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THE VITA TARASII
AS A SOURCE FOR RECONSTRUCTION
OF THE ICONOCLASTIC THEOLOGY

This article is an attempt to analyze several passages in the context of the
polemics for and against images during the epoch of Byzantine Iconoclasm,
from the «Life of Tarasius», which was written by Ignatius the Deacon about
the Iconodulic champion Patriarch Tarasius. It does not pretend to give a
comprehensive analysis of Ignatius’ theological viewpoint but rather shows
how the Vitae, previously studied from a literary point of view with emphasis
on style, originality and the use of the topoi, or from a historical point of view
with an attempt to distinguish between the Vita’s legendary and the historical
strata, can be used as an additional source for reconstructing theological doc-
trine when the doctrinal sources per se are as scarce as is the case with By-
zantine Iconoclasm.

The Vita Tarasii represents an especially valuable source for our query
since we know that its author was Ignatius (born. ca. 770–780, died soon
after 845) the deacon and skevophylax of the Great Church of Constanti-
nople, former Iconoclast and Metropolitan of Nicaea, later the repented hagio-
grapher of the Iconodulic champions and Patriarchs of Constantinople Ta-
rasius (784–806) and Nicephorus I (806–815).1  His sentiments become
clear from his letters,2  as well as from his liturgical3  and hagiographical writ-

1 For materials on Ignatius life, see Georgios FATOUROS, Ignatios von Nicäa //
Biographisch-Bibliographisches Kirchenlexikon 16 (1999) 773–774; T. PRATSCH, Igna-
tios the Deacon — Churchman, Scholar and Teacher: A Life Reconsidered // Byzan-
tine and Modern Greek Studies 24 (2000) 82–101; W. WOLSKA-CONNUS, De quibus-
dam Ignatius // TM 4 (1970) 329–360; for literary activity of Ignatius see P. BROWN-
ING, Ignace le Diacre at la tragédie classique à Byzance // RÉG 81 (1968) 401–410.

2 See the preface to ed. C. MANGO, Correspondence of Ignatios the Deacon (Washing-
ton, D.C., 1997) (Dumbarton Oaks Texts 11) 5–6. On the correspondence of Ignatius,
see C. MANGO, Observations on the Correspondence of Ignatius, Mitropolitan of Ni-
caea // Überlieferungsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen / Ed. F. PASCHKE (Berlin, 1981)
(TU 125) 403–410; repr. in IDEM, Byzantium and Its Image (London, 1984) � 12;
A. KAZHDAN, Letters of Ignatios the Deacon Once More. Some Doubts about Author-
ship // JÖB 44 (1994) 233–244.

3 The Canon of Forty Two Amorian martyrs (martyred in 845), attributed to our
Ignatius, opens with a similar «autobiographical» lament: «O Christ, lead me, who
hath fallen into the depth of errors and fled to the sea of Thy compassion, to the heaven
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ings:4  in the Vita Tarasii, Ignatius puts the following speech, which probably
was the expression of his own attitude, in the mouth of the aged Patriarch
Paul (780–784) who had formerly complied with the Iconoclasts, and then
had to resign and retire to a monastery after Irene took power and was plann-
ing to install Tarasius as new Patriarch. In the Vita Patriarch Paul thus ex-
plains the reason for his resignation:

…it is both the illness and the unexpected imminence of death that forced me
to do this but well before that it was the indecent situation of the Church,
suffering from heresy and so pained by a long-lasting evil doctrine that she has
acquired an incurable wound, that led me to this measure, and third, my assent
to heresy, written with my own hands and in ink. For, it was not possible for
me to escape the nets of evil doctrine, but I happened to be cheated by means
of tongue and hand, a fact that causes me terrible distress and eats at the spiri-
tual senses of my soul5

With all this we may likely assume that as already an Iconodule regretting
his lapsus and trying to restore his reputation, the hagiographer might argue
especially strongly against those points, which he had confessed while being
an Iconoclast. If we single out such passages, we may perhaps find in them
the indications of the Iconoclastic doctrines complimentary to Iconoclastic
dogmatic writings. In the present study we will discuss two of such passages
from the Vita Tarasii, one of which will give indications of Iconoclastic Chris-
tology, and another of Iconoclastic doctrine on the state of the resurrected
body of Christ.

The first text which draws our attention seems to refute a certain Icono-
clastic charge. Speaking about the Christ’s depiction on the Crucifix, Igna-

of Salvation through the intercession of the bearers of the Prize [i. e. the Martyrs]».
Similar feelings are expressed in the eighth and ninth ode of the Canon (I. ��������,
Hagiography of the Iconoclast Period // Iconoclasm. Papers given at the Ninth Spring
Symposium of Byzantine Studies, University of Birmingham, March 1975, eds.
A. BRYER, J. HERRIN (Birmingham, 1977) 113–131, p. 122 with more references).

4 The Suda Lexicon attributes Ignatius the Lives� 	
��������� ����������	���
�� �������	��	������������  �!� �����"����	� ���Life of George of Amastris; its com-
position he puts into Ignatius’ «Iconoclastic» period (��������, Hagiography... 121–
125). See also G. MAKRIS, Ignatios Diakonos und die Vita des hl. Gregorios Dekapo-
lites (Stuttgart, 1997).

5 The Life of the Patriarch Tarasios by Ignatios the Deacon / Ed. Stephanos EFTHY-
MIADIS (Aldershot, 1998) (Birmingham Byzantine and Ottoman Monographs 4) (there-
forth Vita Tarasii) 174–175; 79–81 for the Greek text. In the epilogue to the Life of
Nicephorus, Ignatius admits that he had been defiled by the communion with the
Iconoclasts, wants to be cleansed by tears of repentance, and claims to reject his
former views (�������	�
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tius adds the following «theological» argument, which, strictly speaking, was
not required by the narration:

By the word of truth penned in ink He is proclaimed [God], by the ministers of
the Word (cf. Luke 1: 2), insofar as possible, but by works [of art] through
colors He is both circumscribed and depicted by them and their attendants;
they do not mingle what is simple and formless in essence with coarse mat-
ter — nor is He cut off or is subject to any passion — but they most excellently
handed down to circumscribe and to depict that which is visible and tangible
by nature (������� �	
�� � ���	����� � ���
 � ����� ����� ������� � ����	����� �	�����
�����	������� ���	 ������������	���	����	 �������	
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!�����������(cf. 1 John 1:1)�������	������
 ��	�������	���������������� ��
�������)6

The Iconodules, says Ignatius, do not mingle the simple and formless es-
sence of the divinity with «coarse» matter in the icons, or cut the divinity off
the humanity, as if refuting certain unnamed adversaries, who could only be
the Iconoclasts. Let us reverse the order: the Iconoclasts, including Ignatius
earlier, believed that the Iconodules erred in this respect. Indeed, this posi-
tion is totally consonant with the Iconoclasts’ famous Christological dilem-
ma: depictions of Christ on icons introduce either a mixture of the natures of
Christ (a Monophysite error co-circumscribing Christ’s divinity by the cir-
cumscription of his depicted flesh) or their division (a Nestorian error in de-
picting the sole flesh of Christ on the icon).7  The dilemma, being a core
Christological argument against icons in the time of the Iconoclastic Council
of Hereia (754) receives the explicit form in the Iconoclastic Council of St.
Sophia (815), an event which happened during the prime of Ignatius’ life:

6 Vita Tarasii, 142, 10–17.
7 According to the Horos of Hiereia, the Iconodules «associate themselves with

Nestorius having divided one Son and Word of God who became man for our sake
into two sons… But also Arius, and Dioscorus, and Eutyches, and Severus, who have
taught the confusion and mixture of the natures of the one Christ (Sacrorum concilio-
rum nova et amplissima collectio / Ed. J. D. MANSI (Florence—Venice, 1759–1798)
Vol. 13 (thereforth — MANSI 13) 241E; 244D = T. KRANNICH, Ch. SCHUBERT, C. SADE,
Die ikonoklastische Synode von Hiereia 754 (Tübingen, 2002) (Studien und Texte zu
Antike und Christentum 15) (thereforth — Synode) 39); «Such person created the
icon and named it ‘Christ.’ But the name of ‘Christ’ means God and Man, so that the
icon is also that of God and Man. Then he either circumscribed the incircumscribable
divinity by the circumscription of created flesh according to his vain opinion, or con-
fused that unconfused union falling in the iniquity of confusion. From that he made
two blasphemies against God: through the circumscription and through confusion»
(MANSI 13, 252A = Synode, 41).
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…but those who had given veneration to the soulless images, made these here-
sies the support of their previous absurd doctrine, either circumscribing, to-
gether with the image, the incircumscribable, or cutting the flesh from the
divinity, thus correcting evil with evil, escaping nonsense, they fall into non-
sense (…� ���
 ������������������
 ���� ��	��	����� ��������� !�������	� ���������
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�	���	������	���� �����������	������������)8

The above passage from the Vita Tarasii fits well into what we already
know from the Iconoclastic «dogmatic» writings such as the Definitions of
the Councils of Hiereia and St. Sophia providing perhaps a wider context for
the expression of the theological ideas in other literary genres. The next in-
stance is more interesting because it helps to clarify the Iconoclastic position
only implicitly present in the Definition of Hiereia, which concerns the state
of Christ’s resurrected body.

In the description of Patriarch Tarasius’ parents Ignatius includes a story
which illustrates the just character of Tarasius’ father, the judge. The story
tells that certain poor women were falsely accused of murdering their new-
born babies, being transformed by means of magic into spirits and penetrat-
ing into the room where the babies were kept; and Tarasius’ father as a just
judge, released them from such accusations. Certainly, Ignatius could have
chosen any other story from the legal practise of his time with just the same
effect, why such a bizarre one? Precisely because Ignatius can use the story
on ghosts9  to argue against the Iconoclastic doctrine on the subtle body of
Christ, the belief which Ignatius had also shared! Having described the story
and justice of Tarasius’ father, Ignatius proceeds to his main point:

What insensibility, what blindness of the eyes of the heart, have those who
believe that a body compact in length, depth and width can be dissolved and
contained in a spirit and permitted to do all this! When Christ said that «true
spirit has no flesh and bones», (cf. Luke 24: 39) was He regarded as a ghost by
those who could certify this? But also Christ himself, who assumed true flesh

8 Ed. J. M. FEATHERSTONE, Nicephori Patriarchae Constantinoploitani Refutatio et
eversio definitionis synodalis anni 815 (Turnhout—Leuven, 1997) (CChr, Series Grae-
ca 33) 37, 2–9, p. 81.

9 In fact, this story, as a popular superstition of the time, must have had some
foundations: it is also recorded in a short treatise On the Dragons and Ghosts trans-
mitted under the name of John of Damascus (CPG 8087, 1–2.). Cf. «Some of the
most ignorant say that there exist women-ghosts which are also called geludas. They
say that at nights they appear in the air and, if they visit the house, it is impossible to
hinder them neither with doors nor with locks, but they come through doors, locked
with all care, and strangle the babies» (PG 96, 1604A).
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and verily confirmed to his disciples that the spirit has no flesh and bones, in
no way can be described as a phantom with no substance (   
"������� ���������
�����
�������������������������������������	����	�����������	�����
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���
������	���������	�����	������������	
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��	������«� ��� ����	�����	�����������
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�����������������(������	���������	���).10

We should remember that the key citation from Luke was concerned with
the appearance of Christ to his disciples after the Resurrection, and his testi-
mony on the tangibility of his Resurrected body. Those who believed in the
«dissolution» of Christ’s body must have been Ignatius’ contemporary Icono-
clasts. Apparently the citation was a standard weapon from the armory of the
Iconodules aimed at proving Christ’s circumscribability, and, consequently,
visibility and depictability after the Resurrection: with the help of the same
Scriptural passage, Theodore the Studite in his Parva Catechesis insists that
Christ preserved his bodily qualities, writing against the Iconoclasts who taught
the opposite doctrine:

…after the Resurrection he touched meat [though] indeed his holy flesh had
not any need. But in the same way, in order to assure His Resurrection, He ate
and drank and [allowed] His side to be touched. And He said this to those who
taught that He was a spirit: «Behold my hands and my feet, that it is I myself:
touch me and see that a spirit has no flesh and bones as you see me have».
What would you say to this, oh the enemy of Christ? If He has flesh and bones,
why can He not be depicted? (…�	��
 � ��
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Now what is precisely this «opposite doctrine» or what exactly was the
teaching of Iconoclasts on the qualities of the Resurrected body of Christ?
We should review the Iconoclastic doctrinal sources to see if this position
reveals itself in the Synodical definitions of Iconoclastic theology. The doc-
trine that Christ after the resurrection abolished his earthly existence accord-

10 Vita Tarasii, 73, 17–74, 24; trans. from p. 172, slightly modified.
11 Theodore the Studite, Parva Catechesis, 6, 36–43 (Ed. E. AUVRAY, Theodori

Studitis Praepositi Parva Catechesis (Paris, 1891) 20–21).
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ing to the flesh is reflected in the Scriptural florilegium of Hiereia,12  where
two Scriptural verses pertain to the Iconoclastic understanding of the dichoto-
my between Christ’s state after the Resurrection and ours still expecting it.
The Iconoclasts do not provide their explanation of how they understand the
verses, but we can deduce it from the polemics of their contemporary Icono-
dules. The Iconoclastic florilegium as a part of the Definition of Hiereia was
refuted piecemeal at Nicaea II. The Iconodules certainly could not «refute»
the Scriptural verses themselves but instead could give their own «correct»
understanding, thus hinting at what the «incorrect» interpretation was.

According to the Iconodulic refutation of the Iconoclastic interpretation,
the Iconoclasts interpreted the Scriptural verse: «If we knew Christ accord-
ing to flesh, now by no means we know Him (as such)» (2 Cor. 5:16) in
a radically different manner from that of two passages from St. John Chry-
sostom and St. Cyril13  which the Iconodules cite as expression of their own
interpretation of the passage: Christ’s existence «not according to flesh» means
the sameness of his body with the only difference that it obtained after the
Resurrection the freedom from any passion and suffering associated with the
natural state of fallen human nature, such as hunger or thirst.14  The Icono-
clasts however must have taught the opposite — a radical change of qualities
of Christ’s resurrected body.

Another polemical text of Theodore the Studite confirms our hypothesis.
In the three Antirrhetici Theodore uses the genre of dialogue between the
Iconodule (himself) and the Iconoclast, apparently putting into the mouth of
his adversary the most typical or most dangerous arguments from his view-
point. In the pertinent passage the Iconoclast uses the lines from 2 Cor. 5:16
for supporting his thesis of the incircumscribability of Christ after the Resur-
rection, making explicit what the «wrong» interpretation of the verse for the
Fathers of Nicaea II was. Concerning Theodore the Studite’s argument (closely
following that of Nicaea II) that Christ maintained the same properties of his
human nature before the Passion and after the Resurrection, the Iconoclast

12 MANSI 13, 285BC = Synode, 51.
13 For Cyril of Alexandria, see P. VAN DEN VEN, La patristique et hagiographie du

Concile de Nicée de 787 // Byz 25–27 (1955–1957) � 26. 350 (MANSI 13, 320E–324B,
esp. 321E; from Cyril of Alexandria’s Sermon against the Synousiasts). For John
Chrysostom, see ibid. � 41. 352 (MANSI 13, 288D, from John Chrysostom’s Eleventh
Homily on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians), and � 42. 353 (MANSI 13, 289E,
from John Chrysostom’s Tenth Homily on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians).

14 Or, in theological terms, after the Resurrection, Christ puts away the «natural»
of «blameless» passions (���������	�
�����). Cf. John of Damascus, Expositio fidei
III, 20 (Ed. B. KOTTER, Expositio fidei // Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos.
Vol 2 (Berlin—New York, 1973) 162, 9–10) (Patristische Texte und Studien 12); and
ibid. IV, 27 (p. 237, 92ff, and esp. p. 238, 104–105).
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replies that the visibility of Christ’s body to the Apostles after the Resurrec-
tion can be explained not by the tangibility of Christ’s resurrected body but
rather by a miracle. Christ’s appearance to the Apostles is explained as God’s
condescension to human weakness which needs to see God in corporeal form,
in a way, as a miracle against the nature of Christ’s resurrected state similar to
the Prophets’ visions of the divinity in corporeal form in the Old Testament,
and these visions do not possess dogmatic foundations for the justification of
images:15

Using the means of condescension, the Lord showed himself to the Apostles
after his Resurrection having the properties of his body, but neither in coarse-
ness nor in circumscription: thus he was seen in the midst of them while the
doors were closed, and again he became invisible for them (.������#���	��
�	������������	����� �����������	��	��	��	 �����
 ���	��
 ���
 ��� ���������������
� �����������	�������
 ��	
��� ������������������������� ��’��� ��	 �����������
�� �	
�	 ���	���������������
 ����������
 ���	��	���	�����������������	� ����

�	������� ���������������
 �����������������	 �	��	���� �’��� ����)16

To the objection of the Orthodox that what is visible is necessarily cir-
cumscribable, the Iconoclast replies: «the Apostles saw the Lord with purifi-
ed eyes, with our eyes it is not accessible to look [at him] (   �/�������	���
����	�������	�	��������� ��� ������������
��0���������� ����� ����������#�	��	��
�� ��	 �������)».17

St. Theodore the Studite’s Iconoclast was not alone in stating that a cer-
tain change happened with Christ’s material body after the Resurrection. The
same argument is presented in a fragment from the Peuseis of Constantine V,
which alludes to the same scriptural passage from John 20:19–23:

You depict Christ before Christ’s Passions and Resurrection. But what [can]
you say about that which is after the Resurrection? Then the reality is not in
those things: the body of Christ was assigned with incorruptibility and immor-
tality. How then for you those things will give way to depiction and how will
be depicted that which entered without any hindrance to the disciples while
the doors were closed (1��
 � �	
����� �� ��������&�������� ���
 � ������ ������
�	���&�����
���	�������	��*�+����’��
��	��������	��
 ���
������������'��
,�	���


15 Cf. Theodore Studite’s heretic, according to whom vision does not have a dog-
matic weight (Antirrheticus II, 18, PG 99, 365A).

16 PG 99, 384D.
17 PG 99, 384D. This doctrine is also tacitly present in the eighth anathema of the

Council of Hiereia: «If anyone practices to perceive the divine character of the Word
of God according to his incarnation through the material colours and not venerate
him from the whole heart by the eyes of intellect him who sits in the highest on the
throne of glory above the brightness of the sun, let him be anathema!» (MANSI 13,
336E = Synode, 62).
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In order to better understand what change happens with Christ’s resur-
rected body, it is important to see what qualities the Iconoclasts assign to it
before the Resurrection. The Christological formula from the Definition of
Hiereia says: «While the divinity of the Son has assumed in his own hyposta-
sis the nature of the flesh, the soul mediated between the divinity and the
coarseness of the flesh (������#���������
 �������������� ������	��������	 ������
�������� ��������	����
������������
����������� ��!���
 �	 �	����	��	��	������
���
 ������
 �����������)».19  So before the Resurrection the body of Christ is
«coarse», material and mortal, but after the Resurrection it obtains «incor-
ruptibility and immortality». Moreover, this body possesses new qualities —
it is «subtle» and immaterial. We read the following concerning the resurrect-
ed body of Christ in an anathema of the Iconoclastic Council of Hiereia:

If anyone does not confess our Lord Jesus Christ with the assumption of his
flesh animated by reasonable and intellectual soul, to sit together with God
and Father, and to come again to judge the living and the dead with his pater-
nal glory, though neither flesh, nor without body, of the God-like body by the
reasons which he knows himself, so that he may be seen by those who stabbed
him remaining God out of coarseness, anathema! (	� �������� ��� ������	�����
�
��������� ����� ��)���� ���&�����
���	��
 ���� ����������������������������	 !����	�
����!����������������	����
���	����������
���� ��������	��	��	��������2	�������
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�� ������� ���
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��	 �(�������������������	��)20

The importance of this anathema lies in the fact, that it uses for the de-
scription of Christ’s body the same term «������» (thick, coarse, material) as
in the Iconoclastic Christological formula of the Council of Hiereia cited
above (as well as in the «Christological allusion» of Ignatius from the Vita
Tarasii). According to the text of the anathema, first, Resurrected Christ has
a body, but this body is «not flesh» (�� �	�����	
��������), it is «God-like»
(�	�	��	��	����), and «out of coarseness» (	�(�� ����������), though the

18 PG 100, 437B.
19�MANSI 13, 257AB = Synode, 42.
20 MANSI 13, 336D = Synode, 60–62. Here the Iconoclasts use another quotation

from Gregory Nazianzen (Oratio 40, PG 36, 424; Stephen GERO, Byzantine Icono-
clasm during the Reign of Constantine V with Particular Attention to the Oriental
Sources (Louvain, 1977) (CSCO, sub. 52) n. 126, p. 89).
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Christological formula of the same Definition clearly speaks about Christ’s
soul as a mediator between the divinity and «the coarseness of flesh» (�����
�
���������). The reason for such seeming discrepancy between the two de-
scriptions of Christ’s body is that the Iconoclasts must have meant the body
of different states: the coarse one before the Resurrection (in the Christolo-
gical formula), and the light, «God-like» body — after the Resurrection (in
the anathema).

Thus our approach proves to bring forth some important results — on the
level of Ignatius’ text, it helps to appreciate what kind of theological ideas
circulated among the literary intellectuals in the immediate aftermath of the
Iconoclastic Controversy, and how the theological positions we know about
from the doctrinal documents were perceived in Byzantine society. However,
the results of our investigation are not limited only to the realm of popular
mentality — the key passage from the Vita Tarasii indicates and makes ex-
plicit a crucial Iconoclastic doctrine only tacitly present in the extant theolo-
gical writings — the teaching on the change of qualities of Christ’s body,
when Christ’s material incarnated body becomes subtle and immaterial after
the Resurrection, which entails its utter incircumscribability and indepicta-
bility. This was contrary to the Iconodules’ affirmation that Christ according
to his human nature maintained essentially the same properties both before
the Passion and after the Resurrection and is therefore depictable in all times.


