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INTRODUCTION

“Ever since the dawn of history, when man first became a religious animal and
almost simultaneously—give or take a millennium or two—made his first clumsy
attempts at adorning the walls of his cave, he has had to face one fundamental question:
is art the ally of religion, or its most insidious enemy? ' This question, precisely posed
by historian John Julius Norwich in his trilogy on the Byzantine Empire, came to the fore
in the seventh and eighth centuries during the Byzantine iconoclastic’ controversy: Are
icons the friend or foe of Christianity?

While this controversy may prima facie appear to have been simply a debate over
the Christian use of art, the debate is in fact much more multi-faceted. In the same way
that innumerable explanations have been offered by historians to explain the decline and
fall of the Roman Empire, there have also been a wide range of theories promulgated to
explain the rise of imperial iconoclastic policy. The controversy has been debated so
much that, according to Byzantine historian J.M Hussey, “assessments vary from
considering it as the most significant event in Byzantine history to regarding it as of
almost only peripheral importance.™ Likewise, art historian Charles Barber notes that
the controversy has been

cast as a proto-reformation movement, a personal and idiosyncratic imperial
policy, an aspect of a massive institutional reform in Byzantium, an atavistic
reaction to the growth in the cult of icons, a foreign aberration in the history of
orthodoxy, a debate over the place of the holy in society, a reaction to the collapse
of the Late Antique order that shaped early Byzantium, an epistemic crisis, and a
continuation of the Christological debates in Byzantine theology.*
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submitted prior to being bestowed with the honor. John Rydjord earned his Bachelor’s and Master’s
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Over thirty years ago Peter Brown, the renowned historian of Late Antiquity, justifiably
concluded that “the Iconoclast controversy is in the grip of a crisis of over-explanation.”

The complexity of determining an ultimate cause to the iconoclastic controversy
is compounded even further by the lop-sidedness of available primary sources. The final
triumph of the iconophiles (or iconodules®) resulted in the destruction of iconoclastic
writings, including materials such as imperial decrees, council acts, theological treatises,
etc. The only glimpse we have into the iconoclastic perspective comes secondhand from
the iconophiles’ polemical writings quoting their iconoclastic opponents for the sole
purpose of refuting them.” Thus, Byzantine historian A.A. Vasiliev notes that because
the “surviving sources on iconoclasm . . . are biased by hostility to the movement . . .
scholars have differed greatly in their estimate of the iconoclastic period.”® It is precisely
these diverse “estimates,” this “over-explanation” of the iconoclastic controversy to
which I would like to draw attention. What exactly are some of the theories historians
have offered to explain the rise of Byzantine iconoclasm?

GEOLOGY

First, dating back to the ninth century in his Chronicle of Byvzantine and Near
Eastern History AD 284 - 813, Theophanes the Confessor (a contemporary of the first
period of the iconoclastic controversy) offers a geological explanation as the impetus for
the imperial iconoclastic policy instituted by Emperor Leo 111. According to Theophanes,
in the summer of AD 726,

a vapour as from a fiery furnace boiled up for a few days from the depth of the sea
between the islands of Thera and Therasia. As it gradually became thicker and
filled with stones because of the heat of the burning fire, all the smoke took on a
fiery appearance. Then, on account of the density of the earthy substance, pumice
stones as big as hills were thrown up against all of Asia Minor, Lesbos, Abydos,
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and coastal Macedonia, so that the entire surface of that sea was filled with
floating pumice.”

Frustrated and perplexed by the persistent problems of the Empire (e.g. military losses to
the Arabs, famines, disease, earthquakes and volcanoes) prior to this eruption, Leo 11 had
already been trying to find a cause for God’s wrath. After several failed attempts to
appease God (e.g. forced baptism of Byzantine Jews and Montanists in AD 722 and the
promulgation of the Greek law code E£cloga which enforced Biblical morality) and yet
another catastrophe, according to the chronicler Theophanes, Leo concluded that “God
was angry because the Byzantines prayed before icons of Christ and the saints, which
seemed to violate the Mosaic commandment against worshipping images.”'® Hence, this
volcano was a sign from God to the Emperor Leo and assuming “that God’s wrath was in
his favour instead of being directed against him, he stirred up a more ruthless war on the
holy and venerable icons.”™' Thus, in the eyes of Theophanes (obviously an iconophile
himself}, the Byzantine Emperor believed that God was displaying his wrath against the
widespread “idolatry” of icon “worship™ throughout the Empire, and the responsibility
had fallen upon him to remedy this problem. However, despite the fact Theophanes
attributes the ultimate cause of the outbreak of iconoclasm to a volcanic eruption, this
geological explosion would be a moot point if the Emperor was not indeed religiously
minded. Hence, Theophanes’ volcanic explanation leads to a second frequently cited
explanation for the iconoclastic confroversy.

RELIGIOUS REFORM

Sincere religious conviction on the part of the iconoclastic emperors, particularly
Leo 1II, has also been suggested by historians (and implied by Theophanes) as an
explanation for the initiation of iconoclastic policies. Paul Lemerle, in 4 History of
Byzantium, claims that iconoclasm had religious roots for its rise (alongside political
roots, which will be discussed later).'? Iconoclastic Byzantine Emperors, according to
this view, were merely following their religious convictions. They believed God had
called them to reform the Church and purify the faith from “what appeared to them as a
superstition close to paganism.”"?

Lemerle notes that the worship of images had not been a part of early Christian
worship and yet images eventually came to be accepted by the Church for their didactic
and edificatory functions."* However, the problem, according to Lemerle, was the
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extreme evolution of the use of these images: “images were no longer seen as symbols,
but rather the sanctity and miraculous power of the persons depicted were also attributed
to their representations, and these were offered personal worship.”'> Hence, the problem
the iconoclasts’ fought against, concludes Lemerle, was not so much icons per se, but
rather “the abuses that this idolatry entailed, and against other similar excesses.”'®
Vasiliev also cites the Frenchman Lombard as an ally of this view. According to
Lombard, iconoclasm was a religious reform movement “aimed to arrest ‘the progress of
the revival of paganism’ in the form of excessive image-worship, and ‘restore
Christianity to its original purity.”'’

Christoph Schonborn, likewise, attributes the iconoclastic controversy to authentic
religious reform on the part of the Emperors. Schonborn, claiming to take the motives
articulated by the iconoclasts seriously, and thus determined to allow them to speak for
themselves, concludes, “If we read the documents of the period, one fact stands out:
Emperor Leo III, the undoubted initiator of the iconoclast movement, declared that he
wished to carry out a religious reform. Leo wanted to purify the Church, to rid it of idols,
that is, of religious images and their veneration.”'® Schonborn goes on to demonstrate his
view by pointing out the symbolic act that Leo III chose to initiate his iconoclastic policy.

In 726, Leo III ordered the removal and destruction of the icon of Christ over the
Chalke gate of the imperial palace (a symbol of the protection of Christ over the emperor
and thus the empire) and the installation of a cross in its place (a symbol of Christ and
triumph)."”” According to Schonborn, “This double gesture shows us Leo I1I’s intentions:
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to free the empire from the sin of idolatry and to place it once more under the victorious
symbol of Christ, the sign under which the great Constantine had triumphed: in hoc signo
vinces!™°

RELIGIOUS CULTURAL CONFLICT

Greek Christians vs. Oriental Syrians and Armenians

Theologian and historian John Meyendorff suggests that a conflict between two
distinct religious cultures also contributed to the rise of the iconoclastic controversy.
According to Meyendorff, “From their pagan past, Greek-speaking Christians had
inherited a taste for religious imagery,” while, on the other hand, “Eastern Christians,
particularly the Syrians and the Armenians, were much less inclined by their cultural past
to the use of images.””' Meyendorff concludes this idea by noting the significance of the
Armenian or Isaurian origins of the iconoclastic emperors, thereby linking the
iconoclastic policies of these emperors to their Eastern background. Vasiliev concurs
with Meyendorff, noting that all of the iconoclastic emperors were of eastern descent
(Leo III was Isaurian / Syrian, Leo V was Armenian, and Michael II and his son
Theophilus were born in Phrygia of Asia Minor), and concludes that the birth place of the
iconoclastic rulers “cannot be viewed as accidental.””

But if these emperors’ oriental background helped shape their iconoclastic
policies, what were the specific factors influencing them? George Ostrogorsky, in his
masterful History of the Byzantine State, points the way suggesting that the iconoclastic
controversy resulted from a lively interaction between old surviving Chrstological
heresies and non-Christian religions like Judaism and Islam.?

Judaism and Islam

During the seventh-century military onslaughts by the Arabs, the Near East was in
the process of being transformed into an Islamic world. After Palestine, Syria and Egypt
were finally conquered, the Byzantine Empire and the Islamic world found themselves in
continual military and ideological battle®®  With strong ties between Judaism,
Christianity and Islam, including many common scriptures (e.g. God is one and thus
accusations of polytheism leveled against Christianity by Jews and Muslims), and
particularly God’s command to make no idols or graven images (Ex. 20:4 — 6), the
Islamic world came into sharp conflict with the Byzantine world where imagery and
icons had taken on an important role in Christian worship and piety. Thus, these eighth-
century eastern-born emperors were merely responding to the charge of idolatry, seeking
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in Meyendorff’s words, “to purify Christianity to enable it better to withstand the
challenge of Islam.”*

Monophysites, Monothelites & Manichaeans

The origins of iconoclasm have also been linked to the Monophysite (Christ has
one nature, overemphasizing the divine nature), Monothelite (Christ has one will, over-
emphasizing the divine will), and Manichaean (purely spiritual and thus disdainful of
material world; sometimes known by other names in the Middle Ages such as Paulicians,
Bogomils, et al.) heresies. Paul J. Alexander points out in his work on Patriarch
Nicephorus that “christological systems emphasizing the divine nature of Christ at the
expense of His human nature were apt to lead to the rejection of religious images.””®
Thus, the Monophysites, Monothelites and Manichaeans of the orient (e.g. Syrian and
Palestine) tended to reject the icon, due to its material nature and emphasis upon the
humanity of Christ (both nature and will).

By the eighth century the non-Greek speaking East was mostly Monophysite.”’
Thus the iconoclastic emperors of Syrian/Armenian descent would have grown up in a
Monophysite atmosphere and would have been familiar, if not sympathetic, to its points.
Ostrogorsky points back to the Byzantine reign of Philippicus-Barbanes with his
Monophysite and Monothelite tendencies as a foreshadowing of the iconoclastic
controversy, for it was Philippicus who revived the Christological disputes once again
after the Council of Chalcedon (AD 451).%8

POLITICAL

The dynamic growth of monks and monasteries in the Byzantine Empire naturally
fed to growing wealth and power, so much so that the monks essentially became a state
within a state.”” Conscious and nervous of their growing power, the iconoclastic
emperors attempted to force them to “disperse and secularize their property,” ultimately
leading to a conflict between the monks and the emperors, a classic example of the
tension between Church and State.’® But some monks, determined to assert their
authority as much as possible and despite phases of iconoclastic persecution, refused to
grant the emperor the right to make doctrinal decisions.”’  Nevertheless, ultimately
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nothing much changed, for the monks eventually received their privileges back and the
emperors retained their powers.

PETER BROWN: RESPONSE & TRANSFORMATION

Peter Brown, the renowned historian of late antiquity, systematically and single-
handedly demolishes all of the standard explanations for the rise of iconoclasm in his
article “4 Dark Age Crisis: Aspects of the Iconoclastic Controversy.,” He notes that
“[clareful study of Byzantine-Arab relations in the eighth century; a re-examination of
the Muslim attitude to images in the same century; re-assessment of the position of the
Jews in the Byzantine empire—these converging studies have led to the greatest caution
in invoking the influence of any non-Christian culture in the genesis of the Iconoclast
movement.”? According to Brown, the iconoclastic controversy was instead a dilemma
over the position of the holy in the Byzantine world.>* Factoring into this debate,
however, were many underlying issues,” including: demoralization of the Byzantine
world following seventh century Arab raids;”® Byzantine determination to remove and
punish “the root sin of the human race, the deep stain of the error of idolatry;™° the
ability of the iconoclasts to “verbalize their anxiety” by “stat[ing] their case with such
irrefutable clarity;”> “[s]avage disillusionment and contempt for failed gods;*® the
ending of the ancient world in Asia Minor and with it the weakening of the icon due to
seventh century Arab invasions;” and finally the replacement of these weakened icons by
the sign of the cross “with its unbroken association with victory over four centuries .. . a
more ancient and compact symbol than any Christ-icon could be.”® Concurring with
many of Brown’s points, Andrew Louth, noted Byzantine/Patristic scholar, concludes
that iconoclasm

can be seen as the last of the religious reactions to the loss of the eastern
provinces in the early seventh century . . . iconoclasm is one of a number of
measures by which the Byzantines responded to the spectre of defeat, measures
that swept away much of the administration and military system they had
inherited from the Roman Empire, to replace it with a centralized bureaucracy,
permanently located in the capital city, Constantinople, combined with the
organization of the rest of the Empire into areas known as ‘themes’, governed by
a military commander.*'
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Thus, according to both Brown and Louth, the iconoclastic controversy was a response to
a number of factors, both internal and external, that led to a complete transformation of
Byzantine society.

CONCLUSION

Just as one should not single out a single cause for the decline and fall of the
Roman Empire, neither should one oversimplify the iconoclastic controversy by singling
out one ultimate cause. The number of theories and explanations prompted by the
iconoclastic controversy, according to art historian Hans Belting, does not “allow for any
monocausal explanation.”42 Instead, one must take into consideration a multitude of
factors, all simultaneously contributing to this historical phenomenon.”* Hans Beltin, in
his magisterial history of the image, sums up the numerous iconoclastic explanations
when he suggests that the controversial issue of images was often times merely a

surface issue for deeper conflicts existing between church and state, center and
provinces, central and marginal groups in Eastern society. The court and the
army struggled against the monks along a constantly shifting front. Heretical
movements joined the fray . . . Economic factors also influence both the outbreak
and the course of the conflict. Finally, the military, which always supports the
winning party, was involved in the events from the start.**

While factors as diverse as volcanoes and heresies have been articulated by scholars as
explanations for the Byzantine iconoclastic controversy, a synthetic panoramic picture
provides a better clue to the origins of this debate over the question of whether or not
icons are a friend or foe of Christianity.
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