
Vladimir Baranov
Novosibirsk, Russia 

baranovv@ngs.ru

 CONSTRUCTING 
THE UNDERGROUND COMMUNITY: 

THE LETTERS 
OF THEODORE THE STUDITE 

AND THE LETTER OF EMPERORS 
MICHAEL II AND THEOPHILOS 

TO LOUIS THE PIOUS

The Le  er of the Iconoclastic Emperors Michael II and Theophilos 
to Louis the Pious1 (dated to 824) contains a list of off ences that were 
allegedly commi  ed by the Iconodules against what they considered 
the right practices of the Church. Their list includes the substitution 
of images in churches for crosses, taking images as godparents, using 
images to perform the cu  ing of children’s hair and monastic habit, 
scraping paint of images to be added to the Eucharist or distributing 
the Eucharistic bread from the hands of images, as well as using panel 
images as altars for serving the Liturgy in ordinary houses and church-
es.2 Of course, these might have been easily treated as fi ction and pro-

(1)  Emperor Theophilus (b. 812/813) was crowned co-Emperor in 821 by 
his Father Michael II (820–829), and this is why his name appears on the Let-
ter. However, since in 824 he was only a 12-year old boy, for the Le  er I will 
use the short title “Le  er of Michael II.”

(2)  The Le  er is preserved in the MGH, Leg. Sect. III, Concilia, tomus II, 
pars 2, Concilia aevi Karolini I (Hannover—Leipzig, 1908, repr. 1979) 475–480; 
Mansi, XIV, 417–422; the pertinent passage is translated in C. Mango, The Art 
of the Byzantine Empire 312–1453: Sources and Documents (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1986) 157–158. On the historical context of the Le  er, see: 
T.  Noble, Images, Iconoclasm, and the Carolingians (Philadelphia, PA: Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania Press, 2009) 260–263. The contents of the Le  er are ana-
lyzed in C. Sode, Der Brief der Kaiser Michael II und Theophilos an Ludwig 
den Frommen, in: L. Hoffmann (hrsg.), Zwischen Polis, Provinz und Peripherie. 
Beiträge zur byzantinischen Geschichte und Kultur, Festschri   für Günther Prinz-
ing (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2005) 138–154, esp. 148–150, where the 
 author concludes that the Le  er, in fact, does not refl ect Byzantine practices 
and was later interpolated as a part of the collection (p. 158).
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paganda used for political victory in an informational war that is too 
familiar to any person of our time. Yet we have several independent 
corroborations as to the validity of the charges from the Le  er, coming 
from standing monuments of Iconodules themselves. This includes ev-
idence testifying to the actual replacement of images by crosses in the 
apses of several Byzantine churches, and a corroboration of the charge 
of using an icon as a Godfather in an ardently Iconophile source — a 
le  er of the Iconodulic champion and confessor Theodore the Studite. 
In a Le  er to John the Spatharios he praises the addressee for his de-
cision to take the icon of St. Demetrios as a godparent of his child:

We have heard that your lordship had done a divine deed and we 
have marveled at your truly great faith, O man of God. For my in-
former tells me that in performing the baptism of your God-gran-
ted child, you had recourse to a holy image of the great martyr 
Demetrius instead of a godfather. How great is your confi dence! 
“I have not found so great faith, no, not in Israel” — this, I believe 
Christ to have said not only at that time to the centurion, but even 
now to you who are of equal faith. The centurion found what he 
sought; you, too, have won what you trusted in. In the Gospel the 
divine command took the place of bodily presence, while here the 
bodily image took the place of its model; there the great Logos was 
present in His word and invisibly wrought his incredible miracle 
through His divinity, while here the great martyr was spiritually 
present in his own image and so received the infant. These things, 
being incredible, are unacceptable to profane ears and unbelieving 
souls, and especially to the iconoclasts; but to your piety clear signs 
and token have been revealed.3 

 If, then, two of the charges are actually true, maybe the rest are 
also true, and the Iconodules were merely fanatics sacrifi cing any ra-
tionality for the sake of their cause, and the Iconoclasts only tried to 
put an end to excesses of the icon cult, in their zeal, perhaps, some-
times pushing it too hard? 

The idea of the “excessive Iconodulia” as a reason for the emer-
gence of Iconoclasm has entered in nearly all standard literature on 
the period to the extent that even authors with a clearly defi ned Ortho-

(3)  G. Fatouros (hrsg.), Theodori Studitae Epistulae, B. 2 (Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 1992) (CFHB, 31) 17, 1–16 [herea  er Fatouros, le  er no., line]); trans. 
C. Mango, The Art of the Byzantine Empire 312–1453: Sources and Documents 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1986) 174–175.
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dox agenda are forced to take an apologetic stance.4 However, it seems 
to be a methodological mistake to perceive Iconodules in a generic 
fundamentalist way as customarily performing all the above, causing 
a justifi ed and enlightened response in the form of the Iconoclastic 
reform. In other words, we should not treat all the accusations as a 
“package deal,” and need to consider all the charges one-by-one try-
ing to put them, if possible, in their historical se  ing. This study will 
try to demonstrate that the Iconodulic practices revealed in the Le  er 
of Michael II can refl ect the situation of an underground Iconodulic 
movement that emerged under the second Iconoclasm and a  empted 
to provide at least some kind of religious life in the absence of churches 
and clergy, defi led by the Iconoclasts. This movement was organized 
and managed by way of systematic le  ers and personal envoys from 
exiled Iconodulic leaders, which provided a communication network 
through which the spiritual and religious guidance was ensured be-
tween the underground, exiled, and escaped Iconodules. In this ar-
ticle, the charges in the Le  er of Michael II will be examined within the 
wider context of the Corpus of Le  ers, wri  en by the exiled Theodore 
the Studite both at the time of the Moechian schism and the following 
outbreak of the second Iconoclasm. I will a  empt to show that the 
practices described in the Le  er of Michael II and Theophilos fi t well 
into the circumstances of a struggling community of Iconodules at the 
time of the second Iconoclastic persecution. 

The substitution of images for crosses in churches:
Primum quidem honorifi cas et vivifi cas cruces de sacris templis 
expellebant et in eadem loca imagines statuebant ponebantque 
lucernas coram eis, simul et incensum adolebant atque eas in tali 
honore habebant sicut honorifi cum et vivifi cum lignum, in quo 
Christus, verus Deus noster, crucifi gi dignatus est proper nostram 
salutem.

(p. 478, 38–42)

In the Defi nition of Nicaea II, the veneration of icons is justifi ed on 
the basis of their antiquity and the icon’s equal honor with the Gospels 

(4)  L. Ouspensky, Theology of Icon (Crestwood, NY: Saint Vladimir’s Semi-
nary Press, 1978) 128–129; A. Schmemann, The Historical Road of Eastern Or-
thodoxy (New York—Chicago—San Francisco: Holf, Rinehart and Winston, 
1963) 203–204. Notably, both authors ascribe the practices from the Le  er of 
Michael II to the time before the outbreak of Iconoclasm as one of its causes. 
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and the image of the Cross.5 The above passage most likely testifi es to 
the practice of renovating the churches during the Iconodulic inter-
lude (786–815), when many churches with purged decoration during 
the previous Iconoclastic period were restored. Instances of changing 
the program of apse decoration are still visible in the church of Hagia 
Sophia of Constantinople,6 and on the photographs of the church of 
the Dormition in Nicaea. Although we can judge its decoration only 
on the basis of photographs taken in 1907 before the church’s com-
plete destruction in 1922, we can see that the initial iconographic pro-
gram of the church was changed several times. Thus, during the time 
of Iconoclasm, an image of the Cross was inserted into the original 
mosaic of the apse. This Cross was removed and a representation of 
the Theotokos was put in the apse a  er the Restoration of Icons in 843.7 

(5)  Cf. the Horos of Nicaea II: “We keep unchanged all the ecclesiastical 
traditions handed down to us, whether in writing or verbally, one of which is 
the making of pictorial representations… We, therefore, following the royal 
pathway and the divinely inspired authority of our Holy Fathers and the tradi-
tions of the Catholic Church (for, as we all know, the Holy Spirit indwells her), 
defi ne with all certitude and accuracy that just as the fi gure of the precious and 
life-giving Cross, so also the venerable and holy images, as well in painting 
and mosaic as of other fi t materials, should be set forth in the holy churches of 
God, and on the sacred vessels and on the vestments and on hangings and in 
pictures both in houses and by the wayside” (Mansi, XIII, 377CD). 

(6)  Contrary to the common opinion dating the current mosaic of the 
seated Virgin in the apse of Hagia Sophia to the time of Patriarch Photios, 
N. Oikonomides proposes that the Iconoclastic Cross was replaced by the cur-
rent mosaic and anti-Iconoclastic inscription during the fi rst Iconodulic inter-
lude (N. Oikonomides, Some Remarks of the Apse Mosaic of St. Sophia, DOP 
39 (1985) 111–115).

(7)  P. Underwood, The Evidence of Restorations in the Sanctuary Mosaics 
of the Church of Dormition at Nicaea, DOP 13 (1959) 235–243; on the origi-
nal program in the apse of the church, see: F. De’Maffei, L’Unigenito consus-
tanziale al Padre nel programma trinitario dei perduti mosaici del bema della 
Dormizione di Nicea e il Cristo trasfi gurato del Sinai. I, II, Storia dell’arte 45–46 
(1982) 91–116, 185–200; and Ch. Barber, The Koimesis Church, Nicaea: The 
Limits of Representation on the Eve of Iconoclasm, Jahrbuch der Österreichischen 
Byzantinistik 41 (1991) 43–60. On the church, see O. K. Wulff, Die Koimesiskirche 
in Nicäa und ihre Mosaiken (Strassburg, 1903); T. Schmit, Die Koimesis-Kirche von 
Nicaia, das Bauwerk und die Mosaiken (Berlin—Leipzig, 1927); G. Peers, Subtle 
Bodies: Representing Angels in Byzantium (Berkeley University of California 
Press, 2001) 61–88; and Ch. Barber, Figure and Likeness: On the Limits of Repre-
sentation in Byzantium (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002) 63–69. 
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However, the outline of the Cross is still visible on the photographs 
of the mosaic due to the clear border between the tessarae belonging 
to the former Cross and the tessarae in those parts which were added 
a  er the fi gure of the Theotokos was inserted a  er the Restoration of 
Icons in 843  (Fig. 1). Similarly, the outline of the Cross is visible on 
the golden background in the churches of Hagia Sophia in Constan-
tinople. The Cross in the apse of the church of Hagia Irene in Con-
stantinople, made during the fi rst Iconoclastic period under Emperor 
Constantine V, serves as an analogy of what those crosses might have 
looked like (Fig. 2). The main problem with this decoration is that 
we do not know exactly the scale of replacement and restoration, the 
original pre-Iconoclastic program, or the exact dynamics of the Cross-
Image interchange during the two Iconoclasms and the Iconodulic 
interlude. 

As I have argued elsewhere, the Cross in the apse in the Icono-
clastic church program was a symbol of the undepictable Resurrected 
Christ in a subtle “God-like” body,8 whereas the Iconodules with their 
stress on Christ’s genuine and depictable humanity chose to represent 
the Theotokos with the Christ-child instead of Crosses. However, the 
change of imagery in the most sacred and semiotically loaded zone 
of the church meant that, in fact, for both parties the two images were 
interchangeable both being of Christ. Both the Iconoclasts changing 
the previous programs to Crosses, and the Iconodules, changing the 
Crosses to Theotokos with Christ the Child tried to convey in a vi-
sual and most powerful form the most important message of their 
diff erent theologies — Christ in the state of the glorious Resurrection 
in His Kingdom, and Christ as truly God and man with His human 
mother.9 

Thus the allusion in the Le  er of Michael II seems to refer to the 
campaign of Iconodulic redecoration, including restoration of anthro-
pomorphic images both in mosaics and on panels. Restored religious 

(8)  V. Baranov, The Theological Background of the Iconoclastic Church 
Programmes, SP 40 (2006) 169–175.

(9)  Cf. the insistence of John of Damascus that the Cross with an anthro-
pomorphic representation of Crucifi ed Christ is absolutely equivalent to the 
plain Cross (B. Kotter (hrsg.), Johannes von Damaskos. Expositio fi dei, Die Schri  -
en des Johannes von Damaskos, B. 2 (Berlin—New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1973) 
(PTS, 12) 207, 42–208, 43). In this case, the graphic sign of the Cross becomes 
interchangeable with the Crucifi xion as its abbreviation. 



Figure 1. 
Two phases of apse decoration in the church of the Dormition 

in Nicaea (a  er Underwood).
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images entailed as its integral part burning incense and se  ing candles 
in front of them according to the Defi nition of Nicaea II.10

Taking images as Godparents and using images to receive hair from 
the fi rst haircut of a child or to perform monastic tonsuring:

Plerique autem linteaminibus easdem imagines circumdabant et 
fi liorum suorum de baptismatis fonte susceptrices faciebat. Simi-
liter et in tonsura puerorum, cum capillos praeciderent, eosdem 
capillos desinere super imagines sinebant. Alii vero, religiosum 
habitum monasticum sumere volentes, religiosiores personas 
postponebant, qui prius comam capitis eorum suscipere solebant, 
adhibitis imaginibus quasi in sinum earum decidere capillos illo-
rum sinebant. 

(p. 479, 1–6)

The world that emerges from the Le  ers of Theodore the Studite of 
both the period of the Moechian and second Iconoclastic Controver-
sies does, perhaps, look somewhat familiar to anybody coming from a 
country with harsh state ideological control. Every controversy sharp-
ly delineates the previously blurry border between the friend and the 
foe and thus preconditions the measures and the degree of separa-
tion from the la  er. Theodore the Studite was sent to exile three times. 
First, from 795/6–798 he was exiled to Thessalonica; then in 809 he was 
briefl y exiled to the Princes’ Islands, and the third time he was exiled 
in 815 initially to Metope in Bythinia, then to a remote fortress in the 
same area, and fi nally to Smyrna. He was recalled from this third exile 
in 821. The main challenge that Theodore the Studite faced, was to 
safeguard his community from doctrinal and liturgical contamination 
with canonical and, later, heretical transgressions commi  ed by the 
ecclesiastical and civic hierarchy. The core problem that an “under-
ground” Christian (or a Christian of the “dissident” party as opposed 
to the “offi  cial” party) faced during the time of offi  cial persecution was 

(10)  “We, therefore, ... defi ne with all certitude and accuracy that just as 
the fi gure of the precious and life-giving Cross, so also the venerable and holy 
images, as well in painting and mosaic as of other fi t materials, should be set 
forth in the holy churches of God, and on the sacred vessels and on the vest-
ments and on hangings and in pictures both in houses and by the wayside 
[…]. To these, as to the fi gure of the precious and life-giving Cross and to the 
Book of the Gospels and to the other holy objects, incense and lights may be 
off ered according to ancient pious custom” (Mansi, XIII, 377CD).



Figure 2. 
Iconoclastic Cross in the apse of the church of Hagia Eirene, 

Istanbul (church of the 6th C., mosaic decoration of 740s).
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not so much the overt repressive measures but the access to church 
services and, especially, communion. In many le  ers11 Theodore the 
Studite provides practical advice to his perplexed disciples as to how 
to lead a Christian life at the time when they had to stay away from 
canonical communication with the hierarchy and clergy that complied 
with the offi  cial line. Such communication was considered unaccept-
able by Theodore the Studite and his followers for diff erent reasons, ca-
nonical, in the case of the Moechian schism, which arose when Joseph, 
who performed an unlawful wedding of Emperor Constantine  VI with 
Theodota while his lawful wife Mary was sent to a monastery, was of-
fi cially accepted back to performing his priestly duties, and doctrinal, 
a  er the outbreak of the second Iconoclasm. Thus Theodore the Stu-
dite pledges to stay away from communion not only performed by a 
priest who complied in writing with the offi  cial policy, but also from 
a priest who commemorated the bishop who complied. The church 
where the heretics served as well could not be used by the Orthodox 
until the time of a future Council that would make canonical decisions 
on the case.12 We should not forget that religious and political were not 
separated by the Byzantines and as soon as the offi  cial religious policy 
was promulgated by the Emperor, the dissidents were persecuted ac-
cording to all harshness of the law, including fl ogging, exile and con-
fi scation.13 Being himself an exiled and arrested spiritual leader of his 
persecuted fl ock, Theodore the Studite is always cautious in writing, 
being aware that the le  ers could fall into hostile hands. Through the 
le  ers, Theodore the Studite tries to establish a communication net-
work and code that would maintain the Studite community and the 
community of his secular followers and disciples.14 He transmits some 

(11)  Between 815 and 818 Theodore the Studite wrote 309 le  ers to his 
disciples, friends, civic and ecclesiastical hierarchs. In one of the Le  ers to 
Naukratios he mentions his desired frequency of correspondence with the 
same person — at least one le  er every two weeks (Fatouros, 119, 21). 

(12)  Le  er to Makarios (Fatouros, 294, 14–20), Le  er to Theodore the 
Monk (Fatouros, 446, 11–29).

(13)  On varying degrees of eff ectiveness of the government’s persecution 
during the second Iconoclasm, see I. Šev enko, Was There Totalitarianism in 
Byzantium? Constantinople’s Control over its Asiatic Hinterland in the Early 
Ninth century, in: C. Mango and G. Dagron (eds.), Constantinople and Its Hin-
terland (London: Variorum, 1995) 95–98.

(14)  Šev enko, Was There Totalitarianism…, 103–105.
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advice orally with the trusted carrier,15 and uses encoded le  ers of the 
alphabet for naming the persons involved (including his key disciples, 
the archbishop and the Emperor).16 

Thus it is quite possible to imagine the situation when in the ab-
sence of tested and trusted Orthodox clergy or candidates to become 
God-parents,17 the Iconodule father of a child named Demetrios de-
cides to take an icon of his heavenly patron as the Godparent of the 
boy. Theodore the Studite was the theologian who very strongly in-
sisted on the presence of the hypostasis of the depicted person in his or 
her icon,18 and must have been especially happy that St. Demetrios of 

(15)  Cf. the Le  er to Archimandrite Ilarion where Theodore the Studite 
complains about the diffi  culties in fi nding a trusted carrier (Fatouros, 90, 
4–5); in the Le  er to Eythymios (Fatouros, 343, 4–5) and in the Le  er to Aph-
rodisios (Fatouros, 345, 7), St. Theodore mentions oral information that the 
carrier of the le  ers should pass to the addressees. Cf. one of the Le  ers to 
Naukratios where St. Theodore instructs his disciple on being cautious con-
cerning whom to send to him (Fatouros, 108, 23–26).

(16)  On the system of encoding, see the whole Le  er to Silouanos and 
Euprepianos (Fatouros, 41), the encoding with le  ers of alphabet was used, 
for example, in the Le  ers to Naukratios (Fatouros, 107, 22; 118, 15; 119, 5, 10; 
120, 9, 23, 30–31) and in many other Le  ers of the Corpus. On the life of St. 
Theodore in exile in the Iconoclastic period, see Šev enko, Was There Totali-
tarianism…, 91–105. On the role of Theodore the Studite during the Moechian 
controversy, see P. Karlyn-Hayter, A Byzantine Politician Monk, St. Theodore 
Studite, Jahrbuch der Österreichische Byzantinistik 44 (1994) 217–232.

(17)  See the question on baptism in St. Theodore the Studite’s Le  er with 
Various Questions: in the absence of Orthodox church it is be  er to perform 
baptism at home; God-parents should be Orthodox (Fatouros, 552, 111–119). 
On the practice of receiving children a  er baptism, see R. Macrides, The Byz-
antine Godfather, Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 11 (1987) 139–162.

(18)  “…It is not a diff erent hypostasis from that of Christ in his icon, but 
clearly it is the same hypostasis or character which, by the form of his appear-
ance is revealed and venerated on the icon.” (Fatouros, 528, 60–63. Cf. Ibid., 
528, 23–25). This doctrine is essential for Theodore the Studite, cf.: “when we 
venerate the icon of Christ, we venerate Christ Himself through one veneration 
[given] to both, which does not diff er because of diff erent natures, appropriat-
ing the opposites in virtue of the union of the same hypostasis” (Theodore the 
Studite, PG 99, 497C). Cf. also the Defi nition of the Second Council in Nicaea: 
“The one who venerates the icon venerates the hypostasis of the person de-
picted on it” (Mansi, 13, 377E). See Ch. von Schönborn, L’icône du Christ: Fon-
daments théologiques (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1986) 223–227 on this teaching of 
Theodore the Studite with more references. This doctrine, expressed as a “pet-
rifi ed” theological defi nition, can be found in a later treatise, Ex Nicephoro et 
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Thessalonika, the heavenly patron of the child bearing the same name, 
became the Godparent of the child through his icon. St. Theodore had 
been in Thessalonika and knew the city;19 his brother Joseph was the 
Archbishop of the city, and Theodore must have been well aware of 
the various miracles of St. Demetrios which came down to us in the 
Collection Miracula sancti Demetrii (7th C.) and describe the Saint as a 
quick and effi  cient protector and helper. In three instances among the 
miracles, St. Demetrios was identifi ed through his icons.20 

One of the miracles is directly focused on marvelous appearances 
and the eff ective help of St. Demetrios. The African bishop Cyprian on 
a trip was captured and enslaved by the Slavs. In deep sorrow for his 
orphaned fl ock, he appealed to God. A beautiful young man in a mili-
tary garment appeared to him, introduced himself as Demetrios, whose 
house was in the middle of Thessalonika, led the bishop out of the bar-
barian slavery to the gates of the city and disappeared. The bishop tried 
to fi nd his helper and friend, and kept asking the city residents where 
was the house of Demetrios the soldier, ge  ing an answer that there 
were many discharged soldiers named Demetrios in the city. Finally, the 
inhabitants of the city led the bishop to the church of the martyr, where 
a  er prayer he saw an image of the martyr Demetrios in the clothing of 
his companion and guide. Eventually the bishop returned to his home-
land taking with him an image of the martyr Demetrios. St. Demetrios 
appeared several times in a dream and assisted the bishop in building a 
ciborium and ambo similar to those which were in his church in Thes-
salonica.21 James Skedros convincingly argues that in the absence of St. 
Demetrios’ relics, his church, with its mosaics and ciborium became the 

Photio Patriarchis Constantinopolitanis et magno Theodoro Studita contra Iconoma-
chos, 2–4 (ed. J. Hergenroether, Monumenta graeca ad Photium ejusque historiam 
pertinentia quae ex variis codicibus manuscriptis (Ratisbonae, 1869) 53–55).

(19)  See the description of the arrival of exiled St. Theodore and his com-
panions in Thessalonika and their two-day stay in the city (Fatouros, 3, 104–
122) from the third Le  er to Plato; the prayer in the basilica of St. Demetrios is 
explicitly mentioned (Ibid., 118–119).

(20)  P. Lemerle, Les plus anciens recueils des miracles de saint Démétrius et la 
pénétration des Slaves dans les Balkans, vol. 1 (Paris: Centre National de la Re-
cherche Scientifi que, 1979) § 70, 89, 167.

(21)  Ibid., § 307–317; 237–240 for the Greek text, 234–236 for the French 
translation. On the cult of St. Demetrios in Thessaloniki, see James C. Skedros, 
Saint Demetrios of Thessaloniki: Civic Patron and Divine Protector 4th–7th Centu-
ries CE (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1999) (Harvard Theologi-
cal Studies, 47).



Figure 3. 
Mosaics of St. Demetrios as patron of children 

in the church of St. Demetrios in Thessaloniki (7th C.)
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focus of the saint’s cult in the City, in a way substituting for his relics.22 
Two among the few surviving pier mosaics of the seventh century de-
pict St. Demetrios as a patron and protector of children (Fig. 3–4).23

The practice of taking an icon of the Theotokos as a God-parent 
during baptism is a  ested to among the charges against the Greeks 
from the treatise of Leo of Toscana, On the Heresies and Hypocrisy of the 
Greeks (12th C.). Leo was the interpreter for the Byzantine Emperor 
Manuel I and was familiar with the religious practices of the Eastern 
Church of his time. In sections 41 and 42 of his treatise, he accuses the 
Greeks of using icons in religious rituals instead of living persons. He 
states that the Greeks connect the icon and the shroud so that the The-
otokos received the baptized a  er the immersion, becoming the God-
parent of the baptized (section 41), and perform the rite of adelphopoeia 
with icons: a  er the special prayers are recited, two candles are lit, the 
person is anointed by holy oil, he embraces the icon and becomes the 
saint’s “brother.”24

These practices indeed are very close to the practice praised by 
Theodore the Studite in his le  er to John the Spatharios. It is notable, 
that St. Theodore does not recommend introducing this practice but 
merely acknowledges that the fact which occurred was a praisewor-
thy deed. The practice that is refl ected in the treatise of Leo of Toscana 
could have been the echo of the single action endorsed and propa-
gated by Theodore the Studite, which might have become widespread 
during times of Iconoclastic persecution among the Iconodules. How-
ever, the same practice of taking icons as godparents is a  ested to in 
the tradition that parted with the Byzantine Iconodules much earlier: 
the Syrian tradition of the Church of the East. Question 10 in an un-

(22)  Skedros, Saint Demetrios..., 104.
(23)  For the description of the mosaic decoration, see Skedros, Saint 

Demetrios..., 94–102; C. Hennessy, Children as Iconic Images in S. Demetrius, 
Thessaloniki, in: A. Eastmont and L. James (eds.), Icon and Word: The Power 
of Images in Byzantium (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003) 157–172. On the general 
background of children in Byzantine art, see: C. Hennessy, Images of Children 
in Byzantium (Farnham—Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2008). For the comprehen-
sive study of childhood in Late Antiquity, see: C. B. Horn and J. W. Martens, 
“Let the Li  le Children Come to Me”: Childhood and Children in Early Christianity 
(Washington, D.C: The Catholic University Press, 2009). 

(24)  А. В. БАРМИН, Полемика и схизма. История греко-латинских спо-
ров IX–XII веков (Москва: Институт философии, теологии и истории св. 
Фомы, 2006) 584–585. 



Figure 4. 
Mosaics of St. Demetrios as patron of children 

in the church of St. Demetrios in Thessaloniki (7th C.)
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published set of 23 liturgical questions to Isho Bar Nun (823–828), in 
the manuscript Vatican Borg. Syr. 81 (fol. 371b) is related to the case of a 
priest who, in an emergency, has to baptize his own child when no one 
except the mother of the child (the wife of the priest) was available to 
become child’s godparent. Isho Bar Nun suggests that the child should 
be placed on “the icon of our Lord” in the case of a boy, or on the icon 
of the “Blessed” (Mary), in the case of a girl, and thus the depicted 
person would become the Godparent.25

It is extremely hard to believe in any impact of Theodore the Stu-
dite on contemporaneous practices of the Church of the East, which 
then existed not only in a geographically diff erent area, but in the area 
of fi rm control of the Moslem Abbasids. Rather, it is more plausible 
to suggest that some practices of taking an icon instead of a godpar-
ent existed in various milieu from the pre-Iconoclastic time, but in-
deed, their spread in the Byzantine Church must have been fostered 
by the Iconoclastic persecution and the need to lead an underground 
religious life for the Iconodules, both monastic and secular. Since mo-
nastic tonsuring in many ways parallels baptism in respect to “dying” 
to one’s previous life and resurrecting spiritually with renewed vows 
and a new name, it is not surprising that icons could have been used 
in these rituals, as well as for receiving a child’s fi rst hair.

Distributing the Eucharistic bread from the hands of images, as 
well as using panel images as altars for serving the Liturgy in or-
dinary houses and churches:

Alii autem corpus Domini in manus imaginum ponebant, unde 
communicare volentes accipere fecerunt. Nonnulli vero spreta ec-
clesia in communibus domibus tabulis imaginum pro altariis ute-
bantur et super eas sacrum ministerium celebrabant… 

(p. 479, 9–11) 

The Christian community is not only the community of the bap-
tized; it is centered around the Eucharist. In his Le  ers from exile St. 
Theodore advises his faithful priests to rather serve the Liturgy in the 
houses of the faithful Christians on portable altars or antimensia (on 
boards or cloth). It is probable that such priests, local or wandering, 

(25)  S. Brock, Gabriel of Qatar’s Commentary on the Liturgy, Hugoye 6.2 
(2003) 4; repr. S. Brock, Fire from Heaven. Studies in Syriac Theology And Lit-
urgy (Ashgate: Variorum, 2006) #17; also accessible at h  p://syrcom.cua.edu/
Hugoye/Vol6No2/HV6N2Brock.html.
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could celebrate the Eucharist in trusted houses and give communion to 
Christians of the underground party. From the le  ers of St. Theodore 
we get the impression that the apostasy was predominant and even 
some of his former disciples and close friends split away and com-
plied with the offi  cial line.26 Moreover, the outspoken opponents of the 
Imperial policy were well known and well watched. We may assume 
that the practice of self-communion with the Holy Gi  s presanctifi ed 
by an Orthodox priest, that was known both well before and a  er the 
Controversies of the early ninth century, became the way of receiving 
spiritual help and binding the persecuted community together.27 

The practice of reserving the Holy Gi  s at home and self-com-
munion is a  ested to in many pre-Iconoclastic sources, and was very 
widespread.28 The Spiritual Meadow of John Moschos (d. 619) describes 
two cases related to self-communion (chapters 30 and 79).29 The fi rst 
case relates the story of a non-Chalcedonian who witnessed the private 
reservation of the Gi  s and then communion of his non-Chalcedonian 
wife in the neighboring house of a Chalcedonian. Realizing that his 
wife had already received the Gi  s, the angry husband grabbed her 
throat, made her spit out the Gi  s, and knocked them aside into the 
mud, where a light appeared that swallowed the particle, upon which 
the husband became Chalcedonian. The second story tells us about 
a pious merchant from Seleucia in Mesopotamia, who followed “the 
heresy of Severus” and had a servant, a Chalcedonian. “According to 
the custom,” on Great Thursday the servant received the Holy Gi  s, 
enveloped them into a clean fabric and put them in a closet. A  er Eas-
ter the servant was sent to Constantinople on business, but forgot the 
Gi  s in his closet, the key from which he had given to his master. One 
day the merchant found the Gi  s but, being non-Chalcedonian, could 
not consume them. A  er the next Great Thursday, when the servant 

(26)  See Fatouros, 223, 1–8, 81–84; 73, 25–33; 244, 5–8; 267, 16–31. 
(27)  Fatouros, 215, 22–24; 462, 31–34; 552, 35–44.
(28)  See the overview in G. Snoek, Medieval Piety from Relics to the Eu-

charist: A Process of Mutual Interaction (Leiden: Brill, 1995) 75–81; taking the 
Eucharist on journeys: Ibid., 81–83. See also O. Nussbaum, Die Au  ewahrung 
der Eucharistie (Bonn: Hanstain, 1979) 266–274; R. Taft, Home Communion in 
the Late Antique East, in: Cl. V. Johnson (ed.), Ars Liturgiae. Worship: Aesthet-
ics and Praxis. Essays in Honor of Nathan D. Mitchell (Chicago: Liturgy Training 
Publications, 2003) 1–25. 

(29)  M. J. Rouët de Journel, Jean Moschus. Le pré spirituel (Paris: Éditions 
du Cerf, 1946) (SС, 12) 70–71, 124–126.
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had still not returned, the merchant decided to burn the Gi  s as they 
would not keep for another year, but when he opened the closet, he 
saw that all the particles had brought forth a stalk and a wheatear. 
With fear he took the particles, brought them to the bishop to reveal 
the miracle.30 The Monophysites living among the Chalcedonians ex-
perienced the same diffi  culties and had to revert to the same methods 
of taking pre-sanctifi ed Communion.31 Alexander Alexopoulos pro-
vides ample evidence of the widespread practice of private reserva-
tion of the Gi  s and private communion in his research on the origins 
of the Liturgy of the Presanctifi ed Gi  s.32 

Private communion is also a  ested to in the ninth century in the 
Le  ers of Theodore the Studite. St. Theodore tells us that in the hard 
conditions of life in exile, daily Holy Communion was his only source 
of consolation.33 Since St. Theodore was ordained, it is possible that he 
would serve the liturgy himself in his dwelling. In another le  er that 
constitutes a set of questions and answers to various practical issues 
of religious life, he gives an answer to Question 4, “Regarding self-
communion of monks or nuns from the sanctifying elements,” that, 
although an unconsecrated person should not touch the Gi  s, out of 
necessity one may place the Bible and cover it with a clean fabric or 
holy vestment, put the Host there and “a  er the hymnody with fear 
the gi   is received by the mouth through the hand. Then the one that 
receives washes his mouth with the wine.”34 

(30)  A. Alexopoulos, The Presanctifi ed Liturgy in the Byzantine Rite: A Com-
parative Analysis of its Origins, Evolution, and Structural Components, Ph.D. Dis-
sertation, University of Notre Dame (Notre Dame, IN, 2004) 21–23 [herea  er 
Alexopoulos, Diss.]; the published dissertation is S. Alexopoulos, The Pre-
sanctifi ed Liturgy in the Byzantine Rite: A Comparative Analysis of its Origins, Evo-
lution, and Structural Components (Leuven: Peeters, 2009) (Liturgia Condenda, 
21).

(31)  See Taft, Home Communion…, 4.
(32)  On private daily Communion among monks (with a priest bringing 

the Gi  s), see Alexopoulos, Diss., 23–28; on the Eucharist as a phylakterion, see 
Alexopoulos, Diss., 33–34; for a Table with nineteen cases of private reserva-
tion and communion among lay people, and eleven cases among the monas-
tics, see Alexopoulos, Diss., 38.

(33)  Fatouros, 555, 48–56; on the position of Theodore of Studite concern-
ing the Eucharist and the Communion, see: Alexopoulos, Diss., 34–37.

(34)  Fatouros, 552, 42–43, cited in Alexopoulos, Diss., 36; see also Taft, 
Home Communion.., 11–13.



Figure 5. 
Portable altar, 11th–12th C. Museum of Cluny 

(a  er Okasha and O’Reilly).
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What could be the circumstances for procuring the Orthodox Eu-
charist for the underground communities, whether they had an Or-
thodox priest for celebrating the Liturgy or received the Gi  s from 
someone else? The Liturgical service must have occurred in private 
houses on portable altars or antimensia. In fact, in one of the early Let-
ters to Naukratios (dated to 809), Theodore the Studite advises his dis-
ciple to rather serve the Liturgy in a private house than in a church 
where the priest commemorates the heretic.35 In the same passage 
Theodore the Studite mentions consecrated portable altars on wood 
or cloth (ὁ ὀρθόδοξος θυσιαστήριον καθηγιασμένον ἐν σινδόνι ἢ ἐν 
σανίσι).36 Patriarch Nikephoros and later writers call these portable 
altars “antimensia.” The issue of valid church altars had already been 
considered in 787 at the Seventh Ecumenical Council (rule 7), since 
during the Iconoclastic time churches were consecrated without put-
ting relics in altar tables, and relics were taken out from some existing 
altar tables. Thus, during the Iconodulic period of the late eighth-early 
ninth century and a  er the fi nal restoration of icons in 843, to be on the 
safe side, the Iconodules had to use antimensia for serving the Liturgy 
not only in private houses but on church altars with dubious history,37 
whereas the altars consecrated properly did not require antimensia for 
several centuries that followed.38 The earliest Byzantine specimens of 
the antimensia from the time of the second Iconoclastic Controversy 
did not survive, and in the later practice of the Eastern Church, the an-
timensia are made of linen or silk cloth with the image of the Cross or, 
later, with Christ Resurrected, the Evangelists or the Entombment of 
Christ. Yet some surviving portable altars from the Western tradition 
may serve as a possible analogy for Byzantine portable altars of the 

(35)  Fatouros, 40, 103–108; on the Le  er, see Fatouros, B. 1, p. 184. See 
A. Raes, Antimension, Tablit, Tabot, Proche Orient Chretien 1 (1951) 60.

(36)  Fatouros, 40, 104–105.
(37)  “To alleviate all diffi  culties [of churches without relics in their altars 

or churches, defi led by the heretics. — V. B.], antimensia, since they had been 
properly consecrated and contained relics of martyrs, were used on all altars 
which were uncanonical or at least suspect as such” (J. Izzo, The Antimension 
in the Liturgical and Canonical Tradition of the Byzantine and Latin Churches: An 
Inter-Ritual, Inter-Confessional Study (Rome: Pontifi cum Athenaeum Antoni-
anum, 1975) 31). 

(38)  М. С. ЖЕЛТОВ, И. О. ПОПОВ, Антиминс, in: Православная Энцикло-
педия, vol. 2 [Orthodox Encyclopedia] (Москва: Церковно-научный центр 
«Православная энциклопедия», 2000) 490.
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early period: they were made of wood39 or stone, and were sometimes 
framed by engraved mounts with fi gural images, as is testifi ed by the 
red porphyry portable altar from the Museum of Cluny (11th–12th C.), 
containing images of the Apostles, saints, prophets, and Christologi-
cal scenes (Fig. 5).40 Another example is the Hildesheim altar from the 
British Museum. The stone slab is mounted in gilt copper engraved 
with the four symbols of the Evangelists and Saints Peter, Andrew, 
Stephen and Lawrence. Above the stone there is an ivory of the Cru-
cifi xion and below it the Virgin and Child enthroned with two bishop 
saints. Painted miniatures on vellum under crystal are located on the 
either side depicting Saints Godehard (right) and Bernard (le  ), both 
bishops of Hildesheim. Beneath the ivory of the Virgin and Child is an 
inscription mentioning Theodoric, who might have been the abbot at 
Hildesheim, between 1181 and 120441 (Fig. 6). 

It is quite possible that the Le  er of Michael II in fact alludes to 
the practices connected to serving the Liturgy in private houses and 
private communion by the underground party at the time of the Moe-
chian schism and second Iconoclasm. It is likely that the Le  er testi-
fi es to certain practices that were developed to allow the persecuted 
Christians to partake in the Eucharist. It is a strong possibility that the 
Liturgy was served by the Orthodox priests on wooden portable altars 
which might have possessed some fi gural decoration42 and which were 
confused with icons by the Iconoclastic adversaries. Another, second 

(39)  C. Ralegh Radford, The Portable Altar of St. Cuthbert, in: C. F. Bat-
tiscombe (ed.), The Relics of St. Cuthbert (Durham: Durham Cathedral, 1956) 
328–329.

(40)  E. Okasha and J. L. O’Reilly, An Anglo-Saxon Portable Altar: Inscrip-
tion and Iconography, Journal of Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 47 (1984) 
32–51.

(41)  On this portable altar, see S. H. Steinberg, A Portable Altar in the 
British Museum, Journal of the Warburg Institute 2.1 (1938) 71–72.

(42)  Wooden altar boards have survived in the traditions of the Coptic 
and Ethiopian Churches. On Coptic altar boards, see: Hishmat Messiha, Por-
table altars — Luxor treasure (1893), Bulletin de la Société d’Archéologie Copte 
31 (1992) 129–134; O. H. E. Burmester, Egyptian or Coptic Church: A Detailed 
Description of her Liturgical Services and the Rites and Ceremonies Observed in the 
Administration of her Sacrament (Cairo, 1967) 21–22; on the tabots of the Ethio-
pian Church, see: Agostinos Tedla da Hebo, Il Tabot: la sua importanza reli-
giosa e giuridico−cultuale nella Chiesa etiopica, OCP 60 (1994) 131−157. How-
ever, all the tabots bear the representation of the Cross (J. M. Hanssens and 
A. Raes, Une collection de tâbots au Musée Chrétien de la Bibliothèque Vati-
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possibility is that, indeed, the Liturgy was served on icons as the Le  er 
of Michael II says, but it is quite probable that those icons might have 
contained relics and imagery appropriate for the Iconodulic Eucharis-
tic theology and ritual, and functioned as portable altars. For we know 
that in the earlier period the liturgy could be served without church 
buildings or properly consecrated altars: in the tent during military 
campaigns, on the chests of Christians in prisons, on the hands of dea-
cons, or on Stylite’s column,43 which might justify the decision of a 
priest to bend some existing regulations out of necessity to provide his 
struggling community with Eucharistic spiritual nourishment. 

There is another, third possibility for interpreting the charge of us-
ing icons in the Eucharistic context from the Le  er of Michael II. It 
is possible that the testimony of taking communion from the icon was 
expanded by our hostile source as serving Liturgy on the icon as on 
the altar board. We should recall the advice of Theodore the Studite 
concerning private communion from the Bible. It is possible that in 
some occasions the Bible was used as a stand for the Host in private 
communion, and in some cases icons were used.44 For the Iconodules 
there was no contradiction in function and meaning of the two, since 
Iconodule theologians paralleled the Bible or the Book of Gospels to 
images as both proclaiming the same message of divine dispensation 
and redemption.45 In their anti-Iconoclastic polemics, the Iconodulic 

cane, OCP 17. 3−4 (1951) 345−350). I am very grateful to Youhanna Nessim 
Youssef and Denis Nosnitsin for their bibliographical advice.

(43)  For references, see A. Raes, Antimension, Tablit, Tabot, Proche Orient 
Chrétien 1 (1951) 59–60. There exist many accounts of the Liturgy secretly cel-
ebrated by Christian prisoners of the Soviet GULAG in diffi  cult conditions of 
camps and persecutions without a properly consecrated altar table, vestments 
or even wine (juice was used instead) or white bread (dark prison bread was 
used). 

(44)  The Vita of Luke the Younger (d. 953), the founder of the Monastery of 
Hosios Loukas, contains the instruction of the Bishop of Corinth who stopped 
in the monastery, concerning self-communion. The vessel with the Presancti-
fi ed Gi  s should be placed the on the holy table if it is a chapel or on a very 
clean bench if it is a cell; a small veil should be spread, and the holy particles 
should put on it. A  er burning incense and praying, the Holy Bread should 
be taken with the mouth, and instead of the Holy Wine the communicant can 
drink ordinary wine (Taft, Home Communion…, 11–12).

(45)  Cf. John of Damascus: “And what the book is for those who are initi-
ated into le  ers, that is the icon for the illiterate, and what is word for hearing, 
that is the icon for sight...” (Apology I, 17, 1–7, [B. Kotter (hrsg.), Johannes 



Figure 6. 
Portable altar from Hildesheim, Lower Saxony, Germany, ca. 1200. 

The British Museum (courtesy of the British Museum).
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theologians stressed the equal honor and equal message of the Scrip-
ture and the icon,46 making both functionally in some contexts as inter-
changeable both being images of Christ the Incarnated Word.

Scraping paint of images to be added to the Eucharist:
Quidam vero sacerdotum et clericorum colores de imaginibus ra-
dentes inmiscuerunt oblationibus et vino et ex oblatione post mis-
sarum celebrationem dabant communicare volentibus. 

(p. 479, 6–9)

The fi nal and the most perplexing case is the testimony of the Le  er 
of Michael II concerning scraping paint and adding it to the Eucha-
rist. Indeed, for everyone who is familiar with the Eucharistic doctrine 
of the Eastern Church it seems just logical that the Eucharistic Gi  s 
are the ultimate and self-suffi  cient sacrament that does not require 
any addition. Yet it seems that it is also possible to put this testimony 
in a certain historical context. In our quest for the context, we need 
to view the practice described above from two points of view: other 
“non-standard” uses of the Eucharist, and the parallel use of consum-
able non-Eucharistic substances. We should especially look at the cas-
es where the Eucharist was primarily used for healing, and could be 
possibly “reinforced” by other material substances applied for similar 
 purposes. 

In early times the Eucharist was o  en treated as a means for pro-
tection and healing. Hyppolitus says that even poison cannot harm a 

von Damaskos. Contra imaginum calumniatores orationes tres. In Die Schri  en des 
Johannes von Damaskos, B. 3 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1975) (PTS, 17) 93]. Cf. 
Apology III, 12 [Kotter, p. 123], Mansi, XIII, 249DE).

(46)  Thus, the author of the Iconodulic treatise Adversus Constantinum 
Cabalinum reproaches the Iconoclasts’ inconsistency: “And why do you vener-
ate the Bible, yet spit on the boards? Tell me, oh heretic, what is the diff erence 
between the two, since both proclaim the same message; and how do you ven-
erate the one, but spit upon the other? (...) Tell me, what do you venerate in 
the Gospels, the ma  er or the interpretation? Of course you tell me: the inter-
pretation of Christ’s economy” (PG 95, 316C, 317A). Cf. Theodore the Studite: 
“Should we not conceive of his corporeal appearance on the board as of the 
divinely engraved Gospels? Has [Scripture] not said that the ‘concise Word’ 
is engraved? And indeed, it is being engraved from the [time] of the Apostles 
until now. And what in this case is engraved by paper and ink, is in the same 
way engraved in the case of the icon by varied pigments, or whatever other 
materials that happen [to be used]” (PG 99, 340D).
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person who has appropriately received the Eucharist at home.47 The 
Eucharistic Host sometimes was sewn into a cloth, or worn on a body 
in a bag like a phylakterion,48 especially as a protection on a journey.49 In 
the late fourth century, Gregory Nazianzen tells us that his sick sister 
suff ering from pain, mixed the Eucharistic bread with her tears and 
applied the ointment to her wounds, receiving consolation.50 Augus-
tine says that he was told about a case of healing a blind man with 
a poultice from Eucharist bread applied to his eyes.51 Jacob of Edes-
sa (d.  708) answers the question as to whether the Eucharistic Bread 
should be given for taking home, and lists the practices that should not 
be permi  ed: wearing the Eucharist around the neck, placing it in a 
bed or wall, burying it in vineyards or other places for protection.52 In 
the ninth century, we hear that the ecclesiastical documents of special 
importance were sometimes signed using ink, to which a few drops of 
consecrated wine were added.53 Leo Allatius in his treatise, On the Be-
liefs of the Greeks (1645) describes the practice of distributing water that 

(47)  B. Botte, Hippolyte de Rome. La Tradition apostolique : d’après les an-
ciennes versions (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1984) (SC, 11bis) 118; Snoek, Medieval 
Piety..., 78.

(48)  E. Dekkers, De reservatie der Eucharistie in de Oudheid, in: Pro reg-
no, pro sanctuario. een bundel studies en bĳ dragen van vrienden en vereerders bĳ  de 
zestigste verjaardag van Prof. Dr. G. Van Der Leeuw (Nĳ kerk: Callenbach, 1950) 
144.

(49)  Snoek, Medieval Piety..., 81–83.
(50)  PG 35, 810D–811A.
(51)  PL 45, 1315.
(52)  C. Kayser (ed.), Die Canones Jacob’s von Edessa (Leipzig, 1886) 13–14. 

Canon 145 from the Nomocanon forbids anyone to keep the Gi  s in his mouth 
a  er communion and save it for blessing livestock or bees which testifi es to 
the perseverance of the practice at least until the moment of the composi-
tion of the Nomocanon (dated to the fi rst half of the 15th C.) (А. С. ПАВЛОВ, 
Номоканон при большом требнике. Его история и тексты, греческий и 
славянский, с объяснительными и критическими примечаниями. Опыт 
научного разрешения во просов об этом сборнике, возникавших в про-
шлом столетии в Святейшем Правительствующем Синоде, Ученые за-
писки Императорского Московского Университета. Отдел юридический, 14 
(Москва: Типо графия Г. Лисснера и А. Гешеля, 1897) 284; for the dating of 
the collection, see Ibid., 2.

(53)  Pope Theodore I signed the excommunication of Pyrrhus (de Boor 
(ed.), Theophanes, I, p. 331, 20; II, p. 207, 29). Similarly, Photios’ condemnation 
at the Council of Constantinople in 870 was signed the same way (Mansi, XVI, 
Constantinopolitanum IV, 263E).
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was used to wash the Eucharistic chalice a  er the liturgy to children 
and the sick, who drank it for its healing powers.54 It is evident, that in 
Byzantium of the Late Antiquity and Middle Ages the practices associ-
ated with the Eucharist extended far beyond the modern usage of the 
Eucharist for abolishing sins and spiritual nourishment.

The practice of using material substance connected with the local 
cults of saints is also a  ested to long before Iconoclasm. Pilgrimage 
eulogia,55 associated with several important sites of pilgrimage, such as 
tokens of two Symeons the Stylites from the Wondrous Mount, fl asks 
with water or oil from the shrine of St. Menas in the Maryut desert 
south-west from Alexandria, fl asks with dust of St. John the Evange-
list from Ephesus, and ampullae with oil from the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre, were extremely popular from the sixth century until the 
Arabic conquest. Until now a fair amount of St. Symeon the Stylite’s 
tokens have survived, which were made of earth from the site where 
St. Symeon the Stylite lived on a pillar, with his stamped image, and 
were used for a whole variety of purposes, including protection during 
journey, restoring the productivity of a farmer’s fi eld, repelling rats, 
mice or man-eating animals, returning water to a dry well or healing.56 
In case of illness, the dust of which the tokens were made, was applied 
externally, but occasionally, mixed with water or saliva to produce an 
ointment.57 However, the miracles were performed not only through 
the substance of the token. Its image, the visitation of the site with a 
gi   of incense, the prayers of the pilgrim and the saint — all played a 
part in particular miraculous event. Besides the power of the material 
substance of the eulogion, the Vita of St. Symeon recognizes the power 

(54)  K. Hartnup, ‘On the Beliefs of the Greeks.’ Leo Allatius and Polular Or-
thodoxy (Leiden: Brill, 2004) 257–258.

(55)  A eulogia, or “blessing”, could be immaterial in venerating a relic 
or reenacting an event near a holy place, or it could be a material object or 
substance (earth, water, wax or oil) that became “secondary relics” through 
contact with a holy place, person or “primary” relic (G. Vikan, Byzantine Pil-
grim’s Art, in: L. Sabran (ed.), Heaven on Earth: Art and Church in Byzantium 
(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1998) 234. 

(56)  G. Vikan, ‘Guided by Land and Sea.’ Pilgrim Art and Pilgrim Trav-
el in Early Byzantium, in: Tesserae. Festschri   für Joseph Engemann (Münster: 
Ascherdorf, 1991) (Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum. Ergänzungsband 
18) n. 5, 75. The article is reprinted in Idem., Sacred Images and Sacred Power in 
Byzantium (Ashgate: Variorum, 2003) #8.

(57)  For the cures from St. Symeon’s dust, see G. Vikan, Art, Medicine, 
and Magic in Early Byzantium, DOP 38 (1984) 68–69.



255Vladimir Baranov

of the saint’s image: St. Symeon casted a demon out of a woman from 
Cilicia, she returned home and set up the icon of the saint that itself 
performed miracles and cures (chapter 118 of the Vita).58

St. Symeon was not the only saint who performed miracles through 
his consumable eulogia. Wax seals of St. Artemios were also used for 
healing. In Miracle 16 of St. Artemios, the saint appears to a sick per-
son in a dream and gives him his seal “to drink.” The next night, the 
sick person wakes up with a wax seal with the saint’s image, and re-
ceives healing through the application of the melted wax.59 The image 
of the saint also performs miracles on its own: in Miracle 31, a woman 
gets the icon of the saint and at home the saint appears in a vision and 
heals her sick child.60 A remarkable miracle of Saint Cosmas and Dami-
an from the Collection of miracles from the sixth- or seventh century 
was quoted at the Seventh Ecumenical Council of 787. The story told 
of a woman with stomach pain, who was cured by scraping plaster 
from the images of the saints which were painted on the wall of her 
bedroom, and drinking the paints with water.61 All the above testify to 
the trust that the Byzantines had in the eff ectiveness of the saints’ help 
and to equal importance of some kind of physical contact and material 
mediator for the process of intercession and subsequent healing.62 

The custom of using the substance of paints from the images of holy 
men must have survived through the ages: the damage of the lower 
row of frescoes on the west wall of the nave of the Virgin’s church 
in Studenica (13th C.) is signifi cantly more substantial as opposed to 
a very well preserved upper row of frescos (Fig. 7). This damage is 

(58)  “Much of the art associated with early Byzantine pilgrim eulogia 
fulfi lled one of two basic functions: either it refl ected and facilitates the de-
votion dynamic in which the power of the eulogia was put to use, or else, it 
contributed its own iconic power in a way complimentary to the power of the 
sanctifi ed material that bore it.” (Vikan, Byzantine Pilgrim’s Art…, 243).

(59)  V. Crisafulli, J. Nesbitt and J. Haldon, The Miracles of St. Artemios: 
A Collection of Miracle Stories by an Anonymous Author of Seventh Century Byz-
antium (Leiden, 1996) 106–109.

(60)  Ibid., 162–165.
(61)  Miracle 15 (Ed. L. Deubner, Kosmas und Damian (Leipzig, 1907) 137–

138, trans. C. Mango, The Art of the Byzantine Empire, 139); Mansi, XIII, 68.
(62)  Also shown in the Laudatio Therapontis of the late seventh – early 

eighth century (J. Haldon, ‘Tortured by my Conscience.’ The Laudatio Thera-
pontis: A Neglected Source of the Later Seventh or Early Eighth Centuries, in: 
Hagit Amiraw and Bas ter Haar Romeny (eds.), From Rome to Constantinople. 
Studies in Honor of Averil Cameron (Leuven: Peeters, 2007) 277–278).
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specifi cally localized in the areas of the eyes of the saints. It is very 
probable that people used paints from the representations of saints in 
the lower accessible areas for healing. They must have specifi cally val-
ued paints from the eyes, which were semantically signifi cant for their 
diseases.63 We cannot know the exact reasons of each person who used 
the paints for healing but, I think, that in this context the term “sympa-
thetic magic” should be avoided as misleading, since in the Christian 
understanding, the healing was not expected from manipulations with 
the healing substance itself and from magic associated with it (in that 
case the modality of the relationship would be: “if I do A, I expect to be 
cured”), but from the intercession of saints, to whom the substance of 
paints being linked to the saint’s image and person, provided a closer 
access (the modality of the relationship would be “if I do A and pray 
with faith, I hope to have a be  er chance to be cured”).

Due to the fi rst Iconoclastic Controversy and the stress that the 
Iconodulic theologians put both on the holiness of material substance 
(in particular, icons and relics), on the effi  cacy of the saints’ protection, 
and the real presence of the depicted person in his or her image, it is 
possible to propose a gradual evolution, boosted by the Iconoclastic 
debates. The material substance that had performed miracles being 
connected with a certain holy place, for which the image was a mark of 
provenance and was not of primary importance (being itself destroyed 
in the process), becomes dispensable and the miracle was expected from 
the image itself, and, paradoxically, by the substance of the image, that 
is, the paints. It was especially handy in the cases when proper material 
substance was absent — for obtaining the help of those saints that did 
not possess a particular geographically centered cult or the Theotokos 
or the holy angels. Yet even in this case we should not understand this 
custom as simple “Christian magic” but as particular cases of folk piety, 
that accepted the Eucharist as the key sacrament but simultaneously 

(63)  Б. ЦВЕТКОВИЋ, Икона у контексту: ка њеној функционалној при-
лагодљивости, in: М. ДЕТЕЛИЋ (ed.), Култ светих на Балкану II (Крагујевац, 
2002) (Лицеум 7) 46, and n. 23, p. 46 with reference to Реља Катић, Српска 
медицина од 9. до 19. века (Београд 1967) 47. I am very grateful to Branislav 
Tsetkovich for suggesting this parallel and references during the fi eld trip to 
Studenica in the summer of 2009. On eye healing in Byzantium, see: J. Las-
caratos and S. Marketos, Ophthalmological Therapy in Hospitals (xenones) 
in Byzantium, Documenta Ophthalmologica 77.4 (1991) 377–383; J. Lascaratos, 
Miraculous Ophthalmological Therapies in Byzantium, Documenta Ophthal-
mologica 81.1 (1992) 145–52. 



Figure 7. 
Fragment of fresco decoration on the west wall 
of the nave of the Virgin’s church in Studenica, 

Serbia. 13th C.
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honored the cult of the saints, angels or the Theotokos (the Le  er of Mi-
chael II does not specify whose images were used) through the material 
substance of their images.64 This practice, as pious as it was meant to 
be, must have caused some problems even among the Iconodules, and 
it is notable that, when the production of the tokens of St. Symeon was 
revived a  er the re-conquest of the region of Antioch by the Byzantines 
in the tenth century with conscious imitation of the earlier iconogra-
phy, they were made in the form of a cast lead pendant, whose material 
substance could not be used anymore.65 

Thus it seems that the charges against the “abusive” practices of the 
Iconodules from the Le  er of Michael II and Theophilos to Louis the 
Pious fi t well into the Byzantine context of the ecclesiastical turmoil 
of the early ninth century. An important point should be made. How 
did the Imperial powers get the information about the practices of the 
Iconodules? We can assume that intelligence was gathered though 
several channels: information from Iconodulic renegades, information 
received for money or under duress, and, probably in rarer cases, from 
undercover agents implanted into closed Iconodulic communities. In 
most cases information must have been biased, unreliable and second-
hand; moreover, the charges are contained in a hostile source, aimed at 
political purposes with all the exaggerations and manipulations of the 
genre. Yet even if it is impossible to tell exactly to which extent each of 
the testimonies from the Le  er of Michael II is reliable, it is possible to 
discern a historic and religious kernel. The Iconodulic community in 
the lack of canonical hierarchy and churches had to exist in the under-
ground, inevitably developing the methods of survival, which were 
based on its Iconodulic identity. In doing so, the Iconodules, being true 
Byzantines, derived their specifi c ways of religious life through look-
ing back to the previous traditions and modifying them, if and when 
necessary, to their pressing needs. 

(64)  Cf. “what may initially seem to be li  le more that religiously sanc-
tioned ‘contagious magic’ is actually an eloquent expression of New Testa-
ment incarnation theology.” (Vikan, Byzantine Pilgrim’s Art…, 235).

(65)  Vikan, Art, Medicine, and Magic…, 74.
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SUMMARY

The Le  er of the Iconoclastic Emperors Michael II and Theophilos to 
Louis the Pious (824) contains a list of off ences that were allegedly com-
mi  ed by the Iconodules against the right practices of the Church. It in-
cludes the substitution of crosses in churches for images, taking images 
as godparents and using images to perform the monastic habit, scraping 
paint of images to be added to the Eucharist or distributing the Eucharis-
tic bread from the hands of images, as well as using panel images as altars 
for serving the liturgy in ordinary houses and churches. These accusa-
tions are compared with the corpus of Le  ers by the Iconodulic cham-
pion Theodore the Studite, wri  en in the same period. This helps us to 
reconstruct the context for the accusations: although the charges appear 
as authentic, some of them reveal traditional practices of that time, and 
some can be explained by the conditions of the underground Iconodulic 
community struggling to perform its religious practices in the absence of 
non-Iconoclastic hierarchy, clergy and church buildings. 


