The upheaval within the East Roman (Byzantine) Empire resulting from the crisis of Iconoclasm in the Eighth and Ninth Centuries has been variously described as the defining moment in Byzantine history and, alternately, as merely a historical side-note. For the development of the liturgical life, theology, and history of the Orthodox Church, however, this period in the history of the East Roman Empire is a fundamental bridge between the formative period of the legalization and promulgation of Christianity and the time of the earliest Ecumenical Councils, including the debates over the nature of Christ, the Incarnate God, and the later period of Byzantine history, including the spread of the Orthodox Faith to peoples, nations, and cultures outside of the often-changing boundaries of the East Roman State. An overview of the history and the ideological content of Iconoclasm in the Eighth Century of the Common Era reveals a number of influences, stages, and outcomes which were to prove definitive in the self-definition, heritage, and theological outlook of the remnants of the Byzantine Empire, and, consequently, in the shared inheritance of the Orthodox Eastern Church from that time forward.

In her definitive volumes The Orthodox Church in the Byzantine Empire and The Byzantine World, the late Byzantine scholar Professor Joan M. Hussey traces the ideological and historical developments which introduced the anti-image stance – the “breaking” and removal of images of Christ, His Mother, the Saints, and other pictorial representations of biblical and other holy persons and scenes – as policy in certain segments of East Roman society during the 700s and 800s A.D. The iconoclastic movement within Byzantium emerged as, not an isolated phenomenon, nor one attributable merely to outside influences (including Judaism and Islam, as asserted during the period itself, and in modern scholarship), but, rather, having roots in the earlier controversies over the nature of Christ and the concern in some quarters within the Byzantine Christian Church about idolatry and superstition. Nonetheless, the decisions of the Seventh Ecumenical Council and the ensuing century firmly inculcated the vital role of icons in the theology, worshiping life, and the entire experience of Orthodox Christianity from those tumultuous ages onward.

In considering the ideological and historical origins of the iconoclast movement, Hussey begins by examining the biblical prohibitions against image-worship, both the legal proscriptions of the Old Testament and the emphases in the New Testament on true worship apart from cult and temple. The concern among early Christians with the dangers of image-worship may be seen, Hussey writes, in the use of non-figural, symbolic representations in the catacombs and other locations of worship in the early church. After the period of persecution by the Roman state had ended, mention appears in Christian writings of the use of images in worship, described in the Fifth Century by Saint Augustine of Hippo, and strenuously objected to by Epiphanius of Salamis, at the same period (or earlier – Epiphanius died in 403 A.D.), whose writings were later cited by anti-icon polemicists. The next two centuries saw an increase of pictorial representations being used in Christian worship; Professor Hussey makes note of the long-standing cult of the imperial portrait as perhaps an influence of the incorporation of images, with this palladium-usage, familiar in the cultural context of the time, perhaps enhanced by the belief of images having the potential to be “a secretly worked miracle” in time of crisis or threat, as when the siege of Edessa in 544 A.D. was lifted in the presence of the image of Christ “Not-Made-by-Hands” (31).

This belief in miracle-working power in the image was no doubt of special appeal in the centuries in which the fortunes of the Byzantine state – and of the fortunes and very lives of ordinary citizens – were threatened by an ongoing set of upheavals, such as foreign invasion and the other travails of life in the centuries between Constantine the Great and the Isuarian Emperors. Didactic and theological justifications of image-use, including instruction of the illiterate, communion with the prototype of the person portrayed, and the key point of emphasizing the reality of the incarnation of the Second Person of the Holy Trinity in Jesus Christ (allowing the indescribable God to be depicted) have their roots at this period.

It is perhaps a twist of historical irony, as Hussey notes, then, that the strong political and military leadership of stridently iconoclastic Emperors, Leo III (“the Isuarian,” more accurately of north Syrian origin) and his son Constantine V, was an epoch in the history of the East Roman empire in which, to some degree, the threat and peril of barbarian invasions was countered and a measure of security reestablished. When Leo II ascended the throne, a tradition of concern over image-use (as well as the tradition of icon as palladium and protector) had been growing in some quarters for centuries, the writing of Ephipanius and of the church historian Eusebius of Caesarea being among these, as well as the early Fourth Century Spanish Council of Elvira, which gave cautionary treatment of images “painted on the walls of Churches” (33). Leo himself seems to have come from a “Jacobite” (non-Chalcedonian) background in his birthplace of Germaniceia in Syria, although his rise to high office implies an at least formal acceptance of the Chalcedonian Orthodoxy of the Empire at this time. The rise of Islam, a challenge to Byzantium, as well as a growing cultural influence at the edge of the Byzantine area of influence where Leo grew up, may have influenced the emperor’s view on images. The move by the Muslim ruler Yazid to eliminate icons in his domain was in the years immediately prior to Leo’s accession to the throne, although any direct influence of Yazid on Leo may be circumstantial, and Yazid’s anti-Christian propaganda may have earned his place in Byzantine propaganda as a major source of the iconoclastic trouble (Hussey, The Orthodox Church in the Byzantine Empire, 34ff.).

Another interesting figure in the origins of iconoclasm as recorded in some surviving (pro-icon) sources is the incrimination of a mysterious Jewish figure called “Tessaracontapechys,” allegedly a magician who, according to different versions of the story, made promises of a fortunate reign to Leo III (or, alternately, to the Islamic ruler Yazid), in return for the banning and removal of images. Although appearing in several iconodule sources, including Saint John of Damascus, the famous defender of icons who wrote from the safety of Islamic territory during the iconoclastic reign in Byzantium, a Jewish or Muslim direct influence seems tenuous, and difficult to prove from the remaining polemical documents which, for the most part, are from pro-icon sources.

Hussey prefers to see these attributions as secondary to other, perhaps more immediate factors: the “cross-currents of general Semitic influence, particularly on the eastern borders” of the Empire may have played a role, but a more immediate factor may well have been concern over increased use – and abuse – of images, superstitious practices, and a concern over these excesses, misunderstandings, and abuses, especially among Byzantine churchmen (36). Surviving documents indicting that leading hierarchs of the time (including Saint Germanus of Constantinople) accused other prominent bishops of iconoclasm demonstrates that a stance against image-use, at least as it had developed, was not unheard-of (36-37). Leo III’s movement against images began in 726 with the removal of a mosaic depicting Christ at the imperial palace, followed in 730 by a decree ordering destruction of icons of saints. Although some Constantinopolitans objected, there seems to have been considerable image-destruction at this period, although direct persecution of individuals is not so well documented in this first stage, during Leo’s lifetime. The accession of Leo’s son, Constantine V, was a time when pressing needs of state – including a rebellion and the ongoing pressure of Lombards, Slavs, and Muslims at the borders of his empire -may have occupied the new ruler more than the controversy over icons (37f.). When time allowed Constantine V to turn to theological matters, he sought a resolution of the icon crisis by trying to gain an official church synod’s decision in order to finalize the iconoclastic policy with an ecclesiastical decree. A council was held in 754 A.D. with 338 bishops in attendance (but no Patriarch of any see, apart from a newly-appointed Patriarch of Constantinople at the final meeting), which the iconoclast party held to be “the seventh ecumenical council”. Pro-icon leaders such as Saint Germanos were anathematized; and a “definition” issued (which survived only in its refutation in the documents recording the “next,” and more universally accepted, Seventh Ecumenical Council), which emphasized the prohibition of idolatry in the scriptures; the Eucharist as the only image of Christ; and virtuous life as the true “image” of the saints of God.

Emperor Constantine V himself was a chief theologian, writer, and polemicist for the iconoclast position, but not all of his ideas were adopted by the Council of 754 (37ff.). The period following this synod for the remainder of Constantine’s rule was marked by a certain level of “icon-breaking” and persecution of those who opposed the official iconoclast policy, from pressure to conform and submit on hierarchs (many of whom, according to later recantations, apparently did so) to removal of iconodule monks and monasteries, and (according to pro-icon saints’ lives) violent persecution and martyrdom.

The ideas that the army and the Asian holding of the empire were more iconoclastic than other segments of the empire and its populace are challenged in Hussey’s text, with the correction that soldiers were probably in favor of the more able leadership of the Isuarians, but not necessarily more inclined to iconoclasm,  just as a geographical basis alignment “breaks down before the evidence,” and persecution of iconodules may have been sporadic and – like Roman persecution of Christians in earlier centuries – “depended very much on the inclinations of the regional governors.” (42).

Constantine V died in 775, and the two-decade period of iconoclasm of his reign, sanctioned by a church council, dissipated rather quickly. His successor, Leo IV, relaxed the persecutions and enforced iconoclasm of his father, and the icondule sympathies of his wife, Irene, quickly came to the fore when Leo died only five years into his reign and Irene became regent for their young son, Constantine VI. The “restoration of the icons,” commemorated in Orthodox liturgy on the First Sunday of Great Lent, saw its beginnings during this regency, although Hussey emphasizes that the restoration – like iconoclasm – was perhaps not instantaneously or universally implemented. Over another half-century would pass before the Restoration of the Icons was fully and finally accomplished. In this new atmosphere, however, many bishops who had accepted iconoclasm repented, and a new General Council was called, with the newly-elected Patriarch Tarasius in office. This became accepted as the Seventh Ecumenical Council, and a lenient policy towards those returning from their former iconoclasm and the inclusion of the Pope of Rome in the proceeding ensured that the synod of 787 A.D. would be recognized and accepted as a universal council of the Church – The Second Council of Nicea. The proceedings of the council repudiated the prior iconoclast gathering, and reiterated the Orthodox use of icons, but with the distinction between “veneration” shown to holy objects and “true worship” due to God alone.

Professor Hussey emphasizes that, again, this watershed event was not the final end of iconoclasm within the Byzantine Empire and the Orthodox Church. The few remaining years of the Eighth Century, however, would see predominantly a return of previously iconoclast-aligned churchmen and others to the Orthodox fold, and the image-destruction and persecutions of the pro-icon adherents would end, apart from a brief resurgence of iconoclasm in the Ninth Century. The reigns of Constantine VI and his mother Empress Irene were troubled by military losses, internal problems, and dynastic struggles, plus Constantine’s troubled and ecclesiastically troubling marriage history. The Eighth Century was ushered out by the rise of a new power in Western Europe with Charlemagne’s coronation as Emperor in 800 A.D. In Byzantium, the Emperor Leo V attempted to capitalize on iconoclast sympathies and the memory of the “Isuarian” iconoclast emperors by reviving the anti-icon policy, albeit in an “in effect less harsh and uncompromising” way than his predecessors (58). Monastic influence, such as that of Saint Theodore Studites, and influence of the Pope of Rome helped steer the course of the Church and Empire back to the Orthodoxy of the Second Council of Nicea. After this brief period, the “Restoration of the Icons” in 847 A.D. during the reign of Michael III and his regent-mother Theodora signaled the final end of iconoclasm and the firm planting of the use of images in Orthodox worship. After the tumultuous events and developments of the Eighth Century, icons would become, as asserted by modern theologian Vladimir Lossky (and referenced in Hussey’s text), “the expression of Orthodoxy as such,” a vital and daily part of the worshipping life of Orthodox Christians” (34), individually and collectively, from that day to the present.

