new earth where the present conditions of death, sin, and decay will no longer be operative. We will then live the life of intimate communion with God that we were meant to live from the beginning.

			One of the key phrases used to designate the transfigured world growing now within the Church is the “new Jerusalem.” In his vision recorded in Revelation, St. John the Theologian describes what the Kingdom of God will be like when Christ comes again in glory (Rv 21:1-5):

			Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away… I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband… “Behold the dwelling of God is with men… He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away… He who sat upon the throne said, “Behold, I make all things new…”

			Here we see very clearly the idea of the transformation of the old fallen world into the new one of which we have a foretaste in the Church, but which will only come in fullness at the end of time, on the Eighth Day of re-creation.

			St. Paul, too, emphasizes this distinction between the old and the new man, life according to the old Adam and life according to the new Adam, who is Christ. In our baptism we die to the old, fallen man, and redo ourselves in Christ. We take on the new life of the Kingdom and live anew in that reality while still in the midst of the old. To quote St. Paul again: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” (Ga 2:20). So when we die the death of this world, it is the old man that dies. But those who die in Christ have another life within themselves, Christ’s life, His new humanity, and so, though dead, they are alive in Him.

			How, then, does iconography relate to this concept of a progressive transfiguration into the new creation? Icons portray the new creation (the new Jerusalem, the Kingdom of God, the new humanity, etc.) in artistic form. This is the primary function of Orthodox iconography, and iconography is true to its purpose only to the degree that it draws us out of this world and its conditions and transports us into the new world which is to come. That is why no attempt is made in icons to reflect the so-called natural world, a world that is precisely not natural because it is fallen. Icons do not depict proportion, depth, three dimensions, etc. because these things are proper to this world and not to the re-creation of the Kingdom. Iconography has its own symbolic language and techniques which have been developed and adapted so as to portray in the most vivid way the transfigured, spiritual world and the men and women who inhabit it. Kalokyris puts the point well:

			The faith of the Church in the reality beyond this world, that is, in the truth of the spiritual world, defined from the beginning the essential character of the content of her iconography. She is primarily interested in the beauty of this spiritual world, and with the means which she possesses, the Church seeks to be the interpreter of that world.1

			From the foregoing, then, how should we expect death to be portrayed in icons? If death is part of this old world which is passing away and if icons show that world which is to come, we can expect that death will not be portrayed in them at all, and this is precisely the point we wish to make: death as a phenomenon is nearly absent from iconography, but at the same time, it is ever-present. The Reformation and the Communist Revolution only become understandable when compared to the medieval Catholic Church and the Tzarist state, respectively. Similarly, the study of iconography makes sense only if we assume the presence of the old world that the new creation arises from.2 Death is ever present by its nearly total absence and banishment, since it has been conquered by Christ and eliminated as a power. But because we are now living in the interim before the full establishment of the Kingdom, in the period when the new and old creations still exist together, death is sometimes represented in iconography, but only in a vanquished, powerless, and empty form. It is as though it were making a final appearance in chains before being totally destroyed. This, then, is what we want to set out: the vanquished character of death as shown in icons.

			

			
				
					1	Constantine Kalokyris, The Essence of Orthodox Iconography, Brookline, Holy Cross School of Theology, Hellenic College, 1971, p. 15.

					2	Ibid., p. 24.
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