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Why an icon? 

The “icon” is a window through which we can glimpse Divine intention. This is why the world 
of the “icon” offers new ways to perceive the reality of our world. It reveals the eternal 
dimension of everything within our world, and our environment.  
 

Why a Creation icon? 

According to John Chryssavgis in his book ‘The Iconic Vision of Nature’  
 
“Icons, or sacred images, bear a central importance in Christian Orthodox thought and spirituality. 
Our generation, it may be said, is characterized by a sense of self-centeredness toward the natural 
cosmos, by a lack of awareness of or communication with the beyond. We appear to be inexorably 
locked within the confines of our individual concerns.” We have broken the sacred covenant, the 
symbolical connection between ourselves and our world.” 1 

 
The icon can offer another perspective because it reflects another world, an eternal world 
with Divine intention, as our culture seems only to give value to the here and now. So 
perhaps the icon can redress the balance. 
 
”The icon does away with any objective distance between this world and the next, between 
material and spiritual, between body and soul, time and eternity, Creation and divinity. The icon 
reminds us that there is no double vision, no double order in Creation. It speaks in this world the 
language of the age to come.” 2 

 

The icon connects 

The origin of our humanness has many a myth and legend, many a story and tale. It has a 
scientific footprint, an evolution. It has an intellect that philosophises on its own existence, 
creates culture and art to understand boundaries and move beyond them. It has a spiritual 
dimension that incarnates the mysteries of life, through belief and ritual, praise and action. 
This icon connects with the origins of our humanness on all the above levels.  
 
“The entire world is an icon, a door, a window, a point of entry, opening up to a new reality. 
Everything in this world is a sign, a seed. “Nothing is a vacuum in the face of God,” wrote Irenaeus 
of Lyons in the second century; “everything is a sign of God, then nothing whatsoever can be 
neutral, nothing at all lacks sacredness.” 3 

 
Icons are not superficial works of art to adorn the Byzantine church; they are carefully 
crafted according to the canon laws of iconography, as I hope to explain in this chapter. 
Clearly, in the icon it is not the wood and the colours that are venerated but what they 
represent. Making visible the invisible and taking the materials used to a spiritual dimension. 
 
Each icon must remain “faithful” to its prototype, its original purpose and message, because, 
within the icon, each gesture, each garment, each colour, each building and landscape has a 
significant meaning. As Alfredo Tradigo explains icons don’t just represent a holy person or 

                                                           
1
 The Iconic Vision of Nature’ John Chryssavgis 

2
 ibid 

3
 Icons and Cosmos.  Iconography and Eco-theology. John Chryssavgis 2009. 



3 

 

 

sacred event, but they give a symbolic interpretation as laid down by the Fathers of the 
Church. 
 
“The materials themselves have an importance. A piece of wood with a routed out centre 
representing a cradle, is covered with fine linen, which is then covered in chalk and glue,  
followed by coloured pigments (made from vegetables and minerals, mixed with water 
and egg yolk), and gold leaf.  All these elements seem to participate in a Rite of 
Accomplishment.” 4 
 
I hope I have remained “faithful” to the Creation icon prototypes that I have written and 
designed in this ‘Earthday’ icon. 
 
 

How the ‘Earthday’ icon was 
written. 

 
 
All natural materials were used to write this ‘Earthday’ icon: wood – cloth – chalk – rabbit 
skin glue – clay – gold leaf and natural pigments mixed with egg tempera and vinegar. Thus, 
keeping faithful to the tradition; dead animal, dead vegetable and mineral are all used to 
make a living icon. 

The Wood 

I chose to use a circular piece of wood because the circle is a recognised symbol of eternity and love. 
It also acknowledges that the natural cycles of life are continuous. Within our universe, our 
planetary systems, our Earth, all things seem to experience a cyclical life cycle. 

 

   

                                                           
4
 « Les matières mêmes dont est constituée l'icône sont importantes: un panneau ou tablette de bois 

creusé en son centre d'une cavité (dite berceau), enduit de plâtre et de colle puis recouvert d'une fine 
toile, des couleurs faites de pigments végétaux et minéraux, de l’eau et du jaune d’œuf, des feuilles 
d’or, tous éléments qui semblent participer à l'accomplissement d’un rite. «  P7 Icones et Saints 
d’Orient. 
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Stage 1 - A piece of exotic wood was chosen, on which to write this icon- an old table from Uganda, 
brought to Jersey in the 1960’s.  
Symbolism: Wood of the Cross of Christ.  
Stage 2 - This piece of wood required a circular surround so that the middle was sunken.  
Symbolism: The altar (the cradle) where the word of God is written in visual form.  

 

 
 

Stage 3 – The wood is covered with a layer of natural cloth.  
Symbolism: The shroud in which the body of Christ was wrapped and placed in the tomb 
 

The Stone 

 
 

Stage 4 – The icon board is then covered in 33 layers of gesso.  
Symbolism: The life of Christ on Earth. 33 years. 
The gesso was made using rabbit skin glue.  
Symbolism: The sacrifice of an animal to make a living icon.  
Chalk is mixed to the rabbit skin glue. This hardens into stone  
Symbolism: The stone that was rolled in front of the tomb of Christ. 
Stage 5 – The stone is washed 
Symbolism: The waters of Baptism. 
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Research for the drawing and design 

Stage 6 – Research for the drawing and design of the Creation Day Icon. In order to give substance to 
this icon on Creation I decided to focus on 3 aspects. 

1. Iconographic prototypes of Christ and Creation.  
2. The Orthodox liturgical calendar - Seasons of Creation.  
3. The work of Durrell Wildlife Zoo in Jersey. Focusing on the conservation of threatened 

habitats and therefore threatened animal species 
 

 The Angels 

Angels are carefully placed around the icon. They have several purposes:  

 They define different sections of the icon.  

 They are Divine messengers inviting a response of praise to the wonder of Creation.  

 Their garments are gold symbolically indicating the presence of God, but they are also 
outlined in red, the colour that symbolically represents the earth in iconography. showing 
their connection between heaven and earth. 

 Their presence adds order to the icon. 

 They trumpet in a new Creation.  
 

The Landscape 

The background of each section is typical iconographic landscape in both shape and colour.  

 The different landscape styles give symbolic clues to a place and setting within the icon. 

 The different landscape styles highlight the different sections within the seasons of 
Creation liturgical cycle.  

 Several of the landscape sections also illustrate animal habitats.  
 

The Animals 

All the animals found in this ‘Earthday Icon’ are found at the Durrell Wildlife Zoo. 

 The animals in this icon are all shapes and sizes to give the impression of reverse 
perspective. The focal point is in front of the icon, creating in the beholder of the icon the 
point of departure. 

 They are all endangered species, with which the Durrell conservation team work. 

 There are 101 animal species in this icon and they are all on the IUCN (International 
Union for Conservation of Nature) classification scale.  

o 45 Birds – 5EN. 4 CR. 9VU. 7NT. 20LC. 
o 8 Amphibians – 1CR. 1VU. 5LC.1 unclassified because not enough research has been 

carried out. 
o 25 Reptiles – 3EN. 5CR. 5VU. 10LC. 2 unclassified because not enough research has been 

carried out. 
o 24 Mammals – 8EN. 8CR. 2VU.1NT. 4LC. 1 threatening all other species. 

 The animals within the ark are not from Durrell. Their purpose is to recount in a visual 
form the narrative of the ark in the Creation myth. 
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The Spiritual Flow-Lines 

 
 

Stage 7 – Spiritual Flow-Lines enable the icon to be written.   
These spiritual flow-lines create a rhythm to the design. They define movement and counter 
movement to keep the design together. They give emphasis to a particular part of the icon and allow 
a visual exegesis of scripture. They thereby translate the visual story of this ‘Earthday Icon’ into the 
‘language of the icon’.    
 
The spiritual flow-lines enable the eye to move across the surface of the icon in an ordered and 
controlled way, enabling an analysis of the main construction of the icon and to the reading of 
statements of faith and ethical belief found within. 

A Cartoon 

 



7 

 

 

 
Stage 8 – A cartoon was completed with colour pens and paper to look at colour and visual harmony. 
Alterations were made to the icon for maximum impact and research accuracy.  
 

Placing the design onto the stone 

Stage 9 – The completed drawing was then put onto tracing paper and traced onto the stone surface 
of the icon board using a natural red ochre pigment.  
 

  
 

Stage 10 – The design is then engraved onto the surface of the stone.  
Symbolism: The Word of God written in stone for eternity, like the 10 Commandments.  

 

The Clay and Gold 

 
Stage 11 – First yellow clay then red clay is placed on the surface of the gesso as a base for the gold 
leaf.  
Symbolism: In iconography red symbolises the Earth.  

 
 

  
 

Stage 12 – The gold leaf is then placed onto the red clay.  
Symbolism: Gold in iconography is a symbol of the presence of God. So symbolically the presence of 
God is placed on the earth.  
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The Egg, Water & Vinegar 

Stage 13 – Egg Tempera – Natural pigments are mixed with egg yolk, water and vinegar.  
Symbolism: Water and egg are both life giving. Vinegar was given to Christ on the Cross just before 
he gave up his spirit.  
This egg solution and pigment mixture will over time petrify and become everlasting.  
 

 
 

The Pigments 

Stage 14 – The pigments are then painted onto the icon design. The darker colours first, then the 
lighter ones so building up the layers of colour.  
Symbolism: Dark to light symbolises climbing the mountain of the Transfiguration towards the Glory 
of God. The higher you climb, the lighter the colour layers become until the final white colour is 
applied. This symbolises the white Resurrection garments of Christ. 
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The ‘Earthday Icon’ attempts to recognize all that is at play in the Cosmos, divine intention and 
nature’s plight within the natural home of Planet Earth. This, I hope is in its design and language. 
This is why within the icon one may find all the elements of Creation iconography, but each of the 
101 animals represented in the ‘Earthday Icon’ are endangered in one way or another, expressing 
the uniqueness of each animal species, including our own but also a reminder of the beauty of God’s 
Creation in all its fragility.  
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The icon in the Eastern Orthodox 

Tradition 

The Holy Icon 

The moment you walk into an Eastern Orthodox place of worship the first thing that will strike 
you are the icons, and in front of each one will be placed a lighted candle or lamp. People 
stand before them making the sign of the cross, then kiss them, an obvious sign of their 
importance to each individual. In front of the icon each person can say:  
 
“This is my faith, this is what I believe that through the natural materials of wood and colour, the 
divine personages on these icons make visible the invisible’.”5  

 
So what then is an icon? (Greek eikon – image). For the Byzantine Christian this image is 
sacred, it is a sign of God’s presence and therefore these icons form an essential role in the 
liturgy of the Byzantine Church. The distinctive features of Byzantine Christianity open up the 
possibility for an explicit iconography.  
 
“God is transcendent, yet as Creator… he is related positively to his Creation and to the experience 
of men. Especially the incarnation of God in the human life of Jesus Christ implies that the divine 
image is somehow available for men to ‘see’. His life and ministry, his death on the Cross and 
Resurrection as recounted in the Gospels provide a story which can be told in pictures as well as in 
words.” 6 

 
It was in fact at the Seventh Council of Nicaea in 787 that a proclamation was made on the 
icon.  
 
“because Christ became a true man it is legitimate to depict his face upon the holy icons; and, since 
Christ is one person and not two, these icons do not just show us his humanity in separation from 
his divinity, but they show us the one person of the eternal Logos incarnate.” 7 

 
As you look towards the front of the church you will see an icon screen separating the 
people gathered from the Holy of Holies, the place where the priest will consecrate the 
‘bread of life’. The people gathered for the liturgy stand facing the iconostasis, a wall of 
icons, as Alfred Tradigo writes;  
 
“The iconostasis, is a real Tome of Theology made visible for the Eastern Orthodox Christian, even 
though it seems to be hiding a mystery, in reality it reveals, like a window wide open, the mystery. 

                                                           
5
 P 6 Icones et Saint d’Orient. 

6
 P 230 Iconography of Religion An introduction Albert C Moore. SCM London 1977.  

7
 P 72 The Orthodox Way - Bishop Kallistos Ware. 
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This is why in this tradition the icon has a divine revealed origin, just like the text of the Evangelists 
are revealed” 8 

 
Around the church you will encounter icons of Christ and the saints, feast day icons, and 
icons of the Theotkos, Mother of God.  
 

From where do these icons take their prototype image? 

Saint Luke was said to be the first iconographer who portrayed Mary, the Mother of God, 
with the child Jesus in her arms. In the Iconographers’ Prayer we say: 
 
“O Divine Lord of all that exists you have illumined the Apostle and Evangelist Luke with your Holy 
Spirit, thereby enabling him to represent your most Holy Mother.”9 

 
The image of Christ most commonly seen in iconography is similar to that of the Shroud of 
Christ. It is also based on the icon ‘made without human hands’ The history of this icon 
image is associated with the Eastern Orthodox Church legend of King Abgar of Edessa. In 
the 1st century the King allegedly sent his servant to Jerusalem to ask Christ to come to him 
because he was ill. Christ however sent instead a towel with which he had washed his face. 
An imprint (not made with human hands) was left on the towel. When the servant returned to 
King Abgar, the king kissed it and was cured. This icon is known as the Mandillion10. 
 

 
 
What is for sure in iconography is that all icons are justified only to the extent they embody 
Christ. 

Creation in iconography  

“In Byzantine Iconography of Creation it is Christ himself who is “œuve” (difficult to translate) 
“entire work of art”. He was in effect present before all things were made and it is He who has 
revealed to us the image of the Father.”11  

 
 “4 just as he chose us in Christ (Gk in him) before the 
foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him 
in love.”12  

                                                           
8
 P6 Icones et Saints d’Orient – Alfredo Tradigo 

9
 Iconographer’s prayer 

10
 The Mandillion icon pictured here was written by Karen Blampied 

11
 P62 Icones et Saints d’Orient – Alfredo Tradigo 

12
 Ephesians1:4  (NRSV)  
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We must remember that Byzantine iconography represents Creation in the light of the 
teaching of Christ and in conformity with the Fathers of the Church. As a Trinitarian belief the 
Orthodox Church 
  
“Places the second person of the Trinity present when God separated the heaven from the earth 
and the earth from the waters.” 13   

 
Christ is the eternal Logos incarnate. Then after creating all living beings God fashions 
humankind in the image of His Son.  
 
There is no doubt then that all that is envisaged in the icon of Creation takes its essence 
from this overriding belief. We are told in the Genesis narrative that God breathes into Adam 
(soil), the Spirit of Life and then takes from Adams side Eve (Life), and places them in the 
“Garden of Eden”. They are co-heirs of the Kingdom of God. However, they were, we are 
then told, tempted by Satan in the guise of a “serpent” and therefore, lose their special place 
in Creation, their Royal dignity in the Kingdom of God. By “recognizing” their nakedness they 
are deprived of grace, and expelled from the Kingdom’s Garden.  From then on the whole of 
the history of humanity will be imprinted by this expulsion, but also by the promise of 
returning to this Royal state. And so the history of humanity will be a history of Salvation, as 
long as faithfulness is demonstrated. 
 
In the icon “Descent into Hell”, an icon important to Byzantine liturgy at Easter, (it is in fact 
the icon venerated on Easter Sunday), we encounter Christ descending into Hades and 
opening its doors. By doing this Christ is: 
  

14 “erasing the record that stood against us with its legal 
demands. He set this aside, nailing it to the cross”.14  

 

 
 

This icon known as the Anastasis15 shows the Risen Christ breaking open the doors of 
Hades, His feet are astride the broken cross, his hands firmly gripping Adam and Eve, lifting 
them up to life eternal. All the torture and torment of their sin, illustrated by the flames 

                                                           
13

 P62 Icones et Saints d’Orient – Alfredo Tradigo . 
14

 Colossians 2:14 (NRSV) 
15

 The icon Anastasis ‘Decent into Hell’ shown here was written by Karen Blampied in 2010 
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lapping at the cross, are forgiven. Christ is the key mover in this event, as shown by the 
small key above the broken cross.  
 
The Byzantine iconography of Creation is a powerful tool in the understanding of the Divine 
plan. All was not lost by the eating of the “forbidden fruit”. The Cosmic Christ of Creation 
comes to the rescue as the Earthly Christ Jesus of Bethlehem, Nazareth and Jerusalem. His 
death on the Cross and Resurrection unbound what was bound through Adam and Eve. The 
opportunity to resume the status of co-heirs to the Kingdom was gained by this drastic 
action, on the part of this Trinitarian God. But still, this sacrifice did not seem to temper the 
human desire for power. 
 
As the parable of the Vineyard clearly explains: 
 

“12 Then he began to speak to them in parables. “A man 
planted a vineyard, put a fence around it, dug a pit for the 
wine press, and built a watchtower; then he leased it to 
tenants and went to another country. 2 When the season 
came, he sent a slave to the tenants to collect from them his 
share of the produce of the vineyard. 3 But they seized him, 
and beat him, and sent him away empty-handed. 4 And 
again he sent another slave to them; this one they beat over 
the head and insulted. 5 Then he sent another and that one 
they killed. And so it was with many others; some they beat, 
and others they killed. 6 He had still one other, a beloved 
son. Finally he sent him to them, saying, ‘They will respect 
my son.’ 7 But those tenants said to one another, ‘This is the 
heir; come, let us kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.’ 
8 So they seized him, killed him, and threw him out of the 
vineyard. 9 What then will the owner of the vineyard do? He 
will come and destroy the tenants and give the vineyard to 
others.16”  

 
This is human greed portrayed at its worst. All of those criteria for gaining power are at play 
here in this parable. Whether it is the “Garden” or the “Vineyard”, human greed still wants to 
be the heir not co-heir, power not collegiality. As this power struggle plays-out through 
Scripture, some see the error of their ways through God’s plan and purpose, but many 
choose not to adhere to the model of cooperation and stewardship. But still we hear in the 
last book of the Bible; 
 

8 “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, who 
is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty.”17  

 
 
Christ here is the eternal figure, “Who was, who is, and who is to come again”. All is not lost, 
there is still time. This reminds us that at the end of time all will be restored to the original 
vision. God’s Divine plan will be fulfilled. Bishop Kallistos Ware writing in his book The 
Orthodox Way gives us the reasoning behind this. 
 
“According to God’s ordinance at our first Creation, the human soul and the human body are 
interdependent and neither can properly exist without the other. In consequence of the fall, the 
two are parted at bodily death, but this separation is not final and permanent. At the second 

                                                           
16

 Mark 12:1-9 (NRSV) 
17

 Revelation 1:8  (NRSV) 



14 

 

 

coming of Christ, we shall be raised from the dead in our soul and in our body; and so, with soul 
and body reunited, we shall appear before our Lord for the Last Judgment. That moment of truth 
when everything is brought to light, when all our acts of choice stand revealed to us in their full 
implications, when we realize with absolute clarity who we are and what has been the deep 
meaning and aim of our life.” 18  

 
 

Orthodox Perspectives on Creation 

 
For the Eastern Orthodox Christian, God is the Creator of the world. The world as cosmos, 
created with order and integrity, is a positive reality. It is the good work of a good God; this 
can be seen in the Gen. 1. As St. Basil the Great said,  
 
"We should understand in the Creation the original cause of the Father as a founding cause, the 
cause of the Son as a creative, and the cause of the Spirit as an implementing one." Thus the 
Father is the "Creator of all things", the Son is the one "through whom all things were made", and 
the Holy Spirit is the one "in whom are all things". Everything that he (God the Creator) had made 
... was very good" (Gen. 1:31), because "first He conceived, and His conception was a work carried 
out by His Word, and perfectly by His Spirit.” 19 

 
Another aspect to the Orthodox teaching about Creation, is that everything is made by God 
for the existence of living beings, of human beings, this is explained by the teaching of the 
Cappadocian Fathers;  
 
“God first creates the world and beautifies it like a palace, and then leads humanity into it. The 
genesis of the cosmos, being in becoming, is a mystery (mysterion) for the human mind, a genesis 
produced by the Word of God. As such, the world is a revelation of God. Thus, when its intelligent 
inhabitants see it as cosmos, they come to learn about the Divine wisdom and the Divine energies. 
The cosmos is a coherent whole, a created synthesis, because all its elements are united and 
interrelated in time and space.” 20 

 
19 For what can be known about God is plain to them, 
because God has shown it to them. 20 Ever since the 
Creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, 
invisible though they are, have been understood and seen 
through the things he has made. So they are without 
excuse;21  

 
 
God creates the cosmos for the existence of humankind and humankind has the intellectual 
ability to choose how to engage with this cosmos. Unfortunately, so far as we have seen 
many ulterior motives are at play on this earthly stage. The value of Creation is not endorsed 
by humankind. In fact it is manipulated, abused and diminished. The Orthodox Church 
community makes this statement: 
 
“We confess that God is the creator of all that exists, beautifully and wonderfully made, a fitting 
manifestation of His glory (cf. Ps. 103). But we stand today before a wounded Creation which 

                                                           
18

 P135 The Orthodox Way. 
19

 https://www.goarch.org/-/orthodox-perspectives-on-creation?inheritRedirect=true 
20

 https://www.goarch.org/-/orthodox-perspectives-on-creation?inheritRedirect=true 
21

 Romans 1:19-20 (NRSV) 
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suffers under distorted conditions which are the result of the sin of humanity. In our selfishness 
and greed we have used our otherwise good technological abilities to exploit God's Creation, to 
destroy the balance of nature and to deform what God originally made to be in wholesome 
communion with us and with Him. Creation is no longer integrated with humanity nor is it in 
harmony with God .The Creation needs to be reintegrated, but this can happen only as it is 
brought once again into communion with the Lord, so that it may find its fullness of purpose and 
its transfiguration. Humanity can no longer ignore its responsibility to protect it and preserve it.” 22 

 

Conclusion 

 
Christ is the ‘Eternal Logos Incarnate’ the key player in the Christian Creation story. As the 
Apostle Paul indicates in Col 1:15 
 

15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all 
Creation.”23 

 
Christ is the icon of God the Father. For the Eastern Orthodox Christian icons are: 
 
“One of the languages of theology, by means of which the Church carries the glad tidings into the 
world, bears witness to the truth, and reveals Christ and His Church Triumphant, that is 
transfigured, deified mankind.” 

24 

 
The Earth too is an icon by this very definition – it reveals the language of theology it reveals 
Christ and the mission of the People of God. 
 
“If the earth is an icon, if this world is an image that reflects the presence of God, then nothing can 
be neutral, nothing lacks sacredness. No land is terra incognita. The Christian is simply the one 
who discerns and encounters Christ everywhere, the one who recognises the whole world as the 
dwelling-place of Christ. For if God were not visible in Creation, then neither could God be 
worshipped as invisible in heaven.” 

25 

 
The icon must convert the beholder from a restricted view point to a fuller spiritual vision. 
  

                                                           
22

 https://www.goarch.org/-/orthodox-perspectives-on-creation?inheritRedirect=true 
23

 Colossians 1:15 (NRSV) 
24

 P11 A History of icon painting. 
25

 P4 Icons and Cosmos. John Chryssavgis  
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