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ON SOME ASPECTS OF WORD, IMAGE  
AND HUMAN VALUES AS REFLECTED  
BY RUSSIAN ORTHODOx ICONS  
AND WESTERN RELIGIOUS PAINTINGS

The main focus of interest in the paper is the attitude of Western and Eastern 
stems of Christianity towards religious painting with reference to the problem 
of equality of word and image as far as the Church teaching is concerned. The 
roots and basic notions of Christian anthropology as well as positions revealed 
by both Churches during the discussions in 7-8th centuries are regarded as foun-
dations for noticeable differences in interpretations of meanings, means, artis-
tic principles, reality representations, ways of passing on the truth on man in 
Orthodox icons and Western religious paintings either. Taking in to account the 
relationship between object and its representation the paper develops the idea 
of metonymical principle being crucial for Western religious paintings and sym-
bolic connection between signans belonging to the earthly reality and signatum 
pointing out to transcendent realm in Orthodox icon painting.
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The Eastern and Western stems of Christianity coming from the single source of 
the Revelation and referring to the same Holy Scriptures and the same tradition 

of the first centuries of Christianity have developed their own visions of man result-
ing in different representations of anthropological views in the visual arts and even 
in literature.

Dogmatic discussions that focused on the problem of the origin of the Holy Spirit – 
the third person of God (cf. Hryniewicz 1972: 219) resulted in a schism that was 
formally announced in 1054. The dogmatic split brought about consecutive changes 
in the teaching developed by the Eastern and Western Churches. Regarded as the in-
spiring powers of Western and Eastern cultures, both Churches encouraged the devel-
opment of different value orientations and patterns of culture, concepts of the person, 
possible ways of Redemption, views on man’s relationships with his community and the 
acceptable shapes of his freedom as well.

The basic idea for Christian anthropology is expressed in the biblical statement 
from Genesis about the creation of man in the image and likeness of God [Gen 1:27]. 
According to Christian theology, the image of God is given to everybody and it is pre-
sent even in the soul of the sinner (cf. Špidlík 2005: 92), whereas the likeness is re-
garded as a task for man invited to become alike to God (cf. Meyendorff 1984: 184). 
One of the most important aspects of Christian anthropology is the idea of the person 
(cf. Lossky 1985: 137). For the first time the notion of the person was developed 
in the Trinitarian dogma, pronounced by the First Council of Nicaea in 325 (cf. Le-
clercq 1911), passing on the idea of God appearing in 3 persons (the Father, the Son, 
and the Holy Spirit; these Three Persons being truly distinct one from another, but 
appearing in the unity of the Godhead) (Meyendorff 1984: 236). Simply from this 
dogma, the notion of a person was transferred to Christian teaching on the essence of 
man, stating that the person in the absolute sense is God itself, whereas man can be per-
ceived as a person due to the fact that he was created in the image and likeness of God 
(cf. Lossky 1985: 106-107; Hryniewicz 1972: 222).

The idea of the Redemption and deification of man is another context for Christian 
anthropology. Orthodox thinkers used to emphasize the opinion expressed for the first 
time by St Irenaeus of Lyon (Adversus haereses) in the 2nd century: “God made Himself 
man, that man might become God.” (St Irenaeus of Lyon: 97) That notion was 
repeated several times afterwards in the writings of St. Gregory of Naziansus, St. Atha-
nasius, St. Gregory of Nyssa (cf. Lossky 1985: 97). According to the belief, the true 
vocation of man is the deification of his life, which means – approaching the state of 
a likeness of God (cf. Evdokimov 1986: 121). Eastern theologians used to point out 
that the path to deification leads not as much towards imitating God but rather could 
be described in terms of participation in divine energy and light and the inner connec-
tion between God and man (cf. Cognar 1968: 858).

Taking into account the above mentioned assumptions, Orthodox anthropology 
draws a conclusion by pointing to two fundamental aspects of man:

1) his true nature has been established by the image of God imprinted in his soul;
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2) his empirical form is regarded as a sort of elusive, ephemeral, changeable outer 
layer of person, influenced by time.

Having discerned the ambiguous aspect of ontology, Orthodox thought used to 
stress that man can be described in two forms of existence: a real and true one – be-
longing to the realm of being and unreal, and a fleeting one – specific for the realm of 
becoming, manifested by changing psychological appearances, resembling masks being 
put on frequently one after another in order to conceal the true face.1

According to Christian theology, Beauty is an ontological attribute of being (cf. Ja-
zykowa 1998: 10): everything that really exists is beautiful, because any created be-
ing bears in its form information pointing out to the Creator (cf. Gilson 1953: 291-
292). These signs are a sort of vestigia Trinitatis reflecting God’s power2. Such being 
the case, vestigia are signs of the Creating Word – Logos (“The Word was with God 
and the Word was God” [ John 1:1]). Created beings regarded as signs resemble sym-
bols through their two constitutive aspects: signans and signatum3. Signans in that case 
stands for the visible part of the sign, the material vehicle of meaning, whereas signatum 
in belonging to another reality constitutes the idea of the object represented. Signatum 
constitutes the more valuable, ontological reality of being, whereas signans belongs to 
the elusive reality of becoming.

The 7th century abounding in keen discussions between iconoclasts and iconodules 
appeared to be a very important time for Eastern Christianity in as far as principles of 
Christian aesthetics are concerned. The heated debate on the admissibility of a cult of 
artificial images that was mainly to involve Eastern theologians was to culminate in 
the acquiring and deep-rooted reverence for the canons within Eastern Church paint-
ing. At the same time, the Western branch of Christianity generally did not interfere 
with Eastern theological and aesthetic argument having accepted the interpretation is-
sued by Pope Gregory the Great who, in a letter written in 600 to Bishop Serenius, ex-
plained the appropriateness and the usefulness of religious paintings being exposed in 
churches (cf. Безансон 1999: 164). The decisions undertaken by the Second Coun-
cil of Nicaea in 787 settled the Iconoclastic Controversy by stressing the symbolic char-
acter of icons enabling icon worship (cf. Łukaszuk 1998: 43). In the decision of the 

1 The Platonic idea of the opposition between being and becoming was developed in the story about 
the ring of Giges included in Republic, Book II, 360b-d. In the history of Russian religious thought 
that notion has become a foundation of the anthropological concept of opposition between the true 
and false existence of man, developed by Vyacheslav Ivanov (1866-1949) in his several works (Fio, ergo 
non sum, Человек, О кризисе гуманизма, Кризис индивудуализма, Лицо, Пролегомены о демонах. See: 
Дудек 2010: 53-64. 

2 In the treatise De Trinitate St Augustine raised the conviction that all created things teach us something 
about the Creator. On Augustine’s theory of natural and intentional signs see: Chydenius 1960: 
5-12. 

3 Roman Jakobson referring to C. S. Peirce’s classification of signs (icons, indexes, symbols) presented 
in 1867 in the paper On A New List of Categories explains: “Stoic doctrine viewed the essence of signs, 
and especially of verbal signs, in their necessarily twofold structure, namely, indissoluble unity of an 
immediately perceptible signans and an inferable, apprehensible signatum, according to the ancient 
Latin translation of the corresponding Greek terms.” See: Jakobson 1971: 699.
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Council Fathers, word and image were regarded as equal means for the Church teach-
ing of transmission. That decision was to have some important anthropological con-
notations. One of them was the acknowledgement of the equality of the two human 
senses: sight and hearing. Both were regarded as appropriate to perceive God’s Word 
(cf. Безансон 1999: 137).

The Caroline Books (Libri Carolini) written in 790-792 exposed the Emperor Char-
lemagne’s critique of the General Council held at Nicaea in 787 (cf. Shahan 1908). 
The Emperor supported the opinion of Pope Gregory the Great about religious paint-
ings and stressed that the Western Church was not involved in the Iconoclastic Contro-
versy.4 In the opinion expressed by the Pope and Emperor Charlemagne, there is neither 
any reason to destroy religious artificial images nor, on the other hand, –such paintings 
should be worshipped (cf. Безансон 1999: 137). Religious paintings, however, can 
be useful in transmitting Church teachings to the illiterate in the form of Biblia Paupe-
rum. According to Libri Carolini, such images may perform three functions: a) to act as 
a caution for common people, b) to commemorate important events and c) to serve as 
temple wall decoration (cf. Wolicka-Wolszleger 2010: 165). The Eastern Church 
being seriously engaged in discussions on the appropriateness and principles of prepa-
ration and the liturgical sense of religious paintings has established the foundations for 
the theology of the icon – one of the most developed branches of Orthodox teaching, 
whereas the Western Church has not concentrated to such an extent on the meaning of 
visual representations (cf. Dąb-Kalinowska 1993: 102).

The different positions that were revealed during the argument between the West-
ern and Eastern Churches seriously influenced ideas of artistic freedom, aesthetic styles 
and views on man included in the religious art developed within both cultural circles.

The word “icon” is derived from the Greek εικων (‘eikon’) meaning “image.” 
Taking that notion into account, according to Eastern theology man created “in the 
image and likeness of God” can be perceived as the icon of God (cf. Bułgakow 
2002: 50-51 ).5

An icon, in comparison with a portrait, reveals a tendency to avoid mimetic, de-
tailed representation. An icon is not a realistic picture as far as the faithfulness and 
verisimilitude of reflection are concerned (cf. Evdokimov 1999: 186). A mimetic at-
titude towards changing reality is regarded as inappropriate or even a dangerous tech-
nique for representation because concentration on detailed reflection draws our atten-
tion away from the ontological truth. As an example of the Orthodox conviction in the 
inappropriateness of mimetic, realistic techniques in representing divine reality we may 
refer to a passage from the novel The Idiot by F. Dostoevskii. In the fragment describing 
the reaction of Prince Myshkin looking in Rogozhin’s house at a copy of the well known 

4 Jean Calvin’s (1509-1564) critical views on religious paintings as elements of temple decoration 
are regarded by some scholars as cases of a new iconoclasm. Cf. Безансон 1999: 201-209. The 
Orthodox theologian Paul Evdokimov has stated that Protestant believers do not regard art as a form 
of a sermon because “art does not pass on any real meaning.” Cf. Evdokimov 1986: 282-283. 

5 The author refers to man as a “a pan-icon of the world” also (cf. Bułgakow 2002: 40). 
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painting The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb by Hans Holbein the Younger,6 Dos-
toevskii relates as follows:

“That picture! That picture!” cried Myshkin,7 struck by a sudden idea. “Why, a man’s faith 
might be ruined by looking at that picture!”
 This was the presentment of a poor mangled body which had evidently suffered unbear-
able anguish even before its crucifixion, full of wounds and bruises, marks of the violence 
of soldiers and people, and of the bitterness of the moment when He had fallen with the 
cross – all this combined with the anguish of the actual crucifixion. […]
 It is strange to look on this dreadful picture of the mangled corpse of the Saviour, and 
to put this question to oneself: ‘Supposing that the disciples, the future apostles, the women 
who had followed Him and stood by the cross, all of whom believed in and worshipped 
Him – supposing that they saw this tortured body, this face so mangled and bleeding and 
bruised (and they must have so seen it) – how could they have gazed upon the dreadful sight 
and yet have believed that He would rise again?’ (Transl. by Eva Martin).

The above mentioned picture drew the writer’s attention during his journey to 
Switzerland in 1867. The naturalistically presented dead body of Christ reveals the first 
signs of decay:

Holbein’s painting equalized the human and the divine […], his Christ is subject to the laws 
of physics. The two meet chiasmically in his art. When Dostoevsky encountered Holbein, 
he was seized by what we would call gnostic doubt: The painting, for a moment, disclosed 
the Resurrection as a mere hallucination and Christ as a man who really died, who once lay 
putrefying in a sarcophagus (Mortal immortal).

The endangered faith of a believer looking at Holbein’s picture representing the dead 
flesh of the Saviour becomes the source of a metaphysical feeling of horror vacui in the 
ekphrasis made by Prince Myshkin. The optimistic and hopeful Gospel message: “Word 
became flesh” [ John 1: 26] is confronted with a representation restricted to the earthly, 
profane aspects of the Incarnation without any signs of hope for an eternal life: “Hol-
bein’s painting draws the miracle of the resurrection into an unbearable, and yet all too 
human, encounter with the physicality of Christ’s broken body.” (Gatrall 2001: 219.)

Such a topic can hardly appear in Orthodox iconography. In paschal icons Christ 
is presented either on the Cross or during the descendents to Hell. Orthodox theology 
does not stop at the moment of Christ’s death, contemplating His overcoming of the 
death instead. In Orthodox icons Christ is always presented as the Lord of his life and 
death (cf. Evdokimov 1999: 259-260).

6 Der Leichnam Christi im Grabe (1521-1522), Öl auf Lindenholz, Kunstmuseum Basel.
7 In this quotation I have changed the spelling of the hero’s name. In the translation by Eva Martin the 

name appears as “Muishkin.” Myshkin seems to be more adequate transliteration of original Russian: 
Мышкин. 
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Western believers and Western art do not omit the moment of the Saviour’s death. 
Worship, songs, prayers and series of pictures are full of empathy with the suffering 
God, caused by images of Saviour’s bleeding wounds.

The form of an icon is much simpler in comparison to the form of a portrait and 
any other genres of Western religious painting as well (cf. Evdokimov 1996: 128). 
It is believed that a portrait cannot reveal the essence of man because such a painting 
shows only the outer, vague and momentary layer of each person. A portrait is con-
structed according to the principle of pars pro toto – the part standing for the whole. 
The painter makes a selection of characteristic features in order to compose an indi-
vidual, unique representation of the person being painted (cf. Bułgakow 2002: 42, 
59-61). The principle of metonymy – the tendency to keep a close, adjoin, mimetic 
connection between an object and its representation is characteristic for the art of the 
portrait, whereas an icon is organized by means of symbol – the device being part of 
one reality and pointing out to another one (cf. Evdokimov 1996: 118). In the realm 
of symbolic representation the image becomes a sign. Signans in that case stands for 
a material, graphic set of shapes, light and colours. Signatum constitutes the idea of the 
represented object belonging to another reality (cf. Gadamer 1991: 100).8

The ascetic simplicity of the means accepted by the Orthodox canons of icon prepa-
ration as well as noticeable deformations in body shapes, space, architecture, the things 
being presented are characteristic attempts undertaken in order to stress the symbolical 
meaning of the depicted world which under no circumstances can be judged in terms of 
a mimetic representation of sacred reality. According to canons, an icon should neither 
imitate nature nor make any views of illusion (cf. Bułgakow 2002: 67). Such being 
the case, an icon makes a predominance of the semantic way of transmitting the mean-
ing over the geometrical one, the latter prevailing in Western paintings (Uspienski, 
1975: 332).

In the case of an icon individual features are consciously, however not totally, re-
duced to reveal the spiritual image of a person. We may say that an icon is a sort of 
portrayal of the image of God imprinted in the soul of a person represented (Uspi-
enski, 1975: 54-56; see also: Paprocki 2011: 46). Because of that the icon is called 
a “window to the higher reality,” conveying meaning from the space-time dimension to 
a transfigured eternity ( Jazykowa 1998: 22).

The above mentioned differences between an icon and a portrait lead one to a spe-
cific definition of the preparation techniques adopted by icon masters. An icon, due 
to the acquired semantic mechanism of connection between signans and signatum, re-
sembles a word. Therefore, in the circle of Orthodox theologians it is said that icons 
are not painted, but they are written.9 According to the theology of Eastern Church 

8 Gadamer has stressed that “an inseparable connection between visible image and invisible meaning” is 
the characteristic feature of a symbol. 

9 The contemporary Ukrainian iconographer Valentin Streltsov explains on his website: “The most 
literal translation of the word Greek: εικονογραφία (eikonographia) is ‘image writing,’ leading many 
English-speaking Orthodox Christians to insist that icons are not ‘painted’ but rather ‘written.’ 
From there, further explanations are given that icons are to be understood in a manner similar to 
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an icon is a sort of code enabling one to express the Gospel by means of colours (cf. 
Aрхимандрит Рафаил ).

Reduced details, simplified ways of presentation and repeated compositions are 
canon based principles (cf. Bułgakow 2002: 64-65). A master of each icon is sup-
posed to refer to the so-called podlinnik – a set of written instructions (sometimes ac-
companied by drawn patterns of composition) accepted by the Church.10 According to 
Eastern tradition, the true author of each icon is the Church itself whereas the master 
appears to be only a humble tool used by the community of believers in order to acquire 
the image necessary for cultic purposes.11 Consequently, a master was not supposed to 
sign his icons. There are clearly shaped expectations towards icon masters as far as their 
attitude to life is concerned. An icon master, while not being formally a monk, was sub-
jected to more restricted behavioural practices than a real monk himself (cf. Evdoki-
mov 1999: 181-182).

In Western circumstances such restrictions have not appeared. The Church has usu-
ally not interfered with the private life of a painter. A master is not anonymous, he can 
sign his works. Western paintings were created in a close connection with real everyday 
life being a source for the individual inspiration of a painter. The task of an artist is to 
disclose the harmony and beauty existing in the real world but which is covered with 
unnecessary veils. A western master in preparing a portrait of a saint can use a real per-
son as a model (which is strictly forbidden and regarded as a blasphemous action in Or-
thodox teachings) (Dąb-Kalinowska 1993: 103).12 This is the case with Raphaele 
Sanzio working on a cycle of images presenting Madonna and using, as it was believed, 
his mistress Fornarina as a model (cf. Stuart 1914: 453). The Western master, how-
ever sinful and morally weak, is thought to be able to create a realm of beauty pointing 

Holy Scripture – that is, they are not simply artistic compositions but rather are witnesses to the truth 
the way Scripture is. Far from being imaginative creations of the iconographer, they are more like 
scribal copies of the Bible. While the explanation of the purpose and nature of icons is certainly true 
and consistent with the Church’s Holy Tradition, there is a linguistic problem with the insistence 
on the word written rather than painted. In Greek, a painted portrait of anyone is also a γραφή 
(graphi), and the art of painting itself is called ζωγραφική (zographike) while any drawing or painting 
can be referred to as ζωγραφιά (zographia). Ancient Greek literally uses the same root word to refer 
to the making of portraits and the making of icons, but distinguishes whether it is “painting from 
life” (ζωγραφιά) or “painting icons” (εικονογραφία). Thus, from a linguistic point of view, either all 
paintings – whether icons or simple portraits – are “written” or (more likely) “painted” is a perfectly 
usable English translation, simply making a distinction between the painting appropriate for icons 
and that appropriate for other kinds of painting, just as Greek does.” See on the website: Eastern 
Orthodox and Catholic teaching about Icons

10 “Podlinniki” are known in the circle of Russian Orthodoxy, whereas in the circle of Byzantine Church 
the analogous set of composition patterns and principles of presentation was called “hermeneia.” 
Cf. Smorąg-Różycka 2003: VIII-IX. 

11 Cf. Expectations towards icon authors was clearly voiced in the final document of the Russian 
Orthodox Council of 1551 (called a “Council of One Hundred Chapters”). Cf. Florenski 1984: 
142-147. See also: Jazykowa 1998: 20; Aрхимандрит Рафаил. 

12 As the author points out, a real person as a model for an iconographer would have meant a total 
breaking off from the connection of the archetypal sanctified image. 
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out the divine reality. The work of Western artist is regarded to be “neither devotional 
nor godless” (Cf. Безансон 1999: 166).

The Eastern master in turn, convinced that patterns of real beauty are to be found 
only in the other world, tries to avoid the interspersing of elusive and real elements. 
That is the reason for imparting a non-mimetic, symbolical form to every detail, col-
ours and patterns of composition. One of the most striking features of icon composi-
tion is the principle of diverted perspective creating the impression that all lines are 
focused in front of the icon on the onlooker looking out from the icon window at 
a transformed, sanctified reality (cf. Evdokimov 1999: 189).

Though the images of man are simplified, they pass on two kinds of information: a) 
symbolic vision of a deified, transfigured person existing in eternity b) metonymic, ves-
tigial items of information about the bodily and social characteristics of the presented 
person in his or her earthly life (height, sex, occupation).

Icon representations of man can be regarded as a set of symbols: the body itself, even 
every part of it, gestures, clothes, objects held, applied colours and the perspective pre-
sented in a visibly non-mimetic manner bear the symbolical notion of a higher reality. The 
saints appearing on icons are presented with big, open, piercing eyes, contemplating an ex-
traterrestrial reality invisible for the sinner. Sometimes ascetics were presented with closed 
eyes, which means that by means of inner glance they look at the image of God imprinted 
in their soul. The foreheads of the saints are usually very high, meaning that God’s wisdom 
fills them. The very thin, almost marked out with a single line lips of the saints are regarded 
as the badges of a sinless state. Clenched lips are the indication that the person represented 
in the picture keeps silence and observes fasts, that he does not violate the commandments 
through gluttony or bad language. Elongated ears are the indication of a susceptibility to 
God’s voice (cf. Evdokimov 1996: 131; see also: Jazykowa 1998: 27-28).

The icon though represents a new, transformed man in which his altered body is no 
longer a prison for his soul, but becomes a sort of temple for it (cf. Evdokimov 1999: 
190). A holy person is always presented en face, motionless, with a gaze full of tranquil-
lity. In the case of human beings presented in a profile or caught in motion, with bod-
ies twisted and full of anxiety – the applied devices of composition pass on a message 
of imperfection, a lack of sanctity (cf. Evdokimov 1996: 131).13 Man in that form of 
existence has not yet reached the state of being – he still remains in the realm of becom-
ing. Therefore, the image of man in an Orthodox icon is constructed by means of a sys-
tem of symbols and, consequently, the presented person resembles a compound symbol 
itself. The sign becomes the principle for iconic representation. Image in that case acts as 
a word. That is the semantic aspect of the statement stressing that man is an icon of God.

Western religious paintings usually used to obey other principles. The Western 
painter, endowed with artistic licence, creates images that illustrate the truth expressed 
in the holy text of the scriptures, sermons or hagiography. But pictorial principles, in-
fluenced by changing artistic styles, philosophical schools, concepts of man and pat-

13 That principle of presentation is especially visible in icons undertaking the themes of the Transfigu-
ration and Christ’s Descend to Hell. See: Evdokimov 1999: 252.
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terns of culture are regarded as the main code of translation from the reality described 
in words into an actuality expressed by images. In that case the word inspires the artis-
tic imagination and creativity. The form of such an expression is closer to the changing 
sensitivity of man in consecutive centuries. Western religious art speaks to the believer 
in a language emerging from culture, whereas Orthodox icon does not change its lan-
guage, attempting to influence the changing culture. The source of the message being 
passed on is the same in both cases.

The symbolic, meaningful clarity of Russian Orthodox icons based on observing 
rigorous canons started to disappear gradually at the beginning of the 19th century ( Ja-
zykowa 1998: 31) due to the visible influences of Western aesthetic principles. Since 
that time Russian icons have become more and more imbued with details, decorative 
motives and mimetic concentration on imitating the profane reality. Icon masters have 
started to apply techniques of visual illusion, introduce real landscapes and use real per-
sons as models. Disobeying canons led to a replacement of icons by paintings in the re-
ligious life of Russia (cf. Dąb-Kalinowska 1990: 126). As a result, “the unity of word 
and image,” regarded since the Council in Nicaea as equal in means for the passing 
on of Christian teaching, was broken (Dąb-Kalinowska 1990: 126). That process 
stopped only at the beginning of the 20th century, due to the discovery of the beauty of 
early Russian icons, which encouraged the Russian Church to redefine their attitude 
towards icons and return to the forgotten canons of before (Трубецкой ).

An interesting case in the establishment of intercultural space and recognition of the 
same values between Roman Catholic and Orthodox believers is the cult of the Black 
Madonna icon from the monastery in Częstochowa. For Polish Catholics the picture is 
one of the most revered and worshipped religious paintings. In the Polish Church cal-
endar, a special day for the worship of the Black Madonna falls on 26th of September. 
For Orthodox believers the image of the Black Madonna is regarded as a holy icon. The 
Orthodox calendar has designated the 19th of March as a special occasion for the wor-
ship of the image. Both Christian Churches used to evoke a legend in connection with 
the image stating that the Częstochowa Madonna is one of the 70 icons written about 
by St Luke, who was seen as a person unifying two skills in his service to Christ. As one 
of the Evangelists and the author of icons as well (cf. Cormack 1999: 50-52), St Luke 
used to prove the equality of word and image as appropriate media passing on the same 
meaning of vital importance.
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