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 Editorial 
I love Easter and tonight I have just 

come home from the Holy Thursday 

Mass, the beginning of the Easter 

Triduum. Leaving for mass this 

evening I was sad as this was the first 

time I had neither of my boys with 

me. When I arrived into the church, I 

immediately saw Rose, an 

accomplished iconographer and 

across from me was Elaine, a 

beginner iconographer and all around 

me were fellow christians, and some 

of these I knew from Sunday worship. 

I was then reminded of my larger 

christian family and felt very much at 

home. I have been preparing a support 

for a crucifix icon which I hope to 

begin at Eva’s course, and today I 

transferred the image onto the 

support. I found it profoundly moving 

drawing the delicate lines of the body 

of Christ as he hangs/stands on the 

cross. Tomorrow, Good Friday, I’ll 

etch in these lines and be reminded of 

the marks made on His body by the 

nails, spear and beatings. 

 I am thankful for the beautiful 

weather we are having at present and 

glad the winter has passed and look 

forward to the long ,warm, hopefully 

reasonably dry days of summer. 

I have included in this newsletter 

some pieces on basic drawing which 

may be helpful to you. I am very 

thankful to Mr Denis Bell , a dear 

friend of Sr Paula’s and an 

iconographer from the USA who 

kindly sent me copious information 

on writing icons. I hope to include 

some of his icons and drawings in the 

next few issues. 

The front cover contains the four 

icons for the Eucharistic Congress 

bell produced by Philip, Dick and 

myself . You’ll find an article on the 

selection and execution of these icons 

on page 5 and 6. 

We have reviews of Dromantine and 

have been blessed with a visit from of 

our master iconographer, Eva 

Vlavianos. 

Finally, I wish you all a peaceful 

summer and will see some of you, 

please God, at Ards, this August. 

Included in the newsletter is an 

application form for the course in 

Ards this August 2011. 

Please email or post any articles/

reviews to cletclarke@gmail.com or  

Colette Clarke, 10 Rathlin Road, 

Glasnevin, Dublin 9.  

Christian Peace 

The foundations of the ocean, the vast 

realms of water which girdle the earth 

are as tranquil and as silent in the 

storm as in the calm. So it is with the 

souls of holy men. They have a well 

of peace springing up within them 

unfathomable; and though the 

accidents of the hour may make them 

seem agitated, yet in their hearts they 

are not so.  

John Henry Newman 

 Letters 

Dear Philip, I hope this finds you 

keeping well. Enclosed is my form 

and  renewal fee for membership. 

 My hope and prayer is to get back to 

the icon I began last year. Since  

then there have been many calls on 

my time and attention and I have not 

been able to make any progress. 

Nonetheless, I have enjoyed receiving 

the Newsletter and especially the 

meditative pieces. Icon writing 

appears to me, to be a form of 

meditative prayer. 

I keep the icon I began last year on a 

stand, wrapped in linen. The head of 

the Virgin is just barely visible 

through the linen, almost an outline. 

Yet, I have a feeling that the figure is 

already there, almost in the way a 

sculptor senses the statue present 

within an uncut block of marble. It is 

difficult for me to pass it without 

taking a few seconds for a short 

prayer. So it is  that an icon draws us 

into prayer with the eternal. 

Best wishes, 

Frank Reynolds  

 

Kate McGahey having just finished 

her first icon over a two year period 
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Dromantine Course 

The Dromantine weekend course took 

place again this Feburary and was 

once again a great success with over 

twenty iconographers, both 

experienced and beginners, attending. 

Dromantine Retreat and Conference 

Centre, run by the Society of African 

Missions (SMA)   is a beautiful, 

comfortable retreat centre set in the 

countryside of Co. Down, a short 

distance from Newry. I received the 

below review of the course from 

Ellen Troy. 

This was my first course on icon 

writing. It was just so beautiful for 

me. I enjoyed every moment. 

Normally, when I work on my icon, I 

am only at it for a few hours and I 

have to pull myself away and get on 

with the necessities of life, but this 

was different. I could savour every 

moment and truly think deeply and 

take my time. 

I know Colette well but it was my first 

time to meet Dick and Philip. Their 

dedication to all of us and their 

endless patience was extraordinary. 

You just knew you were among holy 

people. Iconography must attract 

peace loving gentle people because 

everyone on the weekend was 

exceptionally kind and loving. 

I liked to potter around looking at 

everyone’s work and we all shared 

notes and prayers, images and hymns. 

It was great to see Colette, Philip and 

Dick’s work for the Eucharistic 

Congress. They are an inspiration to 

us all. 

I know the Lord truly has His hand in 

my work because I could not produce 

it on my own. I cannot leave 

Dromantine without mentioning the 

picturesque location and the most 

wonderful food. The staff could not 

have been more hospitable. I hope I 

have the chance to do another 

weekend. I just loved it! I thank and 

praise the Lord. 

Emmaus Course with Eva 

Vlavianos 

Sun 1st –Sat 7th May 2011 
This May,  we look forward to having 

Eva back here with us in Ireland. The 

course will run in Emmaus Centre, 

Lissenhall, Swords, Co Dublin.  

 

Icon Courses 
If you are interested in finding out 

more about icon classes, contact one 

of the tutors listed below. If they are 

not running classes themselves, 

they’ll know where you can find one 

in your area. 

Richard Sinclair 

dicksinclair@gmail.co 

Philip Brennan  

philip.brennan7@btinternet.com 

tel no. 04890812613 

Sr Majella O Keeffe 

 wprovarc@yahoo.co.uk 

Colette Clarke 

cletclarke@gmail.co  

tel no: 0876404633 

Joan Kirby  

tel no: 01 2985013 

UPCOMING EVENTS  

Ards 
The course in Ards will take place 

from 13th Aug to 20st Aug 2011. 

This very popular course is suitable 

for beginners, improvers and 

advanced iconographers.  

If interested fill in attached form and 

send to Mary Connaughton as soon as 

possible. Only fully paid up members 

can apply. 

Dromantine 
Advanced notice about next years 

course in Dromantine. It will take 

place from 10th Feb—12th Feb 2012. 

This is organised by Sr Grace, Maddie  

Stewart and Philip Brennan and is 

always well attended.The course runs 

from Fri afternoon to Sun lunch.  

Beginners and improvers are 

welcome. 

This course has been helpful to 

beginners who aren’t quite certain if 

iconography is for them. To finish an 

icon in the weekend, would be 

impossible, however, one can discern 

whether icons are for them or not? For 

booking forms and futher details 

contact: 

maddiestewart@hotmail.co.uk  

Treasures of Heaven 

Saints, Relics, devotion in 

Medieval Europe 

British Museum(23rd Jun to 

9th Oct 2011) 
This major exhibition brings together 

for the first time some of the finest 

sacred treasures of the medieval age. 

It features over 150 objects from more 

than 40 institutions, including the 

Vatican, European church treasures 

and museums in the USA and Europe. 

Of interest to iconographers will be 

the earliest items, dating from the late 

Roman period.  

Relics featured in the exhibition 

include three thorns thought to be 

from the Crown of Thorns, fragments 

of the True Cross, the foot of St 

Blaise, the breast milk of the Virgin 

Mary, the hair of St John the 

Evangelist, and the Mandylion of 

Edessa (one of the earliest known 

likenesses of Jesus). 

The Varnish Layer in 

Iconography 

THE MODERN PAINTER IS 

FACED with an ever-changing and 

expanding range of materials from 

which to choose. No longer are one's 

choices limited to the conventions and 

technology of a single age or the 

habits of one's peers; today we have 

available materials both modern and 

antique, proven and untested, safe and 

unsafe. More often than not, however, 

the choices we make rest not on 

recognized standards, but on vogue, 

fashion or a misunderstanding of 

tradition and thus represent a different 

but very real kind of risk.  

A prime example of this is the 

contemporary neglect of the varnish 

layer on icons. Too often 

iconographers complete and hopefully 

protect the panel in which they have 

invested a great deal of prayer, 

fasting, and natural talent, and intend 

to serve as a source of grace, a tool for 

teaching, and an object of veneration, 

by resorting to medieval alchemy 

rather than preparations recognized by 

conservationists as safe. This is 

irresponsible, given all that chemistry 

knows about paints and varnishes and 

the causes of deterioration in works of 

art. When applied to the sacred icons, 

this indifference should also be 

viewed as a form of irreverence , for 

as Dionysius of Fourna instructs new 

painters in his Painter’s Manual: 

Go into churches that he has painted 

and make copies, as we shall instruct 

you clearly; only do not just carry 

out this work haphazardly, but with 

the fear of God and with the 

veneration due to a sacred task. t 
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Take care, though, when you make a 

tracing, whether it be on a wall or on 

an icon, that you wash the original 

well with a clean sponge, so that [it] 

is freed from all dirt; since if you do 

not wash it at once the dirt will 

remain behind and will not be 

removable later on, and you will be 

censured with the offence of 

irreverence and disrespect to images, 

since as [St.] Basil the Great says 

that the honour paid to the image 

passes to the prototype, so also is the 

reverse [true].  

 

What is the purpose of the varnish 

layer? To protect the icon from 

dampness, moisture, atmospheric 

gases, abrasion, lipstick, etc. It has no 

other real function, though other 

purposes have been suggested: "to 

unify the tones," "to add depth," and 

"to give the icon an overall warmth." 

Fr. Egon Sendler's in The Icon, 

Image of the Invisible,states,  

Because icon varnish, olifa, is a 

greasy, penetrating varnish, it also 

unites the different layers to give them 

their typical harmony in depth and 

light. It also helps preserve the 

freshness of the colouring during the 

centuries.  

He does mention many of olifa's 

drawbacks  but leaves the reader with 

the impression that its many problems 

can be avoided.  

In George L. Stout's monograph, The 

Care of Picture, he points out that a 

painting begins to deteriorate as soon 

as it has been completed. The type of 

deterioration most often associated 

with icons is the darkening of the 

surface (varnish) layer. This is a 

natural and inescapable process when 

mixing natural resin and fossil resin 

varnishes with oils, either alone or in 

combination. This process of 

darkening begins from the day the 

varnish is applied. In combination 

with a second aspect of varnish 

deterioration—the chemical 

breakdown of the individual 

components—the favorite Russian 

varnish, olifa, is rendered destructive. 

Its most unfortunate property was the 

length of time it required to dry fully. 

Depending on atmospheric conditions 

and the individual components used, 

olifa can take from several months to 

five years to dry. The liturgical 

environment in Orthodox churches, 

replete with soot, smoke, and airborne 

particles, clearly renders such a 

lengthy drying period intolerable. 

Even after drying has completed 

chemical breakdown of the resins and 

absorption of dust particles from the 

air continues, not only obscuring the 

icon's original beauty, but altering its 

chromatic values, thereby diminishing 

its usefulness as a teaching tool and 

model for subsequent icons. Entire 

"schools" have developed from such 

distorted models, schools which 

produced dark, lifeless images of low 

relief with primitive drapery and oiled 

gesso grounds—misinterpreted 

images.  

In Vladimir Soloukhin's Searching 

for Icons in Russia the author 

comments on an icon he thinks dull 

and mediocre but the restorer points to 

what might lie beneath the darkened 

outer layer of varnish: 

 

We’ve only taken off one layer of 

varnish, and we don’t know what’s 

coming next. 

“But what can there be 

underneath?”  

"Another layer of black oil, and 

under that a masterpiece! The point 

is that in the old days, when the 

fixing-oil turned black they didn't 

throw the icon away. They called in 

an icon-painter who restored it, or 

rather repainted it using the outlines 

that were just visible through the 

varnish. When this was done they 

would revarnish it, and then the new 

picture would get black in its turn 

and have to be restored and 

repainted. So, if you divide five 

hundred years by eighty, you can 

work out how many layers of paint

ing and varnish there may be on an 

icon which dates from the four

teenth or fifteenth century. Rublev's 

Trinity had to be cleared of several 

layers of later painting before they 

got down to the original, what 

restorers call the 'authentic' level. 

Under that, of course, there's 

nothing but gesso, and if you 

carelessly erase part of the authentic 

picture it's destroyed for ever. But 

who cares about this daub here? 

We'll get rid of it and cut another 

window in the blank wall, through to 

the sixteenth century I expect."  

 

Icons newly created today, need not 

suffer this fate. Varnishes no longer 

need to grow dark and brittle with 

age, or to take years to dry, in either 

case damaging the panel they are 

intended to preserve.  

The British conservator John 

Fitzmaurice Mills writes:  

 

"Broadly speaking, the synthetic 

resin based varnishes today will not 

bloom, darken with age or crack to 

the same extent as the natural resin 

varnishes. Also, they can be more 

easily dissolved and removed from 

the picture with less likelihood of 

damage to the paint films and glazes 

underneath." 

 

This is not to say that all old materials 

and methods are bad or that every 

new commercial product is good. 

Rather, it is a summons to the 

contemporary iconographer to 

exercise care in selecting his 

appropriate varnish for an icon. One 

finds, however, practitioners who will 

insist on using olifa because it is the 

essence of "Tradition," and others 

willing to use the first commercial 

floor varnish they happen upon. 

Selecting a modern varnish without 

investigating the effects of its 

individual components can lead to 

disaster no less surely than will olifa 

The variety of materials now demands 

that iconographers adhere to one 

"law" care. Canons (in the arts) 

should be viewed as conventions not 

obligatory in every age. If by strict 

adherence to conventions that do not 

concern iconographic content we 

grow stagnant and limit the potential 

usefulness which modern materials 

and methods afford, we betray the 

sacred nature of the craft of writing 

icons.  

 

Michael Krochta 

Taken from Sacred Art Journal 9.4 

 

 

I have included the above article in 

the hope that it might generate 

some responses from our members 

regarding the varnishes they have 

used and would recommend or ones 

they would avoid using.  Send your 

comments into the Newsletter and 

they will be included in the next 

issue. 

 

Colette Clarke 
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Eucharistic Congress Bell 

icons 

I was approached December last by Fr 

Doran, general secretary of next 

year’s,  50th International Eucharistic 

Congress to produce four icons which 

would accompany the Eucharistic 

Congress Prayer Bell on its journey 

around the four dioceses.  

 

The theme of the Congress is: 

Eucharist “Commmunion with Christ 

and with one another.” 

 

The icons  were to be based on the 

four distinct stages : (1) Christ gathers 

us as a community, (2) opens the 

Word, (3) nourishes us with the Bread 

of Life, and finally (4) sends us out on 

Mission. 

 

The four icons chosen were, (1) Our 

Lady of Refuge (2) The Pantocrator 

(3) Elijah in the Cave (4) Pentecost. 

The prototyptes for these icons are all 

Greek and over four hundred years 

old. The images chosen included Our 

Lady and images from both the Old 

and New Testament. See the cover 

page of this Newsletter to view the 

finished icons. Philip Brennan wrote 

(1) Our Lady of Refuge, Dick Sinclair 

(2) The Pantocrator, Colette Clarke 

(3) Elijah and (4) Pentecost. 

The first three were completed by the 

end of February and Our Lady of 

Refuge and The Pantocrator 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you want to find out more about 

progress of the Congress Bell around 

the country check out the webpage: 

www.iec2012.ie 

 

Our Lady of Refuge  shows Our 

Lady and John the Theologian as 

though they were standing beneath the 

cross, “Woman behold your son” and 

to John, “Behold your mother”. John 

19: 26-27. The new relationship 

between Mary and John illustrates the  

provision made for us in the body of 

Christ. The gift from the cross was the 

Church. Up to that point the members 

of the community of God were 

descendants of Abraham, blood 

relatives. Beneath the Cross, all 

believers become part of the 

community of God.  

Mary is wrapped in a blue maphorion, 

holding her bowed, sorrowful head in 

covered hands. The stars of her 

virginity  shine on her shoulder and  

head. The Virgin’s gaze, under knit 

eyebrows is turned towards the 

disciple, St John depicted as an aged 

man, is wrapped in a cloak which 

shines with an intense white light.  

The strong lighting of the garments 

contribute to the impression of the de-

materialization of the forms and also 

emphasizes the radiance and 

splendour of the spiritual world. St 

John’s head inclines towards Mary 

but his gaze beholds the viewer. They 

stand on a green platform which 

represents the crystal sea mentioned 

in the Apocalypse and the meadow of 

paradise. 

 

The Pantocrator icon is a complex 

icon, Ruler of all creation, the 

Almighty, the All-knowing, the 

hypostasis (union of two natures, 

divine and human) and here as 

Teacher. Christ holds the open book 

and blesses with the right hand (the 

fingers forming the initials IC XC). 

Our Lord  is placed in a sea of gold 

(representing eternity) and around his 

head is a beautifully inscribed gold 

nimbus (halo), signifying the radiating  

 

 

 

 

 

 

glory of the Lord. It surrounds the 

head because the head is the centre of 

the spirit, thought and understanding. 

In the halo  are the Greek letters, 

ΟΏΝ, Meaning “I am who I 

am” (what God revealed to Moses at 

the burning bush). Exodus 3:13. The 

abbreviated greek letters IC XC, stand 

for Jesus Christ. Both inscriptions 

emphasize the dual natures in Christ, 

both God and Man. Our Lord beholds 

us with a compassionate gaze. His 

inner garment is red, representing 

Christ’s divinity and His outer blue 

represents His humanity, once again 

pointing to the two natures in Christ. 

The orange and gold band on the 

inner garment, stichos or clavus, 

indicate Christ’s divine royalty. The 

open book quotes John’s gospel 

John1:14 in both english and old irish.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

Dick working on the halo of 

the Pantocrator 

Archbishop Diarmuid Martin 

blesses  Our Lady of Refuge 

Philip adds gold highlights to 

Our Lady adds of Refuge 

were blessed in The Procathedral 

and Armagh , on St Patrick’s Day.  

A date hasn’t been set as yet for 

the  

blessing of the last two icons.  
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Elijah  travels to Mount Horeb, 

God’s Holy Mountain and the Lord 

provides for him. The raven brings 

him bread each morning and he drinks 

from the brook, the cherith.  

1Kings:19:4-8.The church fathers saw 

this image as pre-figuring the 

Eucharist, food for our journey to 

God’s Holy Mountain. 

In the top right  corner we have the 

raven bringing bread held in his 

mouth to feed Elijah . The raven was 

seen as a cruel creature that doesn’t 

feed his own (Psalm 147) but the 

raven is used to show that all of God’s 

creation is good. It also says to Elijah, 

if the raven feeds him, how much 

more he should be willing to feed the 

people of Israel. The mountains 

represent our journey to heaven and 

the steps are highlighted.  The verdant 

trees suggest the lushness of this site. 

The highlights on the garments show   

the uncreated light of God which 

emanates from the body of the 

prophet. 

Elijah is wrapped in his fur cloak 

which he will leave for Elisha and is 

used by him to part the waters of the 

Jordan.  

Elijah holds a monastic prayer cord 

between his fingers. His countenance 

is one of deep contemplation and 

prayer.  

 

 

The Pentecost icon  depicts the 

Upper Room where the Holy Spirit 

descended in the form of fiery tongues 

upon the  disciples Acts :2. Certain 

historical elements are missing, e.g. 

we know that not only were the 

apostles gathered in the upper room  

but Our Lady was present and 

followers of Jesus, both men and 

women. In the icon only 12 persons 

are represented. At the top of the table 

are Peter and Paul (who was not 

present). In the consciousness  of the 

Church, Paul is co-leader of the 

apostles along with Peter.  

Pentecost is not a single moment for 

the Church. It began on that day with 

the descent of the Holy Spirit 

(depicted by the blue and white rays 

emanating from the heavenly blue 

semicircle at the top of the icon) but 

continues. Pentecost is the continuing 

and never-ending presence of the 

Holy Spirit in the Church. To express 

this liturgical time,  the continuous 

presence of the Holy Spirit in the 

Church, the events in the Upper Room 

are purposely misrepresented. Time 

looses its unbending nature: it 

becomes yielding and obedient to 

spiritual law. Paul and the four 

evangelists hold the scriptures they 

wrote and the apostles scrolls—

symbols of the teaching they bring to 

the world. The church is called upon 

to bring light into the world and at the 

bottom of the icon the cosmos, 

represented by the allegorical figure 

of  an elder wearing a crown holds the 

scrolls of the apostles in a napkin 

(reminisent of the bow of a ship). 

The cosmos is an important figure in 

this icon as he is necessary to 

complete the downward movement of 

the tongues of fire from God onto the 

apostles and through them onto the 

world sitting in darkness. 

In  Byzantine iconography, 

transparency pervades so events that 

took place indoors, are always shown 

as taking place outside. The salvic 

events that are depicted in the 

Pentecost icon spread their light to all 

nations. To indicate that the event 

took place indoors, a red curtain is 

draped over the buildings.  

Colette Clarke 

Reflection on the 

Anointing of Icons  

 Dromantine , February 2011 

Philip Brennan 
It was Saturday night about 11.30 pm 

and I was about to go to bed when 

Father Des Corrigan came in to the 

main hall where the iconographers 

had been busy writing their icons. He 

caught me totally off guard when he 

said “Philip, could you talk about the 

significance of anointing the icons for 

a few minutes at the Blessing Mass 

tomorrow?”  I replied that he would 

be lucky if I could talk for a few 

seconds! “It would be better if it came 

from one of you guys” he said “and, it 

would be more meaningful. Would 

you do it for me?”  I didn’t like to say 

no, so I said “OK Father”. He walked 

away smiling knowing that he was off 

the hook and that I was well and truly 

caught! “What on earth will I say?” I 

thought as I made my way to my 

room.  

 I sat on the edge of my bed and 

picked up my Bible and prayed for 

inspiration. I looked at the index and 

looked up references for anointing. I 

scribbled down the list of chapter and 

verse references and began to read 

these and reflect upon them. I began 

to search in my mind how I could put 

these references into a reflection at the 

Blessing Mass later that morning.  

 

At Mass, after the Gospel, Father Des 

invited me to give the reflection. I was 

quite nervous as I got up and turned to 

the gathered iconographers many of 

whom I believe could give a much 

better reflection than me! I explained 

how Father Des had cornered me the 

previous night and how I had replied 

that he would be lucky if I could talk 

for a few seconds on anointing. “No 

pressure then.” I said, and I began the 

reflection. I can’t remember it word 

for word but the main thrust was as 

follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pentecost icon with oil gilding 

and scraffito 

Colette  paiting the first layers on 

Elijah in the Cave 
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“All of us gathered here this morning 

at mass have something in common as 

baptised Christians. And that is , we 

all have been “anointed” as part of our 

Baptism ceremony. Our baptism 

unites us to Christ in a very special 

and intimate way. At baptism we are 

anointed first with the Oil of 

Catechumens and then with the Oil of 

Chrism. We receive the Holy Spirit at 

Baptism and again at Confirmation. 

Christ was anointed by the Holy Spirit 

in the waters of the river Jordan and 

the Father voiced His approval when 

he said “This is my Son the Beloved, 

in whom I am well pleased. At the 

start of His mission, Jesus took the 

scroll of the prophet Isaiah and began 

to read “The Spirit of the Lord is upon 

me, because he has anointed me to 

bring good news to the poor. He has 

sent me to proclaim liberty to the 

captives and recovery of sight to the 

blind, to set the captives free.”      

     

Therefore when we are baptised we 

enter into the body of Christ and the 

Father takes great delight in us also. 

We should take time to ponder this. 

There is a sense of an intimate coming 

together in the act of anointing 

whether by oil or by the Holy Spirit. 

We enter into communion with God. 

At baptism we all share in the 

prophetic, kingship and priesthood of 

Christ. We become prophets, priests, 

kings and queens and as a result we 

share in his mission. Anointing was 

part of the initiation ceremony for 

kings in the Old Testament. Spiced 

oils would be poured onto the head of 

the king at his coronation as a visible 

sign of his acceptance by God and for 

the service of the people.  

1 Samuel 16.13 “Then Samuel took 

the horn of oil, and anointed him in 

the presence of his brothers; and the 

Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon 

David from that day forward.” 

 

In the Old Testament I came across a 

reference in Exodus for the 

preparation of the Holy Oils in the 

tent where the sacrificial altar was 

situated. I was amazed by what I 

found. The oil had a whole range of 

aromatic herbs and spices mixed into 

it, myrrh, sweet smelling cinnamon, 

aromatic cane, and cassia. 

Exodus30:25-32 “and you shall make 

of these a sacred anointing oil blended 

as by the perfumer; it shall be a holy 

anointing oil. With it you shall anoint 

the tent of the meeting and the Ark of 

the Covenant, and the table and all its 

utensils and the lamp stand and its 

utensils, and the altar of incense, and 

the altar of burnt offering, and the  

basin with its stand; you shall 

consecrate them, so that they may 

become most holy; whatever touches 

them will become holy. You will 

anoint Aaron and his sons, and 

consecrate them, in order that they 

may serve me as priests. You shall say 

to the Israelites, “This shall be my 

holy anointing oil throughout your 

generations. It is holy and shall be 

holy to you”. 

 

It is apparent then that anointing is a 

significant event and that the oils used 

are indeed special. 

The altar, when it is anointed becomes 

holy and anything that touches it then 

becomes holy. But what does holy 

mean? I remember as a boy going to 

Clonard monastery to the Boys 

Confraternity on Tuesday evenings. I 

don’t know why I remember Father 

Burns explaining the meaning of the 

word “Holy”. He told us that the word 

“Holy” comes from the Greek word 

for “different”. So I suppose that 

when we are called to be Holy, we are 

called to be different from the rest of 

the world. We are called to be the 

Light of the World.  We are called to 

live, not as the rest of the world live, 

but as people reborn into new life in 

Christ. We are all made in the image 

and likeness of God and therefore are 

walking, talking images of God or 

icons of God.   

 

In a few minutes, Father Des will 

anoint our finished icons, and they, by 

the power of the Holy Spirit will 

become “Holy” and then he will 

invoke the power of the Holy Spirit to 

make our offerings of bread and wine 

“Holy”, to make them “different”. 

These offerings will somehow be 

changed.  Recently up in Belfast I 

asked Father Iranaeus, an Orthodox 

priest how he blessed icons and he 

replied that he does it by placing them 

on the altar. I invite each person who 

has had their icon anointed, at the end 

of mass, to place their icon on the 

altar and pray before it to God and the 

person depicted.  

 

  Remember that anointing is an 

intimate event. It involves more than 

one person, the person anointing and 

the person being anointed. I recall the 

parish priest coming to anoint my 

father when he was dying, and 

wondering what was going on as we 

had been asked to leave the room. 

Then when I was very ill, the curate 

came to the hospital to anoint me. I 

remember instinctively putting out my 

hands to him and he made the sign of 

the cross on my palms and forehead. I 

felt the closeness of God there and 

then. I felt the intimacy of God’s love 

for me through the anointing. Our 

icons will be anointed, becoming 

intimately connected with God 

through this anointing with Holy Oil 

and by placing them on the altar and 

will continue to do their work long 

after we are gone from this world.  

Amen.” 

Finished icons waiting to be blessed, 

Dromantine Course 
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Icon Design  
(from Base Relief Icons:The Past 

and the Future) 

Sacred Art Journal12:3 

This article was taken from a piece 

written  on icon carving but the 

section reproduced below is 

applicable to all icons regardless of 

what medium they are written in. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Figure 1) The geometry of design 

 

I find it best to do numerous sketches 

on paper first, these culminating in a 

final design. This I then transfer to the 

wood, at least in its essential outlines. 

Personally, I find this design stage 

crucial; it helps me to discover and 

digest the wisdom of the prototype, 

that is, if there is one! Many of my 

icon commissions are for British 

Orthodox saints, for whom there is no 

model. In this case, prayerful design is 

even more important. The following 

are a few principles to keep in mind.  

Think in terms of a hierarchy of 

spiritual potency or importance, to be 

reflected in a corresponding hierarchy 

of depth of relief. And so design for 

low relief backgrounds (buildings, 

mountains, etc.), more bold and 

detailed drapery, and still bolder 

faces. This gives an ascending 

emphasis to the mineral kingdom, the 

vegetable and animal kingdoms and 

finally to the human kingdom - the 

faces of the last in particular, since the 

face is the supreme expression of a 

saint's inner spiritual life .  

Establish the two or three chief orders 

of depth by using darker outlines for 

the deeper layers .  

Where there are groups of people, or 

objects, keep them as groups by 

retaining an harmonious line 

encompassing each of them. Let the 

uniqueness of each of the people be 

united with the others, so that the 

whole form a unity of persons. With

out this attention to unity, a carving 

can easily degenerate into a mass of 

unrelated forms. The Holy Spirit both 

unites and preserves uniqueness.  

Keep in mind that lines as such do not 

exist; a line is in fact merely the 

meeting of two or more forms, like a 

river created by the coincidence of 

two mountain ranges, or like an 

horizon made by an undulating hill 

against the sky. To understand and 

correctly use line, therefore, demands 

that you understand the forms which 

create them. Lines become superficial 

and distracting unless related to form. 

For this reason, an iconographer 

should not shy away from drawing 

"from life" - plants, landscapes, 

people - so he can master this 

marriage of line and mass.  

(Figure 2) The theology of geometry 

 

Analyse the geometry underlying your 

prototype. There are essentially two 

complementary types of geometry in 

icons: static and dynamic. Static 

geometry creates shapes, which give 

stability, balance and calmness.  

 

For example, the head of a saint 

depicted half-length will usually rest 

in the vortex of the inverted triangle 

created by drawing in the two main 

diagonals ( Fig. 1) 

Dynamic geometry indicates 

movement, revealing the dominent 

movements in the divine-human 

drama. For example, the horizontal, 

static positioning of the Mother of 

God in the icon of her Dormition is 

complemented by the upward sweep 

created by the standing Savior and his 

pointed mandora. Thus, the Virgin's 

death (the horizontal line) is followed 

by her assumption (the upward 

sweeping movement). There are also 

subsiduary "bowling" movements 

from the flanking groups of Apostles 

(see Fig. 2).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

   (Figure 3) Curves 

 

Curves are rarely symmetrical. They 

are more lively if rising more on one 

side than the other (see Fig. 3). Also, 

a curve that might appear at first 

glance to be simple, is often a subtle 

marriage of a number of curves, or 

rather, of forms. This is particularly 

important to note in the shoulder line 

of single saint icons.  

In summary, draw, draw, draw! 

Observe master icons closely, in order 

to discover their secrets. Someone 

said that the difference between a 

professional and an amateur is that an 

amateur can get it right, and the 

professional cannot get it wrong. The 

serious iconographer will more 

consistently create "successful" icons 

the more he discovers the principles 

that give them birth. A life of humility 

in the church and analytical drawing 

of the master iconographers are the 

necessary roads to these discoveries. 

Rasophoremonk Aidan  

REMINDER 

ALL MEMBERSHIPS ARE UP 

FOR RENEWAL IN JANUARY 

2011. THE SUBSCRIPTION 

IS €25 EUROS ONLY 

ACCEPTED 

All members receiving the 

Newsletter by email, note the 

attached form for the Ards Course. 

Forms have to be returned to Mary 

Connaughton before 30/06/11 


