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ABSTRACT 
This dissertation seeks to show how a Byzantine theology of icons and can both inform, and 

be refined by, an engagement with a major figure in modern art. Specifically, I argue that the visual 

theology of Theodore the Studite (759-826) provides a fruitful lens for interpreting Paul Cézanneõs 

(1839-1906) portraits of his wife, and Cézanneõs portraits in turn pressure Theodoreõs visual theology 

toward more precision. 

I demonstrate that it is possible to trace similar impulses toward skepticism in the 

iconoclastic arguments of the eighth and ninth centuries on the one hand, and in the emergence of 

modernism in the nineteenth century on the other. By considering both of these movements in terms 

of the dialectic between skepticism and anti-skepticism, I claim that certain iconoclastic writers and 

certain modernist artists and critics harbored a similar attitude of epistemological doubt in the ability 

of images to fittingly represent their archetypes. I then contend that Theodore the Studiteõs 

iconophilic response to iconoclastic skepticism, premised upon his understanding of the hypostatic 

union of divine and human in Jesus Christ, can shed light on Cézanneõs portraits of his wife, because 

both the paintingsõ style and the painterõs approach to his practice betray an orientation to images 

that we might call iconophilic. If, for Theodore, the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ dignifies 

appearance as the definitive site of recognition and authorizes the painted likeness in an icon as a 

possible participant in this recognition, then the appearance of Cézanneõs subjects (including his 

wife), should be adequate for the artistõs sensation (enlightened perception) of his subjects and 

subsequent réalisation (meaningful depiction) of those subjects. While the dominant interpretation of 

Cézanneõs paintings tends to claim that the artist skeptically diminished the subject as a result of its 

(or her) ultimate inaccessibility, Theodoreõs visual theology makes sense of and gives credence to 

Cézanneõs pursuit of recognition.  
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When read through Theodoreõs account of hypostatic recognition, however, Cézanneõs 

uniquely modernist concerns invite an expansion of Theodoreõs visual Christo-logic. While these 

portraits enact a hope of recognition, they nonetheless demonstrate the tragic possibility of 

misrecognition. By highlighting the prominent theme of the tragic misrecognition of Jesus Christ as a 

criminal rather than the Son of God in Johnõs crucifixion narrative, I show that a theological account 

of hypostatic recognition must contend with the possibility of such misrecognition in a way that 

critiques but nonetheless complements Theodore the Studiteõs confidence in the ability of images to 

call forth recognition of their prototypes. Following Johnõs gospel, I go on to argue that the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ reestablishes the ground for hypostatic recognition on the far side of 

tragedy.  

In this light, I go on to argue that Cézanneõs portraits of his wife can be understood anew as 

confessions. The paintings both profess what he can see of her, which is partial and incomplete, while 

simultaneously acknowledging his own inter-personal entanglement with her. Within the give-and-

take of such a painted confession, I argue, the hope of recognition abides.  

As an epistemological posture, therefore, confession acknowledges that bodily appearance is 

the site of inter-personal knowledge and connection, while simultaneously acknowledging that right 

recognition cannot be certified or controlled by any formulaic construal of apparent parts. The 

hypostatic presence of the otherñwhether that be oneõs wife or oneõs saviorñis always a gift. To 

echo the famous phrase with which Michael Fried ended his watershed essay, òArt and Objecthood,ó 

recognition is grace. 
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Figure 1: Carole Taylor, Pantocrator Icon, 2013 

 

 

Figure 2: Paul Cézanne, Madame Cézanne (Hortense 
Fiquet, 1850ð1922) in a Red Dress, ca. 1888ð90, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, NYC
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INTRODUCTION  

THE CRADLE OF THINGS 
 
 
 

 
òThe whole problem of knowledge in the modern world is present [in icons].ó  

ð Joseph Ratzinger, The Spirit of the Liturgy 
 
òThe human body is the best picture of the human soul.ó  

ð Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations 
 
òThe crucified human body is our best picture of the unacknowledged human soul.ó  

ð Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason 
 
òThe painter recaptures and converts into visible objects what would, without him, 
remain walled up in the separate life of each consciousness: the vibration of 
appearances which is the cradle of things.ó  

ðMaurice Merleau-Ponty, Sense and Non-Sense 
 
 

(I .) INTRODUCTION  

The similarities between the portraits are strikingñtwo figures in two red robes, two torsos 

cheated out to the right, twenty fingers curved in arabesques, two mounds of brown hair 

swept down and back. The backgrounds in each are de-particularized, each features a view of 

three-quarters of the subjectõs body, and all shoulders slope, like quiet hills. However, the 

most striking feature of these portraits are the eyes: almost all pupils, watery and black. All 

eyes look out of the left corner of almond sockets, a shape that echoes the oval of their 

heads. Both gazes are profoundly similarñknowing, soft, secure, long-suffering. Both sets of 

cheekbones are high and small, and pursed mouths make for a silent, but thoughtful affect. 
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Each countenance consists in layers of pure pigment, zones of color that meet but do not 

mix. The modeling is done is these opaque zones, rather than in the mixing of pigments, 

which give translucence to the countenance. However, this is not the translucence of tissue 

paper or an empty glass, but of breath or wind or spirit. There is an uncontainable fullness 

here, or in Cezanneõs favorite phrase: plenitude. 

In spite of these and many more similarities, the origin of these paintings could not 

be more distinct. One is a pantocrator icon, written (the proper term for the making of an 

icon) through a detailed liturgy of prayers and practices that dates back centuries (see fig. 1); 

the other is a modernist portrait of Hortense Fiquet Cézanne (see fig. 2), the wife of the 

post-impressionist Paul Cézanne (1839ð1906). I draw the comparison between these two 

disparate works of art to introduce my contention that iconophilic theology can provide a 

fresh perspective on Cézanneõs portraits, and that Cézanneõs portraits can, in turn, enrich 

this visual theology. More specifically, I argue that the theological theory of representation 

developed by Theodore the Studite (759ð826), which he builds upon a Christological 

understanding of hypostasis, can illuminate the apophatic abstraction and apparent realism of 

Cézanneõs paintings of his wife; in turn, Cézanneõs portraits occasion an expansion of 

Theodoreõs visual theology into moral territory. There are significant, obvious divergences 

between these artworks: time, geography, and most especially, theology. However, it is my 

suggestion that considering these artistic programs together enriches the interpretation of 

each.  

I am not the first to note this parallel. In a short article for ARTS Magazine published 

toward the end of his career (1983), distinguished art historian Clement Greenberg (1909ð

1994) observes that the origins of modernism involved a òdevolutionó or òunraveling,ó of 



Introduction  Christina Carnes Ananias 

4 

tradition that singularly found precedent in the development of Byzantine iconography. For 

Greenberg, both entailed a òcreative devolution. é Painting flattened itself é [and] what 

had hitherto been the subordinately decorative infiltrated and finally identified itself with the 

autonomously pictorial.ó1 Greenbergõs comments here draw our attention first to the 

empirical similarity between iconography and modernist artwork, but this parallel has also 

been recognized from different angles. Art historian Charles Barber has noted the similarity 

(and distinction) between these movementsõ emphasis on òform.ó2 Image theorist Marie-Jose 

Mondzain has argued for a genealogical connection between the two. And historian Thomas 

Pfau notes phenomenological parallels between the two, even making reference to Cézanneõs 

portraits.3 While all of these and more acknowledge the similarities between these two 

movements, no study has, to my knowledge, developed this resonance into a hermeneutic 

strategy to apply to particular works of art. Nor has this resonance been mined for 

constructive theological insight. This dissertation is a first attempt at these two goals. 

 

1 Clement Greenberg, òBeginnings of Modernism,ó ARTS MAGAZINE (U.S.A.) 57, no. 8 

(1983), 79. 

2 Charles Barber, Figure and Likeness: On the Limits of Representation in Byzantine Iconoclasm 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002), 119ð120. 

3 Thomas Pfau, Incomprehensible Certainty: Metaphysics and Hermeneutics of the Image (Notre Dame, 

IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2022); see chapter 8, òThe Epiphanic Image,ó 641ð

721, esp. 680. 
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It is somewhat unsurprising that such a study has not yet been conducted in the 

Anglo-American Protestant theology and arts conversation: the area to which this study aims 

to contribute. In the past fifty to one hundred years, there has been an explosion of interest 

in the conversation between theology and the arts.4 For various factors, the power of the arts 

to expand and enrich theological thinking and vice versa has become an important theme in 

seminaries, churches, and universities. When it comes to the visual arts, there are 

innumerable works from the renaissance, baroque, neoclassical, and romantic movements 

that have obvious appeal for theological thinking. Modernism, however, has been treated, by 

and large, with ambiguity at best and condemnation at worst.5 Indeed, another striking 

 

4 See Paul Tillich, òExistentialist Aspects of Modern Art,ó in Christianity and the Existentialists, 

ed. Carl Michalson (Scribner, 1956); Jacques Maritain, Art and Scholasticism and The Frontiers of 

Poetry (New York: Scribner, 1962); Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological 

Aesthetics (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1982). Nicholas Wolterstorff, Art in Action: Toward a 

Christian Aesthetic (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980); Rowan Williams, Grace and Necessity: 

Reflections on Art and Love, Clark Lectures (Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse, 2005); Jeremy Begbie, 

Voicing Creationõs Praise: Towards a Theology of the Arts (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1991); and W. 

David O. Taylor, Glimpses of the New Creation: Worship and the Formative Power of the Arts (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2019). 

5 There are significant exceptions, of course. From the art history side, see Thomas E. Crow, 

No Idols: The Missing Theology of Art (Sydney, Australia: Power Publications, 2017) and James 

Romaine and Linda Stratford, eds., ReVisioning: Critical Methods of Seeing Christianity in the 
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similarity between icons and the works of modernism is the religious vitriol that each has 

inspired.  

This is not quite the story in other traditions. Jacques Maritain (1882ð1973) mined 

the riches of the Thomist tradition to analyze the artworks emerging in his early twentieth-

century France; Orthodox thinkers such Paul Evdokimov (1901ð1970), Vladimir Lossky 

(1903ð1958), and Leonid Ouspensky (1902ð1987) have revived theological exploration of 

iconography in twentieth century; and Paul Tillich (1886ð1965) drew from both idealist 

existentialism and protestant liberalism to engage modernist artworks. However, Protestants, 

by and large, have been reticent to engage both iconography and modernism. There is much 

to say about the histories and theologies that undergird this reticence; one could trace this 

iconoclastic impulse back to destruction of artworks during the Protestant reformation. 

Most relevant to this study, however, is the way that Protestant inquiry into theology and 

arts in the twentieth- and twenty-first centuries has been, in many cases, intentionally shaped 

to stand against modernism in the arts.  

With few exceptions, Protestant Christianity has viewed modernism in the visual arts 

as being at odds with the commitments of the Christian faith. The paradigmatic example of 

this attitude toward modernism in the visual arts is Hans Rookmaakerõs book Modern Art and 

 

History of Art (Cambridge, UK: Lutterworth, 2013). From the theological side, see Jonathan 

A. Anderson and William A. Dyrness, Modern Art and the Life of a Culture: The Religious Impulses 

of Modernism (Downerõs Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2016). 
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the Death of a Culture, published in 1971.6 Rookmaaker (1922ð1977), a Dutch reformed art 

historian influenced especially by Abraham Kuyper, argues that the abstraction and non-

representationalism that permeated modern art reflect a nihilistic ontology fundamentally at 

odds with Protestant Christianity. The influence of this book on the Protestant discipline of 

theology and the arts is profound, and yet many of those whose engagement with the arts 

was prompted by Rookmaaker sense the shortcomings of his polemic. While the theology 

and the arts conversation has grown over the last fifty years or so, this pervasive reticence 

toward modernism in the arts has left Protestant Christians without contexts for 

understanding or criteria for judging the works of modernism (and, by association, many 

contemporary artworks).  

This iconoclastic impulse towards modernism in the visual arts has begun to be 

countered in the Anglo-American theology and the arts tradition. Indeed, Jonathan 

Anderson and William Dyrness have published a direct retort to Rookmaakerõs book, 

cheekily titled Modern Art and the Life of a Culture.7 The authors have sought to recover the 

ways in which the lives and aims of many significant modernist visual artists were irreducibly 

entangled with Christianity. This important research has uncovered histories that have 

hitherto remained untouched in both the art history and theology worlds, histories that could 

 

6 H. R. Rookmaaker, Modern Art and the Death of a Culture (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 

Press, 1971). 

7 Anderson and Dyrness, Modern Art and the Life of a Culture (Downers Grove, IL: IVP 

Academic, 2016).  
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change the ways these works are received in both disciplines. Another project addressing 

similar concerns is the Theology, Modernity, and the Visual Arts colloquium, an 

international collective of scholars that gather annually through Duke Initiatives in Theology 

and the Arts and Kingõs College in London to produce writing and programming on the 

theme of theology and modernism.8 Other interventions could be mentioned, but by and 

large this extremely fertile theme remains unengaged.  

More than simply broadening the perspectives of the conversation, the Anglo-

American discipline of theology and the arts has much to gain through rigorous engagement 

with modernism in the visual arts. For one, the period I am designating as modernism 

(roughly 1850ð1945) was one of immense tumult and instabilityñtheologically, 

philosophically, and socially. This moment was marked by radical changes in the ways that 

people understood and experienced their place in the world. The visual artworks of this 

period are often marked by signs of drastic turmoil and bear witness to the unique concerns 

of this age in an irreducibly distinct way. To neglect these artifacts is to neglect a facet of our 

shared history in which new questions were asked about God, the world, and our place in 

itñ questions, moreover, that have direct import for our current cultural moment.  

In this study, I have found the modernistsõ concern with the possibilities and 

impossibilities of representation to be especially fruitful for theological exploration. In 

 

8 An edited volume that gathers the essays produced through this group is forthcoming. 

Chloë Reddaway and Ben Quash, eds., Theology, Modernity, and the Visual Arts (Belgium, 

Brepols: forthcoming).  
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particular, Cézanneõs paintings, especially those of his wife, disturb common assumptions 

about materiality, visibility, and personhood in theological thought. As portraits, they 

concern an òother,ó but they intentionally destabilize the relationship between portrait and 

prototype, inviting questions about the possibility of representation and perception that are 

both common and profound in the modern era. What are the criteria for judging an image of 

an other as true or adequate? In light of widespread skepticism about the possibility of 

secure knowledge, is knowledge of an other possible? How does the appearance of the body 

enable or disable oneõs perception of an other? Theological provocations naturally follow: 

what are Christians assuming about the way images refer to prototypes when they claim that 

the second person of the Trinity is the òimage of the invisible Godó (Col 1:15)? How does 

the appearance of a physical body in the incarnation affect the way this imaging operates? 

What implications does the material appearance of a divine person (Jesus, the Son) have for 

how we understand representation and perception? What does the incarnation tell us about 

the material appearance of created persons? I have discovered that these questions are 

profoundly resonant with many of those asked in the Byzantine iconomachy of the eighth 

and ninth centuries. This dissertation contends that the Christology used to defend the 

practice of icon veneration provides language and conceptuality that illuminates the 

negotiation of the theological, anthropological, and artistic questions raised by Cézanneõs 

portraits. Correspondingly, the uniquely modern pressure that Cézanneõs portraits exert on 

Theodoreõs Christological account of imaging occasions a further expansion of this 

theological theory of art. 
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(II. ) WHY THEODORE THE STUDITE AND PAUL CÉZANNE? 
ICONOCLASTIC AND MODERNIST SKEPTICISM  

In the article quoted above, Clement Greenberg uses terminology to describe the formal 

developments of both iconography and modernism (òdevolution,ó òunraveling,ó 

òflattening,ó) that gesture toward a common impulse that is a central theme of this 

dissertation: iconographic, representational, and epistemological skepticism. It is my 

contention that Greenbergõs intuition is right: that the disparate traditions of iconography 

and modernism are both inheriting, absorbing, and responding to a culture of intense 

skepticism. In the case of iconography, Theodoreõs theory of icons responds to the 

theological skepticism of the iconoclastic argument in eighth- and ninth-century Byzantium. 

In the case of modernism, Cézanne responds to the iconoclastic skepticism of his fellow 

avant-garde painters, theorists, and philosophers of nineteenth-century France. Both the 

iconophiles and Cézanne encountered a more pointed awareness of the limitations of human 

representation and perception. The distance between artwork and prototype, as well as the 

distance between self and other, had become newly problematized in both of these worlds. 

Placing Theodore and Cézanne in conversation illumines the similarities of their skeptical 

contexts and the similarities of their anti-skeptical responses to these contexts. 

For many, Cézanneõs artworks are singularly representative of the motivating 

interests and goals of the modernist era in the visual arts, so an inquiry into his artworks 

would, ostensibly, expose the skepticism of the era. As I will argue in the following chapters, 

while the criticism around Cézanneõs work undeniably participates in the dialectic introduced 

by skepticism and its twin anti-skepticism, the portraits of Fiquet Cézanne, alongside the 

artistõs own admissions in correspondence with fellow artists, reveal an approach that 
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ultimately demands an alternative interpretive framework. So, why this artist, rather than 

another whose works might more solidly be characterized as skeptical? It is an 

understatement to say that Paul Cézanne and his artwork have been topics of interest in the 

past century and a half. Frequently cited as òan artistõs artist,ó C®zanneõs first admirers and 

commentators were artists themselves. Deep engagement with Cézanneõs approach to 

painting was emerging during Cézanneõs last years, as a small group of young artists gathered 

around the cantankerous painter, and his work began appearing more frequently in 

exhibitions. In 1900, Maurice Denis painted a tribute to the artist entitled Homage à Cézanne 

in which a reverential group of pioneering avant-garde artists gathered in Ambroise Vollardõs 

gallery to admire a Cézanne still life (see fig. 3). 

 

Figure 3: Maurice Denis, Homage à Cézanne, 1900 
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In the fall after the artistõs death, the Salon dõAutomne hosted a retrospective of 

Cézanneõs artwork, exhibiting forty-nine paintings and seven watercolors at the Grand Palais. 

The influence of this exhibition was considerable. The poet Rainer Maria Rilke (1875ð1926) 

found the exhibition so profoundly moving that he documented his many visits to the show 

in his correspondence with his wife, which he later published as Letters on Cézanne.9 The 

insights of these artistsñboth in words and paintñhave had an enormous impact on the 

discourse and interpretation of Cézanne.  

And what a discourse it is. In the century since the ground-breaking 1907 exhibition, 

a mammoth literature on the artist has amassed, rivaled only by that on Picasso or Jackson 

Pollock (1912ð1956).10 In his overview of this literature, Terry Smith notes that the artwork 

has prompted òthe scrupulous attention of the greatest writers on art of the modern era,ó a 

phenomenon òaroused by few other masters of modern art.ó11 In a review of a London 

exhibition of Cézanneõs paintings of card players, art historian T. J. Clark quips, òC®zanne, 

whose work was the touchstone for critical thinking and writing on art for more than 

century, cannot be written about any more.ó12 What Clark is getting at, and what he spells 

 

9 Rainer Maria Rilke and Clara Rilke, Letters on Cézanne, trans. Joel Agee (New York: Fromm 

International, 1985). 

10 Terry Smith, òC®zanne: Figuring Truth in Painting,ó boundary 2 43, no. 4 (2016): 73. 

11 Smith, òC®zanne,ó 73. 

12 T. J. Clark, If These Apples Should Fall: Cézanne and the Present (New York: Thames & 

Hudson, 2022), 63. He first makes this comment in an article that appeared in the London 
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out in the chapter-long gloss on the comment in his recent book on Cézanne, If these Apples 

Should Fall, is not just that the literature on the artist is vast, but that òC®zannoiaó as he calls 

it, is now an untenable genre. A comment from German art historian Kurt Badtñone he 

attributes to Nietzsche (although he provides no reference)ñexemplifies this spirit for 

Clark: Badt claims that painting òemerges as the last metaphysical activity within European 

Nihilism.ó13 In other words, painting is òthe last practice convinced of its eventual difficult access 

to Truth.ó14 Such a conviction, Clark makes clear, is a thing of the past. The twentieth 

centuryõs Cézannoia was fueled by this faith in the practice of paintingñthis ômetaphysicalõ 

convictionñbut twenty-first century writers know better, or at least they should.15  

While Clark disparages a òmetaphysicaló approach to C®zanneõs painting as a thing 

of the past, I suggest theologians and art historians would do well to consider it again. The 

 

Review of Books in 2010. T. J. Clark, òSymptoms of C®zannoia,ó London Review of Books 32, no. 

23 (2 December 2010), https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v32/n23/t.j.-clark/at-the-

courtauld. 

13 Clark, If TheseApples Should Fall, 66.  

14 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 67 (italics mine). 

15 Clark writes, òI almost prefer it (unknowing apathy) to the residual symptoms of 

Cézannoia, especially the English variant of the condition. Thereõs a bit of all this about in 

the room at the Courtauld. Well-bred pagans hanging on to the old gods in face of 

Christianity (or postmodernism), exchanging glances in the deserted temple. My grey beard 

had company.ó T. J. Clark, òSymptoms of Cézannoia.ó 
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modernist skepticism or anti-skepticism of the artists and critics mentioned above might be 

the prevailing interpretive framework, but a close examination of the paintings through a 

theological lens will reveal another way of thinking about the artist and his work. While I 

think that Clark is right to welcome the end of òC®zanne worship,ó or the romantic 

exaltation of fine artsõ singular ability to establish transcendence in the face of religious 

decline, it is important to note that the promise of truth in Cézanneõs painting is not the 

invention of twentieth-century artists and critics. This dogged faith in paintingõs ineradicable 

relation to truth or reality is woven throughout the artistõs own letters and, I will argue, his 

technique as well. Most critics, artists, and historians (Clark included) agree that Cézanneõs 

artistic practice was gripped by a moral responsibility to, in the artistõs own words, òpursue 

the réalisation of that part of nature which falls before our eyes and gives us the picture.ó16 He 

famously quipped to Émile Bernard in correspondence, òJe vous dois la vérité peinture et je 

vous la dirai.ó17 (The words are variously translated: òI owe you the truth and shall tell it to 

you in painting.ó18 Alternatively, òI owe you the truth in painting and I shall tell it to you.ó19) 

 

16 Paul C®zanne to Émile Bernard, Aix, October 23, 1905 in The Letters of Paul Cézanne, trans. 

Alex Danchev (London: Thames & Hudson, 2013), 355.  

17 Paul C®zanne to Émile Bernard, 356.  

18 Paul C®zanne to Émile Bernard, Aix, October 23, 1905 in Paul Cézanne, Letters, trans. 

Seymour Hacker, ed. John Rewald (New York: Hacker Art Books, 1984), 252. 

19 C®zanne to Bernard, The Letters of Paul Cézanne, 356. 
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What makes Cézanne both unusual for his time and monumentally influential, 

however, is his approach to the realization of nature. In Cézanneõs paintings, conveying truth 

is not an exercise in Zeuxisian illusion but is a process of increasing abstraction. Multiple 

accounts of the painterõs practice relate Cézanneõs intense, laser-like focus on the paintingõs 

subject. He would stop for significant periods to observe between each stroke. A landscape 

would take over one hundred painting sessions, a portrait, more than one hundred and fifty. 

And yet, this attention did not result in what the traditional art establishment of the time 

would call an accurate, or even adequate, likeness. In Cézanneõs work, allegiance to the truth 

somehow meant something different than achieving an immediately visible correspondence 

between painting and its prototype. The way that C®zanne òtells the truthó in his paintings is, 

I will argue, both the unique product of the modernist moment (culturally, philosophically, 

and artistically) and also reflective of a kind of anti-skepticism that resonates with the 

Christological realism of the iconophiles. 

In Theodore the Studite, orthodoxy finds its clearest and most theologically 

advanced defense of the production and veneration of icons. Writing at the end of two 

centuries of sometimes violent debate around iconography, Theodore takes up the best 

arguments of those who have written before him, while creatively moving the debate 

forward. Theodoreõs defense of iconography is a fruitful companion for insight into 

Cézanneõs paintings for many reasons. Of those reasons, the most straightforward is that the 

iconoclastic controversy was prompted by and centered on paintings, both their production 

and the manner of their viewing. This apparently basic point merits restating in the context 

of a dissertation on theology and the arts, for there is no other artistic discipline that has 

prompted such rigorous and prolonged theological debate in the history of the Christian 
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Church. In iconoclasm, òvisual artó (whether or not this title is anachronistic has been 

contested)20 prompts deep engagement with Chalcedonian and neo-Chalcedonian 

Christology, Nicene trinitarian theology, liturgical theology, and scriptural interpretation. The 

paintings (i.e., icons) prompt a renewed engagement with authoritative church fathers, 

including Athanasius, Basil, and Gregory of Nazianzus. Further, they prompt conciliar 

decisions that have profound effect on at least one branch of the church universal. Given 

these considerations, it is surprising that iconophilic theology does not find a more central 

place in the theology and the arts discourse.  

In light of these considerations, this dissertation will argue that the iconophilic 

theology of Theodore the Studiteõs approach to these paintings opens up a new interpretive 

horizon for modernist visual art. Theodoreõs innovative theological contribution to the 

Byzantine iconomachyñthe concept of hypostatic likenessñprovides the lens through 

which I assess both icons and Cézanneõs painting practice.21 Hypostatic likeness is used to 

defend icon veneration and is founded on the neo-Chalcedonian articulation of 

 

20 Barber, Figure and Likeness: On the Limits of Representation in Byzantine Iconoclasm. 11. 

21 St. Theodore the Studite writes, òThe prototype and the image are one in hypostatic 

likeness, but two in nature.ó St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, trans. Catharine P. 

Roth, Popular Patristics Series (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimirõs Seminary Press, 1981), 

III.D.1, 108. 
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Christology.22 Most basically, Theodore contends that the Christological concept of 

hypostasisñòpersonhoodóñis apophatic enough to absorb the skepticisms of the 

iconoclasts and cataphatic enough to satisfy the theological realism of Christian confession. 

In other words, because Christians confess that the second Person of the Trinity was really 

apparent in the body of Jesus Christ while still maintaining uncircumscribability, persons 

(hypostases) with a human nature (like Jesus) must simultaneously be more than their 

visualizable bodies, while also being at least their visualizable bodies.23 Hypostasis designates 

 

22 Neo-Chalcedonian theology is a movement that developed in the centuries after the 

Council of Chalcedon (451). Chalcedon solidified as Christian orthodoxy that Jesus Christ 

has two natures, human and divine: these are òunconfused, unchanged, undivided, 

unseparated é and concurring into One Person and One Hypostasis.ó òThe Definition of 

the Faith of the Council of Chalcedonó in The Seven Ecumenical Councils, A Select Library of 

Nicene and Post-Nicene Father of the Christian Church 2, vol. XIV. Eds. Philip Schaff and 

Henry Wace (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2002) https://ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf214/npnf214.xi.xiii.html. Neo-Chalcedonian figures 

(Leontius of Jerusalem, Leontius of Byzantium, and Maximus the Confessor, to name a few) 

refined the specifics and implications of these commitments. One contribution that is central 

to neo-Chalcedonian theology is the confession of the singular hypostatic identity of Jesus as 

none other than the Logos, or the second Person of the triune God. 

23 This way of putting Theodoreõs argument is found in McFarlandõs extraordinary essay, 

Ian A. McFarland, òWhat Does It Mean to See Someone? Icons and Identity,ó in The Image of 



Introduction  Christina Carnes Ananias 

18 

the fullness of personhood that can never be comprehensively known in visualizable bodies 

moving through space and time and their effects (both for divine persons and human 

persons), but is only ever known (by humans) through the visualizable bodies moving 

through space and time and their effects. Simply put, in the incarnation of the divine Son in 

the human Jesus, creation can recognize its invisible Creator incomprehensively. 

This incarnational paradox has immensely important visual implications. How do 

you paint not just a body, but a hypostasis? The iconoclasts demonstrate that the answer has 

drastic theological significance: the person of Christ cannot be dissected into pieces and 

parts that are variously representable and not able to be represented without violating 

Chalcedonian Christology. My contention is that a visual apophaticism logically arises in 

Theodoreõs defense of the iconic representation of Christ that manifests in formal 

abstraction. This abstractionñthe òapophatic reserveó as Natalie Carnes calls itñfunctions 

as a visual obstacle to premature visual totalizing.24 The abstraction imposes a hesitation in 

the viewer, reminding her of her inability to master, control, or comprehensively know the 

 

God in an Image Driven Age: Explorations in Theological Anthropology, ed. Beth Felker Jones and 

Jeffrey W. Barbeau (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2016), 157ð72. This essay 

prompted many of the primary themes in this dissertation.  

24 Natalie Carnes, Image and Presence: A Christological Reflection on Iconoclasm and Iconophilia, 

Encountering Traditions (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2018), ; see also Natalie 

Carnes, òHow Love for the Image Cast out Fear of It in Early Christianity,ó Religions 8, no. 2 

(2017),  https://doi.org/10.3390/rel8020020. 
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hypostasis represented. The person of Christ cannot be contained in the icon, and the 

abstraction of form reminds us of that. 

T. J. Clark explains that the same technique is at play in Cézanneõs artworks when he 

describes the artistõs abstraction as an òestranging device.ó25 In both the paintings and the 

artistõs correspondence about his practice, there is a definite apprehensiveness about the 

possibility of totalization. With Clark, I argue that instead of attaining a visual formula for 

comprehensively capturing his motif, Cézanneõs paintings capture the process of discovering 

the limitations of convention, representation, and perception, which results in abstraction. In 

viewing the abstraction of Cézanneõs paintings, the viewer meets the same obstacles of 

perception that the artist has encountered and is forced to confront their shared limitations. 

We hesitate because we are reminded that we cannot master, control, or comprehensively 

know what is represented.  

However, I argue that neither Theodore nor Cézanne recommend representational 

despair. Neither concede a nihilistic victory of the unknowable and unknown. Rather, they 

both marvel at, and build a theory of art upon, the ordinary miracle of what Stanley Cavell 

calls òthe astonishing fact of attunement.ó26 They both expect and court hypostatic 

recognition in the face of their subjects (whether that be oneõs wife or savior). Despite all the 

obstacles to truthful perception, to knowledge, to communication; despite the innumerable 

 

25 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 80. 

26 Cavell, The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality, and Tragedy (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1999), 31. 
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limitations of human representation and the infinity of agreements required for the practice 

of communication even to get off the ground; despite the infinite complexity and abundance 

of personhood, we can know and even love one another. Theodore and Cézanne both 

acknowledge that there is reason to be skeptical of the project of representing a person, but 

they move through this skepticism, acknowledging these limitations, in the hope that the 

viewer (including the original viewer, the painter) will recognize the person presentedñ

whether that person be Fiquet Cézanne, or the second person of the Trinity.  

(III. ) OUTLINE OF THE CHAPTERS  

In chapter one, I will sketch the primary arguments of the Byzantine iconoclasts in the 

eighth and ninth centuries. This will serve at least two purposes. First and most basically, 

sketching the iconoclastic position will show how images became a vehicle for theological 

debate in this time, what theological themes were emphasized as the debate progressed 

throughout its various iterations, and how the debate had matured by the time Theodore 

wrote his defense of icons. This will provide the theological context necessary for what is to 

come in chapter four, the exploration of Theodoreõs concept of òhypostatic likenessó as an 

innovative contribution to both Christology and theories of representation. Secondly, 

marking out the relevant themes within the iconoclastsõ arguments will lay the groundwork 

for drawing a parallel between iconoclastic image anxieties and modernist image anxieties. I 

will (anachronistically) characterize the iconoclastic image anxiety as a variation of what 

ordinary language philosophers have called òskepticism:ó a deep distrust of the ordinary 

conventions of meaning-making. 

In chapter two, I will draw upon the reflections of distinguished art historians 

Michael Fried and T. J. Clark to trace what I will argue are skeptical impulses in the 
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development of modernism in the nineteenth century. By exploring these sometimes-

competing accounts of modernism together, a foundational agreement will emerge: 

modernism was characterized by a growing distrust in the conventions of painting to 

adequately convey the world. Wittgenstein is cited by both writers as having a significant 

influence on their accounts of modernism, which I take as authorization to characterize their 

diagnosis of this distrust as skepticism. This chapter will trace the echoes of iconoclastic 

visual skepticism in this modernist visual skepticism. In so doing, the groundwork will be 

prepared for Cézanneõs emergence as an avant-garde painter who both inherits this 

skepticism and addresses it in a way that resonates with and challenges Theodoreõs response 

to iconoclasm. 

The third chapter will introduce Cézanneõs portraits of his wife, Fiquet Cézanne, as 

singularly illustrative of the skepticism I have identified in iconoclasm and modernism.27 The 

chapter will begin with a reflection on the avant-gardeõs ferocious commitment to òvérit®ó 

(or truth) in paintingña commitment, I claim, that is epitomized in Cézanneõs practice. I will 

demonstrate this by tracing the commonly held modernist distrust of academic conventions 

 

27 There is a convention in traditional art historical writing in which the artist is referred to by 

his (rarely her) last name, while the subject of the portrait is referred to by her first name, 

indicating a hierarchy of importance. In order to counter this convention, I will be using 

Hortense Fiquet Cezanneõs maiden name instead of her first name. In this I follow Susan 

Sidlauskas, who offers a detailed explanation in Susan Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other: The Portraits 

of Hortense (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009), 2 n. 7. 
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in Cézanneõs work, and how his style is developed in opposition (at least in part) to these 

conventions. In the next section, I will highlight particularly influential interpretations of 

Cézanneõs work, all of which praised the artistõs òdiminishment of the subject.ó 

Contemporary critics acclaimed C®zanne for òtreating human heads like applesóñneglecting 

the human person, in other words, for sake of the play of color and form on the canvas. T. J. 

Clarkõs interpretation of Cézanneõs works will add a further dimension to the artistõs 

ostensible skepticism. Clark argues that Cézanneõs works do not intentionally diminish their 

subjects, but instead fail to present their subjects.28 This is not to say that the paintings are 

failures, but rather that Cézanneõs works demonstrate that under the conditions of 

modernity, even the painter most committed to the project of representation will fail. At this 

point in the argument, Cézanne would seem to be a paradigm of modernist skepticism; 

supremely nihilistic, skeptical, and the rightful forebear of non-objective formalism. Does 

Cézanneõs abstraction signal not a hesitation before perception but a complete abandonment 

of the project of perception? Does Cézanne ultimately doubt his ability to adequately convey 

his wifeñor even to adequately perceive his wife?  

In chapter four, I will offer an alternative interpretive framework for considering 

Cézanneõs portraits of his wife by appropriating Theodore the Studiteõs concept of 

hypostatic likeness. I will proceed by providing a close reading of his defense of icons in On 

the Holy Icons.29 I will show that Theodore shifts the center of gravity in the iconoclastic 

 

28 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 127.  

29 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons. 
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debate from trinitarian imaging to Christological imaging, which has at least three important 

implications for our argument. First, he shows that the unity between image and prototype 

in an icon is not a natural unity like the iconoclasts claim, but a unity of likeness that is 

hypostatically determined. In other words, the form of the hypostasis determines the form in 

the icon. This brings us to the second implication that is important for my argument, 

namely, Theodoreõs account of human hypostases. Theodore counters the iconoclastic 

disparagement of the material appearance of the human form by showing that a material 

human body is how God chose to make Godself known in the incarnation of Christ. Human 

hypostases, when understood Christologically, are simultaneously more than the material 

appearance of the human form but are always at least the material appearance of the human 

form. Third, Theodore shows that icons are comparable to human persons in that they are 

always perceived formally, which is to say, materially and partially. This is grounded in the 

neo-Chalcedonian confession that the perceivableñbecause fully humanñJesus Christ is 

the divine second Person of the Trinity; as such, his hypostasis is ultimately 

uncircumscribable. Theodoreõs emphasis on the perceptibility of the incarnation enables a 

kind of Christian anti-skepticism about images that is grounded in the recognition of the Son 

in Jesus Christ.  

In the fifth chapter, I will bring Theodoreõs account of hypostatic recognition in the 

icon to bear on Cézanneõs portraits of his wife, demonstrating that Cézanneõs concern for 

adequate sensation (perception) and réalisation (representation) of his subjects resonates deeply 

with Theodoreõs expectations for iconic recognition. In the first section, I will give a 

thorough account of recognition, which I derive from Theodoreõs Christological account of 

hypostatic likeness. Recognition will be set in contrast to skepticism as a viable way to 
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understand what it is to know and represent an òother.ó I will then draw out three themes 

that I see as central to this account: embodiment, partiality, and relationality. I will 

demonstrate how these themes are central to Theodoreõs account of hypostatic recognition 

and then bring them to bear on Cézanneõs portraits of his wife. Thus, these factors will 

emerge as central concerns for Cézanneõs painting practice, and yet a discrepancy will 

emerge. A close examination of the paintings with Theodoreõs iconic logic in mind will 

reveal a weakness of Theodoreõs account: the theologian does not adequately acknowledge 

the tragic possibility of misrecognition. At the end of our exploration of Cézanneõs paintings 

in light of Theodoreõs Christological account of hypostatic recognition, we will be left with 

the question, resonant with the concerns of the skeptics, Is it possible to recognize 

someone? 

In the final chapter, I will argue that Theodoreõs concept of hypostatic recognition 

can only fully answer the challenge of Cézanneõs modernist skepticism when understood in 

light of the crucifixion and resurrection. In other words, the hypostasis that provides the 

Christo-logic for Theodoreõs hypostatic likeness must be fully identified as the crucified and 

resurrected hypostasis of the second person of the Trinity. To best meet the unique challenges 

raised by the visual artists of the nineteenth century (and by Cézanne in particular), this 

theological defense of iconography must include the hope of recognition secured in Christ at 

the cross and vindicated at the resurrection. To argue this and begin to build the expansion, I 

will bring Cézanneõs challenges into a theological register by considering how the crucifixion 

of Christ could be understood as the paradigmatic occasion of an imageõs failure. I will draw 

on Johnõs Gospel, which prominently exhibits the theme of misrecognition, to narrate the 

crucifixion as the nadir of nihilistic deconstructionism: the Image of God is misperceived, 
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the Word of God misunderstood, and the Image is severed from the Prototype. At the 

crucifixion, it would appear that the skeptic is vindicated, as there was nothing that could 

guarantee for Christõs contemporaries who he truly was. And yet, Christõs resurrection 

proclaims the powerlessness of depravity or limitation to thwart the disclosure of God in 

Jesus Christ to Godõs creation. In the resurrection, creation regains the hope of hypostatic 

recognition. This hope is grounded, indeed, in the hypostatic unity of imago dei and Image of 

God in Jesus that Theodore discusses in his defense of icons. But, even more, this hope is 

grounded in the Fatherõs resurrecting recognition of the crucified Son as his Image; and, 

further, it is a hope grounded in humanityõs participation by the Spirit in the Fatherõs 

dynamic, re-creative recognition of Godself in the crucified and resurrected Christ. We can 

know Christ as God because Christ has been recognized and acknowledged by the Father in 

the Spirit, and we are caught up in this recognition as Christõs very body. With this in mind, I 

end by returning to Cézanneõs portraits of his wife. I contend that Cézanneõs paintings 

convey this hope of recognition; as such, they might, most fittingly, be considered confessions.  

I will conclude by considering once again Michael Fried and T. J. Clarkõs diagnosis of 

modernism as a crisis. I will contend that in light of the resonances traced between 

iconoclasm and modernism, it might be right to designate this crisis a theological crisis (as 

some secular art critics have already gestured toward). That is to say, the crisis is 

simultaneously metaphysical and moral: it is not only about securing certainty about the 

paintingõs truthfulness and referent but about securing the right response to that painting. 
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The enriched account of hypostatic likeness I offer, then, is a Christian theory of imaging 

that can provide the Christological context for Friedõs claim that òpresentness is grace.ó30  

 

 
  

 

30 Michael Fried, Art and Objecthood: Essays and Reviews (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1998). 168. 
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CHAPTER ONE  
THE UNCIRCUMSCRIBABLE EIKON: 

ICONOCLASM AS SKEPTICISM 
 

 

òGr¿newaldõs Crucifixion is a perfect picture of a man and of a cross, but 
(necessarily) an imperfect or indirect picture of suffering. (It is a sort of picture of a 
picture of suffering).ó 

ðStanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason 
 
òO Logos, you gave us for our salvation the cross, 
The life-giving figure of the Passion, 
Support of the faithful, and object of divine reverence. 
O Logos, you removed the erroneous icon 
That was previously shamefully inscribed here. 
For this law is fit for all to keep thoughtfully, 
To reverence that very object nailed upon which you brought salvation.ó 

ðSt. Stephanos 
 
òOn the one hand, the Logos has indeed given the cross to us for salvation as a 
support of the faithful and as an object of divine veneration, this is clear to all. On 
the other hand, it does not follow that this is the life-giving figure of the Passion, O 
loquacious one. For how in the design of the cross is Christ to be figured being 
arrested, being bound, being beaten, festering, being crucified, being speared, or 
some other happening? Not in any way at all. é Clearly Christõs icon is the life-
giving figure of the Passion; which you wish to conceal, not wishing to have this 
revealed.ó 

ðSt. Theodore the Studite 
 
 

(I .) INTRODUCTION  

How should Christians represent the suffering of the Logos? Is the figure of the empty cross 

the most fitting òobject of divine reverence,ó in contradistinction to the form of the human 

in the icon, or is the icon a more òlife-giving figure of the Passion?ó Is either able to present 
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an adequate picture of this saving death? These were the questions that framed the two 

periods of Byzantine iconoclasm in the eighth and ninth centuries. The second quotation 

above, a poem attributed to Stephanos, is a poem written to commemorate the dedication of 

a cross that had replaced an icon above the main entrance of the Chalke Gate: the main 

ceremonial doorway to the palace of Constantinople. Most likely, a pantocrator icon had 

reigned from this prestigious post until the first iconoclastic emperor, Leo III, replaced the 

icon, sometime before 730, with a cross. Under this cross, Leoõs son Constantine V (718ð

775) enforced and extended iconoclastic policy, writing theological treatises in opposition to 

icon veneration, persecuting those who continued to venerate images, and calling the council 

of 754 in order to establish iconoclasm as the imperial policy.  

The cross would not see the end of the eighth century as the primary adornment of 

the Chalke gate, however. The iconophilic Regent Empress Irene (750ð803) would restore 

an icon in its place before the turn of the century. In 786, in a widespread effort to 

reestablish the veneration of icons in places of worship throughout the empire, the empress 

called her own council, the Second Council of Nicaea. The following year this assembly 

declared icons as legitimate and fitting for Christian worship once again.  

Ireneõs icon of Christ did not remain long at the Chalke gate, however. During the 

reign of the iconoclastic emperor Leo V (775ð820), it was replaced by another cross, 

signaling the second wave of iconoclasm. The poem above, exalting the cross and 

disparaging the icon, was written in response to this second emblematic replacement. It 

claims that the Logos (implying a pre- or post-incarnate Christ) is best referenced through 

the abstraction of the cross. Theodore the Studite (759ð826), the defender of icons on 

whom the present study will focus, responded to the poem with the electrified prose of the 
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final quotation, arguing that the figural cross could never represent the fullness of the gospel 

story, since it cannot suggest the full humanity of Jesus Christ. I preface these quotations 

with a famous passage from Stanley Cavellõs magisterial work The Claim of Reason, wherein he 

problematizes the image of the crucifixion from the perspective of the skeptic: is it possible 

to represent suffering at all?  

This dissertation will claim that there are striking parallels between the iconoclast 

position and the skepticism that preoccupied Cavell and, similarly, characterizes the works of 

modernist art. The gospel of the incarnate, crucified, and risen hypostasis of the Logos, 

however, offers a way of reimagining the imaging of hypostasesñin icons, in art, and in the 

world. In this chapter, I will argue that modern skepticism, as described by Stanley Cavell 

and other inheritors of Ludwig Wittgensteinõs ordinary language philosophy, can illuminate 

the motivating theological impulses of Byzantine iconoclasm. I define modern skepticism as 

an attitude of epistemological doubt premised upon the inevitable failure of criteria to guarantee certainty 

about our images, words, and representations. This suspicion is often founded on a distrust of 

mediation, since the skeptic understands images, words, and even bodies as impenetrable 

obstacles to the knowledge behind them. I will draw a parallel between this skepticism and 

the iconoclastic distrust of an iconõs mediation of the divine to begin to argue that (1) the 

skepticism that modernist artists experienced was also at play in the image debates of 

Byzantium and (2) that skepticism, both modern and Byzantine, is a theological problem 

insofar as it is both metaphysical and moral. 

To this end, I will begin with a brief and selective summary of the assumptions and 

aims of modern skepticism as expounded by the proponents of ordinary language 

philosophy. We will see that the modern skeptic encounters the limitations of human 
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knowing as (what some have called) a crisis of representationña phrase that, as I will show, 

could easily be used of the Byzantine iconomachy. Next, I will survey the main arguments of 

the iconoclasts, focusing particularly on one influential stream of iconoclastic thought that 

uses a trinitarian theology of imaging to assert a unity of nature between the image and the 

prototype. This foundational assumption about imaging leads these iconoclasts to reject the 

iconõs mediation on the grounds of Godõs uncircumscribability, the inseparability of the 

divine and human natures in Jesus, and the material qualities of the iconographic image. 

Finally, I will trace the beginnings of the iconophilic response, in which an alternative theory 

of imaging is proposed. The iconophiles drew upon the early Christian authorities to claim 

that an icon functions as an òartificialó image rather than a ònaturaló image. While this move 

will lay the groundwork for the later Christological interventions of Theodore the Studite, I 

will argue that for the iconoclastic skeptic an artificial image is hardly an improvement for 

the task of mediating the uncircumscribable God. In this way, iconoclastic skepticism is 

understood as theological problem, establishing a gap between Creator and creatures that 

misconstrues the incarnational epistemology of Christian doctrine.  

 

 

(II.) IMPERFECT PICTURES: THE THREAT OF SKEPTICISM  

Skepticism and its twin rival anti-skepticism are haunted by the ideal of epistemological 

certainty. Methods of anti-skepticism, including logical positivism (Wittgensteinõs primary 

opponent), naïve realism, certain kinds of idealism, and others, are persuaded that truth 
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claims can be proven in some way or another; the skeptic doubts this is the case.1 The anti-

skeptic argues that our words can verifiably signify our thoughts; the skeptic argues 

otherwise. The anti-skeptic claims that images can adequately represent their prototypes; the 

skeptic sees things differently. Skepticism is borne of estrangement: of words from world, 

inner experience from outer expression, images from prototypes. It longs for the unityñand 

the certainty implied by unityñthat is ostensibly secured by anti-skepticism but is 

unconvinced of the methods by which anti-skeptics would achieve that certainty. Skepticism, 

as engaged by Ludwig Wittgenstein and his interpreter Stanley Cavell, and as we will be 

exploring it in this dissertation, once again, is an attitude of epistemological doubt premised upon the 

inevitable failure of criteria to guarantee certainty about our images, words, and representations.  

 

1 I borrow the term òanti-Skepticismó from Natalie Carnesõs article, òPossession and 

Dispossession: Wittgenstein, Cavell, and Gregory of Nyssa on Life Amidst Skepticism,ó 

Modern theology 29, no. 1 (2013). The foundational text for considering ordinary language 

philosophy and realism (as anti-skepticism) is Cora Diamond, The Realistic Spirit: Wittgenstein, 

Philosophy, and the Mind, Representation and Mind (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995). 

Theological texts that concern the ordinary language philosophy tradition and anti-

skepticism include Peter Dula, Cavell, Companionship, and Christian Theology (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2011); Andrew Moore, Realism and Christian Faith: God, Grammar, 

and Meaning (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Stephen Mulhall, Stanley Cavell: 

Philosophyõs Recounting of the Ordinary (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994); and Janet 

Martin Soskice, Metaphor and Religious Language (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985).  
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The aim of this section is to gain a better understanding of the assumptions, fears, 

and claims of the modern skeptic. Because such an exploration could span multiple volumes 

of modern philosophical history, this inquiry will focus on one strand of interpretation: that 

fueled by the thought of Ludwig Wittgenstein and centered on questions of skepticism and 

anti-skepticism. Wittgenstein and his followers are apt figures for our inquiry due to 

Wittgensteinõs influence on the art historians discussed in the next chapter and because of 

his influence on contemporary philosophy and theology. Alongside Wittgenstein, Stanley 

Cavell will be a primary philosophical interlocutor here, while the theological work of Natalie 

Carnes, Peter Dula, Andrew Moore, Stephen Mulhall, and Jonathan Tran will also play a role 

throughout the dissertation.  

 

(II.A) THE SPECTER OF CERTAINTY IN SKEPTICISM AND ANTI-SKEPTICISM 

Skepticism and anti-skepticism as engaged by Wittgenstein and Cavell, while pitted against 

one another in terms of epistemological outcomes, are both founded on a common belief: 

that knowledge obtained through mediation (which is to say, all knowledge) must be verified 

through correspondence with reality.2 In other words, the first move of both skepticism and 

 

2 This insight is explored in many of Wittgenstein and Cavellõs texts. Iõm drawing principally 

upon Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty, trans. Denis Paul and G. E. M. Anscombe, eds. 

G. E. M. Anscombe and G. H. von Wright (New York: Harper & Row, 1972); Ludwig 

Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe, P. M. S. Hacker, and 

Joachim Schulte, eds., P. M. S. Hacker and Joachim Schulte, Rev. 4th ed. (West Sussex: 
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anti-skepticism is an attempt at authentication. The anti-skeptic is optimistic about the 

epistemological outcomes of this authentication process, while the skeptic is dubious. As 

Wittgenstein puts it in his work, On Certainty, òDoubt comes after belief.ó3 In other words, 

both the skeptic and the anti-skeptic believe that we should strive for certainty, but the 

skeptic denies that such an end could ever be achieved. A central aim of Wittgensteinõs work 

is to unmask this òpictureó: the impulse to authentication. It is my contention that this 

impulse is at work in the iconoclastic attempt at image authentication. In this section, we will 

clarify how Wittgenstein and Cavell understand this òpictureó before relating it to 

iconoclasm.4 

In his Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein begins his therapeutic remarks by 

quoting a passage from Augustine in which the theologian describes the way that he learned 

language. In this scene, Augustineõs teachers point to objects and name them, modeling the 

linguistic behavior that Augustine learns to copy for his own purposes. This is the picture of 

language that Wittgenstein claims has òheld us captiveó:5  

 

Blackwell, 2009); and Cavell, The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality, and Tragedy 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979). These insights are helpfully summarized and 

extended in Natalie Carnes, òPossession and Dispossession: Wittgenstein, Cavell, and 

Gregory of Nyssa on Life Amidst Skepticism,ó Modern Theology 29, no. 1 (Jan. 2013): 104-123.  

3 Wittgenstein, On Certainty, §160. 

4 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §115. 

5 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §115. 
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[Augustineõs] words, it seems to me, give us a particular picture of the essence of 
human language. It is this: the words in language name objectsñsentences are 
combinations of such names. é In this picture of language we find the roots of the 
following idea: Every word has a meaning. This meaning is correlated with the word. 
It is the object for which the word stands.6 
 

In other words, names hook onto objects in the world. Words and world are separate, and 

the humanõs job is to bring them together by rational association. A language-user masters 

the language when he or she can productively manipulate these names into sentences that 

communicate that userõs meaning. Some philosophers have called this theory of meaning 

òostensive,ó claiming that objects are given òostensive definitionsó through the association 

of that object with a name. This picture of the world is anti-skeptical, in the sense that 

successful and thus certain reference is verifiable through checking the adequacy of the name 

to the object named. Assessing this tendency in theologians, Alan Torrance summarizes:  

The world-view assumed by this suggests that there are ôthingsõ (self-defining 
referents) to which we first refer by pure thought and second express where this 
ôexpressingõ is carried out by attaching terms to these mental acts of referring. 
Meaning is essentially describable, therefore, in terms of mental events and the 
adaequatio intellectus et rei, in such a way that a given correspondence between reality or 
ôthings,õ on the one hand, and thought, on the other, is simply presupposed.7  

 
Torrance notes that an implication of the Augustinian picture is that the success (the truth, 

adequacy, etc.) of a reference can be tested by its correspondence to the thing in the world 

 

6 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §1. 

7 Alan J. Torrance, Persons in Communion: An Essay on Trinitarian Description and Human 

Participation, with Special Reference to Volume One of Karl Barthõs Church Dogmatics (Edinburgh: 

T&T Clark, 1996), 326ð327. 
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that it references. This is the naïve theory of linguistic realism that Wittgensteinõs Investigations 

sees as the root of much philosophical trouble.  

It is easy to see how this picture of reference can be assumed as the logic of imaging 

as well: the image hooks onto an object in the world. Image and world are separate, and it is 

the artistõs job to bring them together. There is a parallel quasi-realist phenomenon that plays 

out in visual art criticism as well. It is commonplace for a lay critic to judge the success of an 

artwork on its likeness to or correspondence with the reality in the world the artwork 

ostensibly represents. In this way, the work of naming objects in the world is understood (by 

a thinker operating within this Augustinian framework) as similar to the work of artistic 

representation: the artist and language-user both provide a representation (name, image) that 

references the reality. In such an interpretive framework, the most successful artworks or 

images are those that most clearly picture the reality in the world. In modern parlance, this is 

often understood to be the photograph. It is worth noting that words and images, while 

sharing many qualities and functions, have significant dissimilarities. Images are material and 

static in a way that words are not (which is not to say that words are immaterial and 

dynamic). And the argument can be made that images seem to trade on correspondence to a 

prototype more directly than words. In this way, the skeptical challenge to imaging is even 

more disastrous than the challenge to language. 

The contention that the primary work of artwork or images is to refer to an external 

reality in this òpicturingó manner has an ancient pedigree that, as has been well-documented, 
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is riddled with difficulties.8 Platoõs profoundly influential approach to images is 

characterized, for instance, by deep anxiety. For Plato, the anxiety over images stems directly 

from their very nature as imitative (mimesis)ñtheir nature as representations. In Book X of 

the Republic, Socrates famously condemns the imitative painting of a bed as existing at a third 

remove from the form of the bed.9 To Plato, òbed-nessó inheres purely only in the form of 

the bed; beds crafted by carpenters are derivative of this form; and images of beds are 

derived from the appearance of particular beds. The carpenter obtains knowledge of the 

bedõs form to create the particular bed, but the painterõs knowledge comes from the 

appearance of the derivative bed. Because the painter has no real knowledge of the form of 

the bed, the painter is considered a òtricksteró that relies on appearances to manipulate her 

audience. It is this manipulation that is Platoõs most fervent argument against images: òThe 

profound problem with images is that to succeed as images, they both exist at a distance 

from truth and mask that distance.ó10 Socratesõs concern, then, is that the mimetic logic at 

 

8 An extremely thorough history of anxiety over representation can be found in Alain 

Besançon, The Forbidden Image: An Intellectual History of Iconoclasm (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2000). For an account of how these Platonic anxieties were taken up or 

resisted in the Christian tradition, see Natalie Carnes, òHow Love for the Image Cast out 

Fear of It in Early Christianity,ó Religions 8(2) (2017): 20, 

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel8020020.  

9 Plato, Republic, trans. G. M. A. Grube (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1974), 597a-e, 598a, 266-268.  

10 Carnes, òHow Love for the Image Cast out Fear,ó 8.   
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work in an image trades on deception. What is more, a successful image further deceives its 

beholder by appealing to the passions, which habituates unvirtuous behavior in the beholder. 

Platoõs devastating condemnation of images as representations (imitations) is therefore 

threefold: images exist at a third-degree removal from the reality of the forms, their very 

mimetic logic is a logic of deception, and through this deception, they nourish vice. With 

Plato, not only is a theory of image-realism metaphysically untenable, but the characteristic 

representational quality of images (as mimesis) makes them epistemologically and ethically 

unacceptable. Read against Plato, then, the anti-skepticism of the Augustinian picture comes 

up short in terms of images. The simple matching of images to the world is simply not 

enough to secure human knowledge of reality.  

While the skepticism of Platoõs time was of a different philosophical variety than that 

with which we are chiefly concerned here, the skepticism that we are discussing is incipient 

in Platoõs account of images. The skeptical viewer encounters many epistemic obstacles 

when attempting the verification of the image by matching that image with its prototype. So 

many, in fact, that the skeptic is tempted to give up the game entirely. As Carnes puts it, 

òThe skepticõs doubt is even produced by the search for the crystalline purity of the 

epistemologically anchored certitude.ó11 This belief in an epistemic anchor that can certify 

the image is shared between both skeptics and anti-skeptics. In what follows, I will show that 

the model of epistemic certainty to which the iconoclasts aspire is the purity of the homoousios 

shared by the Image of God and God the Father (Col 1:15). Because this kind of unity 

 

11 Carnes, òPossession and Dispossession,ó 108.  
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cannot be obtained between human-made images and their (divine) prototype, they are 

deemed by iconoclasts to be idolatrous. 

(II.B) THE INEVITABLE FAILURE OF CRITERIA 

A popular interpretation of Wittgensteinõs work contends that the philosopher overcomes 

skepticism by establishing criteria as a guide to the purity of correspondence.12 Wittgensteinõs 

discussion of criteria is famously illustrated by the example of pain: an inner sensation that 

has an outward representation.13 An anti-skeptical interpretation of pain-behavior would say 

that if enough of the criteria for authentic pain (wincing, screaming, grabbing the body, etc.) 

are present, the inner pain can be verified as authentic and identified as such. Stanley Cavell 

extends this illustration to imaging in The Claim of Reason by referencing Grunewaldõs 

Isenheim Altarpiece. In anti-skeptical terms, the criteria for a successful painting of Christõs 

suffering might include a cross, blood, and a crown of thorns that can be identified and 

judged as adequate to the prototype (fig. 4).14 

 

12 See Rogers Albritton, òOn Wittgensteinõs Use of the Term ôCriterion,õó Journal of Philosophy 

56, no. 22 (1959). See also Norman Malcolm, òThe Verification Argument,ó in Philosophical 

Analysis, ed. M. Black (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1950); and Norman Malcom, 

òWittgensteinõs Philosophical Investigations,ó The Philosophical Review LXIII,  63, no. 4 (1954): 530ð

559. For a refutation of this approach, see Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 3ð48. 

13 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §243ff. 

14 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 339. 
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Figure 4: Matthias Grünewald, Isenheim Altarpiece, 1516 

Cavellõs argument, however, is that Wittgensteinõs goal in his discussion of criteria is 

not to establish a process of verifying correspondence in representations, but to make plain 

the extensive and overwhelming agreement in convention that is required for the project of 

communication to get off the ground.15 Cavell extends this insight to claim that even with 

 

15 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 7. 
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agreement in criteria, it is impossible to satisfy the demands of the skeptic.16 Pain behavior 

could be simulated, for example, and a painting could reference a passion play rather than 

the actual crucifixion.17 Carnes summarizes, òAs a human convention, criteria name the 

possibility of fallibility.ó18 Criteria cannot outpace the possibility of lying, acting, or 

misunderstanding. Skepticism desires a verifiable unity between word and world, image and 

prototype, inner and outer. But these separations, these gaps, can never be bridged to the 

skepticõs satisfaction by criteria because one cannot escape the fallibility of criteria and of 

oneõs own judgement. To the skeptic, pain behavior cannot be verified as authentic pain: it is 

òas though a picture of suffering, say Gr¿newaldõs Crucifixion, is a perfect picture of a man 

and of a cross, but (necessarily) an imperfect or indirect picture of suffering. (It is a sort of 

picture of a picture of suffering).ó19 To extend this to images, the image-skeptic would not 

allow Grunewaldõs altarpiece to be a perfect picture of a man or cross, as there are always 

 

16 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 7. 

17 Tammy Ngyuenõs recent Stations of the Cross paintings, for example, feature a masked figure 

acting out the various scenes in Jesusõs via dolorosa. She claims this is to reference the tradition 

of reenacting the passion during holy week celebrations in some Christian communities. See 

Izzy Leung and Peter McCormack, òIn the Studio with Tammy Ngyuen: The Stations of the 

Cross, 2022,ó Lehmann Maupin, June 14, 2022, https://www.lehmannmaupin.com/video-

items/in-the-studio-with-tammy-nguyen. 

18 Carnes, òPossession and Dispossession,ó 109. 

19 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 339. 
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ways in which the painting (image) could be misperceived or misinterpreted. In what follows, 

I will show how iconoclasm was a movement centrally concerned with identifying the ways 

in which an icon could fall prey to just this kind of misperception and misinterpretation.  

The inability of criteria to establish certainty in the way that both the skeptic and the 

anti-skeptic desire is not a failure of criteria or convention but a consequence of human 

finitude. The fallibility of criteria points to the fact of human embodiment. It is impossible 

to climb inside the mind of another to verify their pain behavior, and it is impossible to get 

inside an image to judge it as a successful representation. There is no formula for outpacing 

skepticism, much to the chagrin of the anti-skeptic. 

Wittgensteinõs discussion of criteria, then, as inherited and interpreted by Cavell, 

issues in an anthropology as well as an epistemology. And these accounts resonate well with 

theological accounts of human finitude. As I will show in the sections that follow, the 

iconoclastic argument against images is premised upon the incommensurability of Creator 

and creature and the implied uncircumscribability of the Creator as opposed to the 

circumscribability of creatures. Cavell provocatively concludes The Claim of Reason by 

considering these òseparationsó together, between humans and other humans, between 

humans and the external world, and between humans and God: ò[Othello and Desdemonaõs] 

differences from one anotherñthe one everything the other is notñform an emblem of 

human separation, which can be accepted, and granted, or not. Like the separation from 

God; everything we are not.ó20 Whereas Cavellõs philosophical task is to accept these 

 

20 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 496. 
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separations, the skeptic and the anti-skeptic refuse to do so, attempting instead either to 

build bridges over the gaps or to reject the other, the external world, and God (everything 

that the skeptic is not) as uncertifiable and therefore unknowable. 

I have explored two central arguments of Wittgenstein and Cavell in an attempt to 

build a working understanding of skepticism and anti-skepticism. Through engagement with 

Wittgensteinõs description of Augustineõs linguistic epistemology, I claimed that skepticism 

and anti-skepticism share a fundamental assumption that knowing requires a method capable 

of granting verifiable certainty that is epistemically anchored. I showed that, as a result, both 

the anti-skepticõs certain knowledge and the skepticõs doubts about that knowledge are 

premised on this prior belief that words, images, other minds, and so on have or have not 

achieved authentication through correspondence. I drew attention to this aspect of 

skepticism and anti-skepticism to set the stage for articulating how the iconoclastic demand 

for natural unity between image and prototype amounts to a similar desire for epistemic 

certainty through correspondence. Building upon this, I briefly explored Cavellõs 

understanding of Wittgensteinõs discussion of criteria to argue, with Cavell, for the òtruth of 

skepticism.ó Rather than establishing a formula for authenticating a representation as the 

anti-skeptic desires, criteria demonstrate the insurmountable fallibility of all human 

communication. In other words, the skepticõs doubts can never be overcome. I further 

elaborated that this is not a failure of criteria, but, at the most basic level, an entailment of a 

fact of human embodiment, separation, and finitude. I will argue in what is to come that the 

iconoclasts also premise their rejection of icons upon human finitude, specifically, the radical 

incommensurability of God and the finite human: a distinction that is fundamental for 

traditional Christian doctrine. 
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(III.) ICONOCLASTIC SKEPTICISM  

Fourth-century theologians deployed the scriptural description of Christ as the òImage of 

the invisible Godó (Col 1:15; 2 Cor 4:4) to defend Christõs homoousios with the Father.21 The 

implication for some iconoclastic interpreters is that the success of any image is therefore 

judged according to consubstantiality with a prototype.22 Trinitarian consubstantiality 

became the epistemic anchor for the success of the image. A lofty standard indeed. For the 

iconoclasts, the icon failed to meet the theological demands of consubstantial imaging. For 

those considering material images of Christ, consubstantiality created at least three problems. 

First, in terms of image theory, consubstantiality would need to be defended between the 

 

21 For example, Gregory of Nazianzus writes, òHe [Christ] is called ôimageõ because he is 

consubstantial with the Father; he stems from the Father and not the Father from him, it 

being the nature of an image to copy the original and be called after it,ó (On God and Christ: 

The Five Theological Orations, trans. Frederick Wilhelm and Lionel R. Wickham [Crestwood, 

NY: St. Vladimirõs Seminary Press, 2002], Or. 30.20, 110). 

22 While this theory of imaging is nascent in earlier instantiations of the conflict, it is first 

formulated by Constantine V in explicit terms in his First Peusis: òAnd if the icon is good, it 

is consubstantial with what it is an icon of.ó Quoted in Nikephoros, òExtracts from the 

Antirrhetics, by Nikephoros, Patriarch of Constantinople,ó in Marie-José Mondzain, Image, 

Icon, Economy: The Byzantine Origins of the Contemporary Imaginary, trans. Rico Franses (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2005), 225A, 233. 
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image (icon) and its prototype (the uncircumscribable person of Christ). Second, shifting to 

Christological concerns, both natures of Christ would need to be present consubstantially in 

the image. And third, the invisibility and uncircumscribability of the divine nature of the Son 

would need to be reconciled with the iconõs depiction of Jesus Christõs material body. With 

these concerns in mind, I will explore how this trinitarian image theory led the iconoclasts to 

disparage the icon in a manner that bears striking parallels to the modern skepticõs 

disparagement of knowledge: for the iconoclastic desire for a certainty anchored in 

consubstantiality could never be satisfied by the materiality of the icon. 

The following section will show the development of skepticism in its various forms 

during the course of Byzantine iconoclasm. Before surveying this, however, it will be 

necessary to sketch a definition of the terms circumscribe (perigraphein) and uncircumscribed 

(aperigrapsia), as these theological terms form the basic dialectic for the iconoclastic position. 

Both sides of the iconomachy return to this dichotomy time and again to assert the 

incommensurability of Creator and creature and the visual and material implications of this 

incommensurability. And, as already mentioned, we will see that this incommensurability 

echoes the separation lamented by Cavellõs skeptic. Next, I will summarize how the 

commitment to this ontological distinction, in tandem with a trinitarian image theory, led 

iconoclasts to charge iconophiles with idolatry. The iconoclastic commitment to authenticate 

an image by consubstantiality led them to suspect iconophiles of claiming the presence of a 

divine nature in the material icon. Following this, I will show how John of Damascusõs 

iconophilic reply to these charges was similarly premised on the authentication of an image 

by a substantial epistemic anchor, which opened the iconophile position to further 

theological charges of heresy concerning trinitarian imaging. I will then turn to iconoclastic 
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emperor Constantine Võs Christological argument against John of Damascus, which 

summarize the iconoclastsõ charges. Constantine heightened the theological significance of 

the debate by demonstrating the debatesõ entailments for Christology: in other words, 

iconoclastic skepticism suggests a skepticism about Christõs human nature, establishing 

significant problems indeed. Finally, I will further refine this account of iconoclastic 

skepticism with the iconoclastic accounts of form and matter. I will show how the 

iconoclastsõ acceptance of both the Eucharist and the cross as fitting representations for 

Christ demonstrate how their theology expresses a preference for abstracted forms over the 

appearance of a human bodyña point that will prove important as our argument moves 

toward a discussion of both abstraction and person (hypostasis) in future chapters. 

 

(III.A) CIRCUMSCRIPTION (PERIGRAPHŐ) AND ITS IMPLICATIONS 

Throughout both the iconoclast and iconophile literature, the distinction between the 

circumscribed (perigraphein) creation and uncircumscribable (aperigrapsia) Creator is drawn 

upon repeatedly as a foundational commitment. Circumscribable and its negative form, 

uncircumscribable, at a basic level, carry ontological implications.23 Circumscription implies a 

 

23 Torstein Tollefsen, St. Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons: Theology and Philosophy in Ninth-

Century Byzantium (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 62. See also Christoph von 

Schönborn, Godõs Human Face: The Christ-Icon (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), 173-174, 

207-209. 
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limit or limitation that defines the boundaries of a given thing.24 In its verb form, it means to 

òdraw a line around something and circumscribe something geometrically.ó25 These terms 

and the general concept of limitation are used in Christian literature to òcharacterize the 

difference between uncreated and created being.ó26  

Circumscription first became an important theological theme in the trinitarian 

conflicts of the fourth century, when Basil and his younger brother, Gregory, used the terms 

 

24 In a letter originally attributed to Basil of Caesarea and later attributed to his brother 

Gregory of Nyssa, the term circumscription is used to expand the term òhypostasisó: òThis 

then is the hypostasis, or ôunderstanding;õ not the indefinite conception of the essence or 

substance, which, because what is signified is general, finds no ôstanding,õ but the conception 

which by means of the expressed peculiarities gives standing and circumscription to the 

general and uncircumscribed.ó Basil of Caesarea to Gregory of Nyssa, òLetter XXXVIIIó in 

Basil: Letters and Select Works, A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the 

Christian Church 2, eds. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 

8:137ð138, https://ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf208.html. On the attribution of this letter to 

Gregory, see Lucian Turcescu, òProsƅpon and Hypostasis in Basil of Caesareaõs ôAgainst 

Eunomiusõ and the Epistles,ó Vigiliae Christianae, Vol. 51, No. 4 (1997), 379ð80. 

25 Tollefsen St. Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 62.  

26 Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 62. 

https://ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf208.html
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to help develop trinitarian categories.27 In Contra Eunomium, Basil states, òFor nothing that is 

conceived [as being] in circumscription is divine, but it is proper to God to be present 

everywhere and to pervade all things and not to be limited by anything.ó28 That which is 

circumscribed is or can be discovered within the confines of space and time. It is or can be 

qualified and quantified by bodily properties and appearance.29 Circumscription allows for 

positive predication, whereas the fact of the limitlessness and omnipresence of the 

uncircumscribed God makes apophatic predication more appropriate. Thus, in Cappadocian 

metaphysics, circumscription implies created being, which entails finitude and contingency. 

Only the uncreated Godhead can be described as uncircumscribed and therefore eternal, 

without limit, and completely free. Because of Godõs uncircumscribability, the iconoclasts 

can claim that it is a òtheological commonplaceó that the divine nature is invisible and 

òbeyond all the possibilities of being painted.ó30  

 

27 When I address Theodoreõs use and development of the term hypostasis in the next 

section, I will provide a more detailed examination of these trinitarian arguments. 

28 St. Basil, Against Eunomius, trans. Mark DelCogliano and Andrew Radde-Gallwitz, Fathers 

of the Church: A New Translation (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 

2011), Book 3.1, 41. 

29 When I say òcan haveó I am thinking specifically about created but sometimes invisible or 

primarily intelligible beingsñangels or number, for instance.  

30 Tollefsen, St. Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 63. 
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While for the Cappadocians the distinction between circumscribable and 

uncircumscribable was certainly not intended to make liturgical use of circumscribable reality 

(i.e., icons) dubious, as the iconoclasts take up Cappadocian metaphysics, the 

circumscribability of icons becomes problematic. This is most apparent in their 

Christological arguments. Take, for instance, one of the iconoclastic anathemas presented in 

the horos from the iconoclastic Synod of Hieria: òIf anyone endeavors to circumscribe with 

material colors in icons, in an anthropomorphic way, the uncircumscribable essence and 

hypostasis of God the Word, because of the incarnation, and not to predicate him as Godñ

being not less uncircumscribable, even after the incarnationñlet him be anathema.ó31 In 

other words, icons must be idols because in their material, particular appearance icons claim 

to present Christõs uncircumscribed divine nature, just like the idols of the pagan world. For 

the iconoclasts, the God of Christianity cannot be cataphatically predicated in particular and 

visualizable terms because this would be a violation of that Godheadõs uncircumscribability. 

The created, visible world appears to be in competition with the invisible uncreated God.  

Later, the iconoclasts expand the argument that Christ cannot be understood to be 

circumscribed because òthat which is depicted in the icon is a ôpersonal countenanceõ 

 

31 Horos of Hieria (Mansi 13, 208Dff.), quoted in òExtracts from the Iconoclast Horos of 

Hieria,ó in Marie-Jos® Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, 230 (337 C). Mondzain notes she relies 

on Daniel J. Sahasõs work in Icon and Logos for the translation of these extracts. Daniel J. 

Sahas, Icon and Logos: Sources in Eighth-Century Iconoclasm, Heritage (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1986).  
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[prosopon]. But he who ôcircumscribesõ[perigraphein] this ôpersonal countenanceõ obviously also 

ôcircumscribesõ the divine nature, which cannot be ôcircumscribed.õó32 Theodore highlights 

the problematic entailment of this position by putting the position in the mouth of a 

hypothetical iconoclast opponent: òCircumscription is characteristic of a mere man: 

therefore Christ is not a mere man because He is not circumscribed.ó33 In an effort to protect the 

uncircumscribability of the Godhead from the threat of particularity and visualization, the 

human nature of Christ is reimagined by the iconoclast as de-particularized and invisible. 

This is, of course, not a human nature that is recognizably human, calling into question 

iconoclast soteriology. In the iconoclastic account, circumscription (and its entailed 

particularity and visibility) always implies a radical incommensurability of the being of God 

and the being of the world. Like the skeptic (and anti-skeptic) described by Wittgenstein and 

Cavell, the iconoclast perceives the distinction between the visible and the invisible to be a 

problematic gap. The iconoclasts rely heavily upon this conviction when charging the 

iconophiles with circumscribing the uncircumscribable.  

It is easy to think about circumscription in purely visual terms, and the iconophiles 

and iconoclasts both drew upon the visual dimension of these terms in their arguments. 

 

32 Constantine V (PG 100, 216C, 225A, 228D), quoted in Christoph von Schönborn, Godõs 

Human Face: The Christ-Icon (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), 175 (Schönbornõs 

translation). 

33 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, trans. Catherine P. Roth, vol. 6, Popular 

Patristics Series (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimirõs Seminary Press, 1981), I.4, 22 (italics mine). 
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However, just as often as visible characteristics distinguish and circumscribe a being, 

characteristics that are more abstract, such as a beingõs personal name, provide a òspecial 

markó (charaktêr).34 This becomes a major point of contention when Christology is brought 

to the fore of these conflicts, that is, whether the name of Christ connotes a circumscribable 

or an uncircumscribable beingñor both! Different claims are made on both sides of the 

conflict about how the name of Christ establishes unity between the different natures of 

Christ, and whether or how this designates the kind of particularity appropriately called 

circumscribable.35 Again, these themes are developed throughout the iconoclastic 

controversy (just as they were in the trinitarian and Christological controversies), finding 

their summit in Theodore the Studiteõs re-centering the debate in the Christology of 

hypostasis. 

 

 

34 This is the case for Gregory of Nyssa (in a letter originally attributed to his brother Basil of 

Caesarea, on which attribution see footnote 28 above). Basil of Caesarea to Gregory of 

Nyssa, òLetter XXXVIIIó in Basil: Letters and Select Works, A Select Library of Nicene and 

Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church 2, eds. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 8:139ð140, https://ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf208.html.f I will 

discuss Gregoryõs text more fully in chapter 4. For further discussion, see Schonborn, Godõs 

Human Face, 21. 

35 Theodore presents both sides of the polemic in his second refutation: see St. Theodore the 

Studite, On the Holy Icons, 2.17, 51ð53. 
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(III.B) THREE ICONOCLASTIC ARGUMENTS AGAINST IMAGES 

When building their theological rejection of the veneration of icons, the iconoclasts drew 

upon the distinction between the uncircumscribable and the circumscribable to claim that 

the Christian God could not be imaged.36 This distinction was certainly affirmed by the 

iconophiles too, as the uncircumscribability of God is a common Christian confession. òIt is 

obvious to everyone that the Godhead is incomprehensible and uncircumscribable,ó 

Theodores writes, òand I may add boundless, limitless, formless, and whatever adjectives 

 

36 Theodoreõs iconoclast òhereticó (Theodoreõs imagined interlocutor in the text) claims, 

òSurely there is not just one veneration, if our piety is shown to have many objects of 

veneration by the erection of icons, a practice which by some wile of the devil has been 

transferred from pagan tradition, bringing the veneration of idols into the catholic church. 

For every theologian agrees that the Godhead is entirely incomprehensible and 

uncircumscribable.ó St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.2, 20. For excellent 

discussions of iconoclastic use of this distinction, see Torstein Tollefsen, òCircumscription,ó 

in St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 60ð86; Kenneth Parry, òCircumscription and 

Uncircumscribability,ó in Depicting the Word: Byzantine Iconophile Thought of the Eighth and Ninth 

Centuries, vol. 12, The Medieval Mediterranean (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 1996), 99ð

113; Barber, Figure and Likeness, 117ð118; Leslie Brubaker and John F. Haldon, òConstantine 

V and the institutionalization of iconoclasm,ó in Byzantium in the Iconoclast Era, C. 680-850: A 

History (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 156ð247; and Schönborn, Godõs 

Human Face, 207ð209. 
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signify the privation of what the Godhead is not.ó37 Similarly, both the iconoclasts and the 

iconophiles affirmed that the imaging relationship between the Father and the Son, the 

prototype and image (Col 1:15, 1 Cor 4:4), which existed outside of circumscribability, was 

consubstantial. Nicene orthodoxy affirmed that the uncircumscribable Son, was homousious with 

the prototype, the Father. Thus, if the Son is the Image of the Father, the unity implied by 

imaging must be a unity of nature.38   

However, in sharp contrast to the fully developed account of imaging worked out in 

Theodore the Studiteõs defense of icons, some iconoclasts indexed this consubstantial 

imaging relationship to the human-made images. In other words, human-made images must 

function like the divine Image (the Logos) and reflect their prototypes consubstantially. This 

establishes consubstantiality as the criterion by which the success of an image can be judged. 

This logic applied to human-made images demands a shared substance between images and 

their prototypesña demand that, iconoclasts will argue, can only be met by the Eucharist. 

Thus, icons failed not only as circumscriptions of the uncircumscribable (namely, the divine 

 

37 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.2, 20.  

38 See, for instance, Basilõs development and use of the term òimageó: òHe [Christ] is not a 

lifeless image, nor handmade, nor a product of art or conceptualization, but a living image, 

or rather self-existent life which always preserves the indistinguishability, not by likeness of 

shape, but in his very substance.ó Basil, Against Eunomius, 1.18. See also St. Basil the Great, On 

the Holy Spirit, trans. Stephen M. Hildebrand, vol. 42, Popular Patristics Series (Crestwood, 

NY: St. Vladimirõs Seminary Press, 2011), 18.45, 18.46, 18.47. 
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nature of Christ), but they further fail as images, in that icons are not consubstantial with their 

prototype, Christ. Icons feature what I call a ôportrait-natureô (wood board, pigment, etc.), 

which is distinct from both Christõs divine nature and his human nature. When viewed 

through the lens of modern skepticism, the iconoclastic impulse can be described thus: the 

icon must be verified by correspondence to its prototype in the same way that the divine 

Image is related to its prototypeñby a unity of nature. The iconoclastic criterion for a 

successful image is consubstantiality. The icon, a circumscribed configuration of wood and 

paint, inevitably fails, entailing iconoclastic skepticism. In what follows, I will trace how this 

image-logic grounds three primary iconoclastic arguments against icons: 1) the charge of 

idolatry, 2) the charge of Christological heresy, and 3) the disparagement of the bodily form. 

 

(III.B.1) THE ICONOCLASTIC CHARGE OF IDOLATRY 

The most fundamental and repeated charge the iconoclasts leveled against the practice of 

icon veneration is that it amounts to idolatry.39 This charge was both theological and 

 

39 For example, in the horos of the Synod of Hieria we find the following: òThe aforesaid 

creator of evil, not wishing to see her [the church] being comely, did not refrain from using 

at different times different means of wicked ingenuity in order to subdue the human race to 

his power; thus, with the pretext of Christianity, he reintroduced idolatry unnoticeably by 

convincing, with his subtleties, those who had their eyes turned to him not to relinquish the 

creation but rather to adore it, and pay respect to it, and consider that which is made as God, 

calling it with the name, ôChrist.õó Quoted in Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, 9221C-D, 229. 
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practical. Giakalis puts the matter well: òThe main point of departure for their hostility was 

always the suspicion or conviction that for the iconophiles the icons were in themselves 

objects of worship.ó40 In the iconoclastic literature this accusation appears again and again: 

òChristians approach the icons as godsó; icon veneration is òthe tearing away of the human 

mind from the sublime worship that befits God to the lowly and materialistic worship of the 

creatureó; iconophiles òplaced in them their hope of salvation,ó òexpecting from them a 

future judgment,ó and òbestowing on them divine reverence.ó41 The iconoclasts authorized 

their arguments against icons with the Old Testament injunction against graven images (Ex 

20:4; Lv 26:1; Dt 5:8), claiming that icon veneration was akin to the pagan worship of idols 

from which both the Jewish and Christian communities were to set themselves apart. 

However, the charge of idolatry was equally motivated by New Testament theology, wherein 

Godõs uncircumscribability is attested. The iconoclasts were especially fond of quoting the 

Gospel of John, which testifies to the imagelessness of God: òGod is spirit, and those who 

worship him must worship in spirit and truthó (Jn 4:24); òNo one has ever seen Godó (Jn 

1:18); òHis voice you have never heard, his form you have never seenó (Jn 5:37); and, 

 

40 Ambrosios Giakalis, Images of the Divine: The Theology of Icons at the Seventh Ecumenical Council, 

rev. ed., Studies in the History of Christian Traditions (Boston: Brill, 2005), 114. 

41 Horos of the Second Council of Nicaea (Mansi 13, 225A), quoted in Giakalis, Images of the 

Divine, 94, 114 (Giakalisõs translations).  
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òBlessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believeó (Jn 20:29).42 The 

iconoclasts understood these passages to underwrite a theology of worship that understood 

the visibility of the created material world to be unfit for the worship of the invisible, 

immaterial Christian God. 

Theologically, the charge of idolatry was motived and exacerbated by the systematic 

combination of Godõs ontological uncircumscribability and the iconoclastic commitment to 

a trinitarian theory of imaging. For these iconoclasts, the icon of Christ is necessarily an idol 

because all images express something of the nature of their prototype, and Christõs divine 

nature cannot be depicted. In other words, any human-made image that claims to represent 

Christ must make present the divine nature in a circumscribed format: an impossibility. The 

iconoclasts can therefore say that whatever it is that is depicted in the icon of Christ is not the 

Christ of the first six ecumenical councilsñthe incarnate Logosñbecause the divine cannot 

be circumscribed. The iconophiles are therefore severely mistaken when they venerate the 

icons, òworshipping them [icons] as gods é placing in them their hopes of salvation é 

bestowing on them divine reverence,ó because the image, òlifeless matter,ó cannot depict the 

 

42 This is a collection of some scriptural citations that are used by the iconoclasts in the horos 

of the Second Council of Nicaea (Mansi 13, 280E), quoted in Giakalis, Images of the Divine, 

114 (Giakalisõs translations). 
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divine nature of Christ.43 Whatever nature is expressed in the icon of Christ, it cannot be 

divine, and therefore it cannot be a depiction of the orthodox Christ.  

This charge is often put in terms of naming in iconoclastic literature:  

Such a man made an icon, calling it Christ. And this name, Christ, is both God and 
man. It is an icon, then, of both God and man. He has therefore by his own vanity 
either limited, according to appearances, that aspect of the divinity which cannot be 
limited, by the depiction of the created flesh, or else he has compressed together the 
unconfused union, having fallen into the lawlessness of confusion, and has thus 
joined two blasphemies to the divinity both through limiting it and through 
confusing it.44 
 

In this passage, the iconoclasts claim that icons limit the unlimited and confuse the 

unconfused. òConfusionó is a Christological charge that I will address below. This 

òlimitationó that is òaccording to appearances,ó however, indicates the circumscription of 

the uncircumscribable God. According to the iconoclasts, in calling the icon Christ, the 

iconophiles claim divinity where there is only created material, thereby establishing the icon 

as an idol. The name of Christ connotes uncircumscribability for the iconoclasts, and the 

only proper vehicle for such a name would be the Eucharist, which is indeed consubstantial 

with its prototype. Thus, the iconoclastic account of imaging and icons follows the logic of 

skepticism traced above. The iconoclast pursues the verification of an imageõs true relation 

to its prototype (an iconõs reference to the fullness of Christ) through established criteria (the 

 

43 Horos of the Second Council of Nicaea (Mansi 12, 1010E; 959DE, 1146B; 208E, 216A, 

232B, 284D) in Giakalis, Images of the Divine, (Giakalisõs translations). 

44 Horos of the Second Council of Nicaea (Mansi 252A), quoted in Giakalis, Images of the 

Divine, 95 (Giakalisõs translation).  
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consubstantiality of image and prototype), criteria that the image inevitably fails to meet. The 

iconoclast-skeptic suspects that true reference to Christ can never be obtained in the material 

particularity of an icon, and thus dubs it an idol. 

In response to the iconoclastic charge of idolatry, John of Damascus (c. 675ð749) 

argued that the historic visibility of the incarnation enables the memorializing of that 

visibility in the icon.45 John of Damascus was a foundational figure in his defense of the 

practice of icon veneration during the first period of imperially enforced iconoclasm (c. 730ð

787).  His challenge was to demonstrate that the faithful do not venerate the òlifelessó wood 

and paint of the image as the Old Testament prohibitions against graven images forbids. 

Rather, the fact of the incarnation establishes a kind of unity between the representation of 

Christõs incarnate flesh in the icon and the historic visibility of Christõs incarnate flesh, 

 

45 John of Damascusõs iconophilic arguments are found in both St. John of Damascus, Three 

Treatises on the Divine Images, trans. Andrew Louth (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimirõs Seminary 

Press, 2003) and in St. John of Damascus, On the Orthodox Faith: A New Translation of an Exact 

Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, trans. Norman Russell (Crestwood, New York: St. Vladimirõs 

Seminary Press, 2022). For an overall introduction to John of Damascus, see Andrew Louth, 

St. John Damascene: Tradition and Originality in Byzantine Theology (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2002). For the innovative ways in which John of Damascus used inherited patristic 

material, see Rowan Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 110ð

115. 
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making veneration of the icon fitting and proper.46 Of course, this required a Christian 

account of what kind of unity in difference an image could be said to have.  

As a masterful summarizer and interpreter of patristic sources, John  grounds his 

account of imaged representation in the authority of earlier voices.47 As noted above, image 

[eikon] is a important category of reflection during the fourth-century trinitarian 

controversies because of Paulõs use of the term to characterize the Sonõs relationship to the 

Father in Colossians 1:15. John marshals the authority of the orthodox fathers to define the 

difference and unity between icon and prototype: 

An image is a likeness which portrays the prototype but is somewhat different from 
it. For it is not like the archetype in every way. The Son is the living, natural, and 
undeviating image of the invisible God, bearing the entire Father within himself, 
identical to him in all things, differing only in the effect. The Father is the natural 
cause, the Son the effect. For the Father is not from the Son, but the Son from the 
Father. For he has to be from him, yet not after him, such is the paternal 
generation.48 

 

46 òThe apostles saw the Lord with their bodily eyes, and others saw the apostles, and others 

the martyrs. And I long to see them in soul and body é and seeing, I venerate what I see, 

not as God, but as an honorable image of those worthy of honor,ó St. John of Damascus, 

Three Treatises on the Divine Images, trans. Andrew Louth, Popular Patristics Series (Crestwood, 

NY: St. Vladimirõs Seminary Press, 2003), I.36, 42ð43. 

47 John of Damascusõs most famous work is a masterful florilegium that includes both 

patristic and pagan references. St. John of Damascus, On the Orthodox Faith: A New 

Translation of an Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimirõs Seminary 

Press, 2022). 

48 John of Damascus, Three Treatises on the Divine Images, 1.9, 25. 
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In this trinitarian concept of imaging, the Son is the ònaturaló and òundeviatingó image of 

the Father, while maintaining the difference of generation. This designates a substantial unity 

between the image (the Son) and its prototype (the Father) that connotes a relational bond 

stronger than what can be known outside of the immanent Trinity, but, importantly 

recognizes the nuance of difference in this consubstantiality. In emphasizing this trinitarian 

unity between Son and Father, while simultaneously maintaining the difference of image and 

prototype, John establishes a rich theory of representation that underscores unity between 

image and imaged as a guard against idolatry.  

This trinitarian image theory is further developed in Johnõs use of an influential 

political metaphor for trinitarian unity: the analogy of the emperor and his image, which was 

first employed by Athanasius.49 John and other iconophiles draw primarily from Basilõs use 

of the metaphor in On the Holy Spirit. Basil writes: 

 

49 John references Basilõs use of the metaphor and then comments upon it in St. John of 

Damascus, Three Treatises on the Divine Images, I.35 and I.36, 42. Basilõs iteration of the 

metaphor is found in On the Holy Spirit. See St. Basil the Great, On the Holy Spirit, 18.45. See 

also, St. Athanasius, Athanasius: Select Works and Letters, eds. Philip Schaff and Henry 

Wace, vol. 4, A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church 2 (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 396; and St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, 2.11, 13; the 

metaphor was ostensibly repeated at the Seventh Ecumenical Council at Nicaea in 787, see 

Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, eds., The Seven Ecumenical Councils, vol. 14, A Select Library of 

Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church 2 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956), 535. 
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It is said that there is a king and the image of the king, but not two kings, for the 
power is not divided, and the glory is not portioned out. As the power that rules over 
us and the authority is one, so also one, not many, is the doxology from us. On 
account of this, the honor of the image passes over to the archetype. Therefore, the 
image is the prototype by way of imitation [mimesis] in the case of the king and his 
image; the Son is this by nature. And just as in the arts there is a likeness according 
to form, so with the divine and incomposite nature, the unity is in the communion of 
the Godhead.50 
 

Reflecting on the iconophilesõ use of this text, Charles Barber notes, 

It is important to consider what it discloses about assumptions regarding the icon. 
The comparisons drawn in the last section [of the quoted material] imply that mimesis 
and likeness are regarded as equivalents to the natural unity of the Trinity. They 
cannot be set aside as simply formal qualities. Rather, they define the necessary 
identity between two distinct things.51  

 

In other words, Johnõs use of Basilõs trinitarian analogy designates the unity between icon 

and prototype as a bond òequivalent toó the natural bond between the divine Father and 

Son. Moreover, itõs important to note the significance of calling an image by its prototypeõs 

name in these examples. Apparently for Basil, the mimesis of the image is not only found in 

the likeness of form, but in the shared identity of name.  

 

For an excellent discussion of the practice of venerating the imperial image, which was by all 

accounts common throughout the centuries of imperial reign, see Robin Margaret Jensen, 

Face to Face: Portraits of the Divine in Early Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 51ð

59. 

50 St. Basil, On the Holy Spirit, 18.45. 

51 Barber, Figure and Likeness, 74.  
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In his defense of icons, John of Damascus doubles down on the trinitarian account 

of imaging that has been used by the iconoclasts to denigrate icons, but uses it 

Christologically to defend icons. For John, the historic circumscribability of the Son justifies 

his circumscription in the icon.52 And the iconõs board, paint, and pigment do not impede 

reference to its prototype because an image is òsomewhat differentó than its prototype.53 

Because of his commitment to the presence of divine substance in the incarnate Christ, he 

continues to affirm the iconõs successful reference to the Logos. As such, Johnõs approach to 

iconography could be understood as realist (or anti-skeptical) because he sees adequate and 

truthful depiction of Christ as not only possible but fitting. However, because John draws 

upon the trinitarian theory of imaging to describe the work of an image, the criterion of 

 

52 For example, John writes, òBut when God in the depths of his compassion became in 

truth a human being for our salvation, he é truly became a human being in his substance 

and dwelt on earth, and ôlived among men,õ performed miracles, suffered, was crucified, rose 

again, ascended, and all these things happened in reality and were seen by human beings, and 

written down as a reminder for us and as teachings about things no longer present. é Since 

not everybody is literate or has the leisure for reading, the fathers acknowledged that these 

should be depicted in images as memorials to serve as a concise reminder.ó St. John of 

Damascus, On the Orthodox Faith, 262ð263. 

53 Identifying how exactly an image can be òsomewhat differentó and also in unity with its 

archetype is the paradox at the center of the continuing iconoclastic debates. See St. John of 

Damascus, Three Treatises on the Divine Images, 1.9, 25. 
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consubstantiality remains a problem for adequately securing the verifiability of an iconõs 

reference. 

Johnõs use of trinitarian analogies for unity among difference, while foundational for 

the continuing iconophile case, opens him to iconoclastic criticism. In Basilõs use of the 

analogy, unity of nature between prototype (God the Father) and image (God the Son) is 

defended: òThe image is the prototype by way of imitation in the case of the king and his 

image; the Son is this by nature.ó54 Such is the rich account of imaged representation that John 

wants to invoke through repeating this analogy and, yet, such is the account of imaged 

representation that some iconoclasts also took as the metaphysical formula for all human-

made imaging. In a text preserved only in iconophile literature, iconoclastic emperor 

Constantine V (741ð775) summarized this thick view of representation: òEvery image is the 

copy of an original. é In order to be a true image, it has to be consubstantial with what is 

depicted é so the that the whole be safeguarded; otherwise it is not an image.ó55  The 

emperor here defines true representation as only that which is consubstantial with its 

prototype, as we have seen in other figures thus far. 56  

 

54 St. Basil, On the Holy Spirit, 18.45 (italics mine). 

55 Constantine V (PG 100, 216A, 228D), quoted in Schönborn, Godõs Human Face, 157 

(Schönbornõs translation).  

56 Schönborn observes that the iconoclastic writers of the horos of the synod must have seen 

the impossibility of such a standard for images, as the synod documents never directly state 

this same insistence. Indeed, at times the documents seem to argue for very opposite: that 
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To summarize, the iconoclastic commitment to the natural unity between image and 

prototype excludes iconic imaging as the uncircumscribable nature of Christ cannot be 

presented in the iconõs circumscribed form. Thus, the icon, which claims the name of 

òChrist,ó functions as an idol. John of Damascusõs response to the charges of idolatry 

introduced to the debate the historic circumscribability of Christõs humanity while reiterating 

and nuancing the argument for natural unity between image and prototype by using Basilõs 

metaphor of the emperor and his image. While the circumscribability of Christõs humanity 

established a new criteria judging and iconõs success, a portrait of Christ still failed as a 

consubstantial image according to the iconoclastic criteria of consubstantiality. 

 

(III.B.2) THE CHRISTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT AGAINST ICONS 

To establish iconoclasm as the imperial policy, Constantine called the Synod of Hieria in 

754, which escalated the iconoclastic argument from what might have been a disagreement 

about church practice to a defense of the fundamentals of orthodox Christian faith. At this 

council, the iconoclasts charged the iconophiles with Christological heresy. The authority 

and weight of the centuries of Christological conflict licensed the material and theological 

destruction of icons and their proponents. The iconoclasts peppered their theological 

argument with references to the debates surrounding the Council of Chalcedon (451), 

including, as we will see, specifically coded words lifted directly from the councilõs resulting 

 

the image was always infinitely removed from the prototypeõs reality. Schönborn, Godõs 

Human Face, 175ð177. 
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statement of orthodoxy. The language was used at Chalcedon to oppose specific heretical 

Christologies, thus making clear that, for the iconoclasts, the iconophiles are committing 

heresy on Christological grounds.   

On the one hand, the iconoclasts claim that those who venerate icons are Nestorian: 

òWe find that this unlawful pictorial art blasphemes against the vital dogma of our salvation, 

that is, against the dispensation of Christ, and overturns the six holy, divinely inspired 

ecumenical councils, and é commends Nestorius, who divided the Son and Logos of God, 

who became incarnate for us, into a pair of Sons.ó57 The icon replicates the Nestorian error 

of division because the icon, as a phenomenon that is naturally distinct from its prototype, 

separates the human (circumscribable) nature of Christ from the divine nature, resulting in a 

òpair of Sons.ó The reader will recall that Nestoriusõs teaching was concerned with 

preserving the integrity of the divine nature in Christ by suggesting two hypostases present 

in Christ: one divine and one human.58 In a conservative effort to protect the divine Son 

from generation, suffering, and death, he insisted that the name common to each natureñ

Christñbe used only when predicating those things that were reasonably common to each. 

 

57 Horos of the Second Council of Nicaea (Mansi 13, 240C, 241E), quoted in Giakalis, Images 

of the Divine, 95. 

58 See the correspondence between Nestorius and Cyril in Richard Norris, ed., òNestoriusõs 

Second Letter to Cyril,ó in The Christological Controversy, trans. Richard Norris, Sources of 

Early Christian Thought, ed. William G. Rusch (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980), 123ð

140. 
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Therefore, the Blessed Virgin Mary could be called Christ-bearer (Christotokos) but not God-

bearer (Theotokos), as the latter would imply that God had undergone the indignity of a 

human birth.59 The human hypostasis of Jesus had lived the material and undignified aspects 

of Christõs incarnate life, while the divine hypostasis was protected as impassible.60 Cyril of 

Alexandriaõs response was to insist on the one-ness of Christõs hypostasis in two natures, 

declaring a communicatio idiomatum (sharing of properties) between the twoñan assignment of 

aspects of nature and events proper to divinity to Christõs divinity and those proper to 

humanity to his humanityñand insisting on the title Theotokos for Mary.61 The council of 

 

59 Nestorius writes, òEverywhere in Holy Scripture, whenever mention is made of the saving 

dispensation of the Lord, what is conveyed to us is the birth and suffering not of the deity 

but of the humanity of Christ, so that by a more exact manner of speech the holy Virgin is 

called Mother of Christ, not Mother of God.ó Norris, òNestoriusõs Second Letter to Cyril,ó 

137. 

60 Nestorius writes, òTo attribute also to him, in the name of this association, the 

characteristic of the flesh that has been conjoined with himñI mean birth and suffering and 

deathñis, my brother, either the work of a mind which truly errs in the fashion of the 

Greeks of that of a mind diseased with the insane heresy of Arius and Apollinaris and the 

others.ó Norris, òNestoriusõs Second Letter to Cyril,ó 139. 

61 Cyril writes, ò[The Holy Fathers] boldly called the holy Virgin òGodõs motheró [Theotokos], 

not because the nature of the Logos or the deity took the start of its existence in the holy 

Virgin but because the holy body which was born of her, possessed as it was of a rational 
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Chalcedon, while enshrining the full extent of Cyrilõs teaching, declared the Nestorian 

division of persons to be anathema. This is present in the language of the statement, 

specifically in its references to Mary as Theotokos and its claim of Christõs natures as 

coexisting òindivisiblyó and òinseparably.ó The iconoclastic reference to the òdivisionó of 

natures in the icon of Christ associates the iconophile position with the anathematized 

heresy. If the icon presents anything naturally, the iconoclasts claim, it is utterly distinct from 

the uncircumscribable divine nature of Christ, and thus must introduce a division and where 

orthodoxy demands unity. In this way, the iconoclasts demand a greater unity in the person 

of Christ than what can be expressed in their conception of the icon. In the terms of 

skepticism, their criteria for successful imaging (consubstantiality between image and 

prototype) cannot be successfully met, and this failure iterates Christological heresy. 

On the other hand, as weõve seen, the iconoclasts also charge iconophiles with a 

monophysite òmixingó or òconfusionó of Christõs two natures in the icon: òIndeed there are 

also Arius and Dioscorus and Eutyches and Severus, who teach the confusion and jumbling 

of the two natures of the one Christ.ó62 The extreme forms of monophysitism claim that the 

natures of Christ combined in such a way as to constitute something radically new. Rather 

than a Nestorian separation of natures, the iconoclasts accused the iconophiles of 

 

soul, and to which the Logos was hypostatically united, is said to have had a fleshly birth.ó 

Norris, òNestoriusõs Second Letter to Cyril,ó 134ð135. 

62 Horos of the Second Council of Nicaea (Mansi 13, 244D), quoted in Giakalis, Images of the 

Divine, 95. 



Chapter 1: The Uncircumscribable Eikon  Christina Carnes Ananias 

67 

understanding the natures in the depiction of Christ in the icon as comingled or mixed. Like 

Nestorianism, Eutychianist monophysitism was condemned at Chalcedon with the specific 

language of the statement: Christõs two natures are òacknowledged é unconfusedly, 

unchangeably.ó A mixture of the two natures would result in a tertium quid, or òthird thing,ó 

that possesses the substance of neither divinity nor humanity. A generous reading of the 

iconoclast argument would understand this accusation in terms of their theory of natural 

imaging. Something of the nature of the iconõs subject must be expressed in the icon 

presenting Christ visibly. Therefore, the iconophiles must believe (according to the 

iconoclasts) that the human flesh of Jesus has somehow subsumed the divine, mixing the 

natures into a visible tertium quid.  

As the iconophiles themselves note in their refutation, the charge stands in direct 

opposition to the previous charge of Nestorianism.63 How could the same practice imply two 

diametrically opposed heretical positions? Indeed, Ostrogorsky argues that the iconoclastic 

arguments of both Constantine and the synod of 754 are more greatly indebted to 

monophysitism than the iconophiles in their insistence that the human flesh has been 

òtotally assumed into the divine nature and entirely made divine. é Body and soul, both 

together are made divine, and neither can be separated from the divinity.ó64 In this iteration 

 

63 Giakalis, Images of the Divine, 95.  

64 Horos of the Synod of 754, (Mansi, 13, 2256E), quoted in Schönborn, Godõs Human Face, 

177. See Georg Ostrogorsky, Studien Zur Geschichte Des Byzantinischen Bilderstreites (Amsterdam: 

Amsterdam, A. M. Hakkert, 1964). Sebastian Brock has written a compelling challenge to 
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of the Christological heresy, the human nature of Christ is subsumed into the divine. As 

noted earlier when I addressed the charge of idolatry, the iconoclastic insistence on 

consubstantiality as a criteria of successful imaging leads to formulations of Christõs human 

nature that are imprecise at best. In the earlier debate, the particularity and visibility of Jesus 

is sacrificed for the sake of maintaining the uncircumscribability of the divine nature; here 

we see the qualities of Jesusõs humanity (òbody and souló) effectively dissolved in the 

overwhelming abundance of the divine nature. In this way, skepticism about the ability of 

the icon to successfully disclose Christõs divine nature leads to skepticism about the ability of 

Jesusõs human nature to successfully disclose the divine.  

In sum, Constantine V and the horos of the Second Council of Nicaea expanded the 

iconoclastic critique by charging the iconophiles with Christological heresy. According to the 

iconoclasts, icons either separate the natures of Christ, effectively instantiating Nestorianism, 

or they mix the natures into a new thing, instantiating monophysitism. In either case, the 

icon inappropriately and untruthfully references its prototype: the single hypostasis of the 

Son of God in whom human and divine natures are united without mixture. According to 

the skepticism of the iconoclasts, icons are unable to meet the criteria for verifiability that 

both trinitarian theology and Christology demand. 

 

Ostrogorskyõs claim that the iconoclasts were indebted to monophysitism. See Sebastian 

Brock, òIconoclasm and the Monophysites,ó in Iconoclasm: Papers Given at the Ninth Spring 

Symposium of Byzantine Studies, University of Birmingham, March 1975, eds. Anthony Bryer 

and Judith Herrin (Birmingham: University of Birmingham, 1977), 53ð57. 
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 (II.B.3) THE ICONOCLASTIC AVERSION TO BODILY FORM 

Finally, the image-skepticism of the iconoclasts is further fueled by their aversion to the 

appearance of a bodily form. In this section, I will demonstrate this by comparing their view 

of iconography to two other òimagesó that they sanction and support: the Eucharist and the 

cross. First, I will address the iconoclastic anti-materialism, which, some scholars argue, 

stems from a distinctly ôOrigenistõ soteriology and eschatology. In other words, for the 

iconoclasts, the materiality of the created world is destined to be so changed by glorification 

that its current iteration is deemed worthless. I will then problematize this iconoclastic anti-

materialism by considering iconoclastic accounts of the imaging done by the Eucharist and 

the cross. It will become clear that it is not matter per se that the iconoclast deems unworthy 

for imaging the divine, as the bread and wine of the Eucharist and the symbol of the cross 

are both adequate òimagesó of the divine in distinct ways. What the iconoclast contests is the 

bodily form impressed in the materiality of the icon.  

One could be forgiven for assuming that the iconoclasts had a negative view of the 

material world. Time and again the iconoclast arguments (which, it is helpful to remember, 

are usually preserved by the winning iconophiles) lambast the base materiality of the icon as 

unworthy, òdefiled,ó òcommon and worthless,ó and òignoble.ó65 As such, both Giakalis and 

 

65 Various quotations from the iconoclast argument presented in the Horos of the Second 

Council of Nicaea (Mansi 13, 247E, 264B, 268C, 277D), quoted in Giakalis, Images of the 

Divine, 68 (Giakalisõs translations). 
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George Florovsky argue that this iconoclast anti-materialism shows a distinct Origenistic 

influence.66 That is, they discern a cosmological and eschatological program that prioritizes 

the òintelligiblesó over and against the òsensiblesó of the material world: òIn Origenõs 

eschatology is found the conception that bodies will become ôintellectsõ once again, restored 

to the primeval state from which they fell to the sensible world and received specific shape 

and form.ó67 This redemption from the sensible to the intelligible is seen paradigmatically in 

the resurrected body of Christ, which has been òassumed into his divinity, and could no 

more be distinguished from it.ó68 Eusebius, whom the iconoclasts approvingly quote at 

length, rejects the claim that such a glorified body could be adequately depicted.69 Thus, if 

one were to depict Christ, the result would be unreflective of Christõs victorious glorification 

 

66 Giakalis, Images of the Divine, 70ð74; see also George Florovsky, òOrigen, Eusebius, and the 

Iconoclastic Controversy,ó Church History 19, no. 2 (1950): 77ð96. Florovskyõs argument 

draws a parallel between the quotations used by the iconoclasts from Eusebiusõs Letter to 

Empress Constantina and the doctrine of the òOrigenists.ó 

67 Giakalis, Images of the Divine, 71. 

68 Florovsky, òOrigen, Eusebius, and the Iconoclastic Controversy,ó 91. 

69 Florovsky, òOrigen, Eusebius, and the Iconoclastic Controversy,ó 91. For an excellent 

discussion of Eusebiusõs (and Eusebianõs) complicated relationship to Christian images 

(though John of Damascus cites the historian in an approving manner), see Mark 

DelCogliano, òEusebian Theologies of the Son as the Image of God before 341,ó Journal of 

Early Christian Studies 14, no. 4 (2006): 459ð484. 
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of the flesh in the resurrection. A similar line of argument stands for icons of the saints, who 

share in Christõs redeeming glory.70 Whether or not this interpretation of Origenõs 

cosmological and eschatological program is true to Origen is beside the point; it is clear that 

the iconoclasts understand resurrection to be a victory over and against the sensible world, 

thus, making iconic representation inappropriate: òFor it is not lawful for Christians who 

have acquired hope in the resurrection to adopt the customs of the gentile demon-

worshippers and to insult the saintsñwho are destined to shine in such gloryñwith ignoble 

and dead matter.ó71 Material depiction of Christian persons, and most importantly the 

 

70 òHow do they [iconographers] dare to depict through the vulgar art of the pagans the all-

praised mother of God, upon whom the fullness of the Godhead cast his shadow and 

through whom the inaccessible light did shine on usñshe who is higher than the heavens 

and holier than the cherubim? Or again, those who will reign with Christ and sit along with 

him to judge the world, and who will be as glorious as he of whom, as the Word says, the 

world was not worthy? Are they not ashamed to depict them through a pagan art? For it is 

not lawful for Christians, who have their hope in the resurrection, to use the customs of 

nations that worship demons, and to treat so spitefully, by means of worthless and dead 

matter, the saints who will be resplendent with such glory.ó Horos of the Synod of 754 

(Mansi 13, 277C), quoted in òHoros of the Synod of Hieria,ó in Mondzain, Image, Icon, 

Economy, 229ð230 (Mondzainõs translations).  

71 Horos of the Second Council of Nicaea (Mansi 13, 277D), quoted in Giakalis, Images of the 

Divine, 71 (Giakalisõs translations).  
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person of Christ, is idolatry because the fundamental Christian hope, grounded in Christõs 

resurrection, is to overcome materiality in glory.  

However, to declare that the iconoclast approach to the material world is 

straightforward dismissal would be a step too far. Throughout the entirety of the iconoclastic 

struggle, there is testimony to the iconoclastic celebration of the Eucharist as the 

paradigmatic Christian òimage.ó Constantine V argues, in concert with the Synod of Hieria, 

that Christõs words of consecration over the bread and wine of the Eucharist are singularly 

effective at establishing the representative capacity of the matter of bread and wine, elevating 

it òto a thing not made by human hands.ó72 This is in direct contrast to the iconoclastic 

disparagement of the artistõs hands, which can only ever blaspheme the holy by claiming of 

the icon, òThis is Christ.ó While the iconoclast argument never specifies with complete 

clarity whether they believe Christ is essentially present in the matter of the Eucharist, it is 

clear that the substance of the bread and wine, changed through the consecrating words of 

Christ, is transformative in a way that a painting of Christõs visage, created by an artist, could 

never be. 

But why? The iconoclast might contend that the Eucharist is acheiropoieticñan image 

that is miraculous in originñbecause of the Spiritõs transforming work during the words of 

 

72 Constantine V (PG, 100:377CD), quoted in Barber, Figure and Likeness, 81 (Barberõs 

translations).  
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consecration.73 However, this is complicated by the iconoclastsõ approval and promotion of 

another image: the cross. Throughout the iconoclastic debates, the cross is ubiquitously 

agreed upon as being properly representative of Christ, both by iconoclasts and iconophiles. 

Indeed, in the Chalke Gate poems of 815, referenced above, the iconoclasts laud its 

superiority as an image, over and against the image of Christõs depicted bodily form: 

The Lord does not tolerate that Christ be depicted 
As a form voiceless and bereft of breath 
In earthly matter, which is condemned by the scriptures. 
Leo, with his son the new Constantine, 
Marks the thrice-blessed figure of the cross, 
The glory of believers set up on the gates.74 
 

In his analysis of this series of poems and their refutation by Theodore the Studite, Barber 

argues that an opposition is established between the form of Christ and the figure or sign of 

the cross.75 While both represent Christõs victory through sensible matter, the iconoclast 

 

73 Acheiropoietic images are a class of images defined by their miraculous origin. These 

images are not the products of human manufacture but ostensibly given mysteriously by 

Christ. Those who venerate and defend icons often cite acheiropoieta as Godõs authorization 

of imaging in worship. Examples of such images include the Mandylion (Image of Edessa) 

and the Hodegetria. In the West, examples include the Shroud of Turin, the Veil of Veronica, 

and Our Lady of Guadalupe.  

74 Chalke Gate poems of 815 (PG, 99:437C), quoted in Barber, Figure and Likeness, 92 

(Barberõs translations). See also Glenn Peers, òBreathless, Speechless Images: On the Chalke 

Gate Epigram,ó Cahiers des études anciennes 34 (1998): 109ð12. 

75 Barber, Figure and Likeness, 93. 
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understands the depiction of Christõs form as idolatry; whereas the cross, in later poems, is 

heralded as an eloquent conveyor of òa clear and more complete knowledgeó of the Logos.76 

The cross is associated with the clarity and abstraction of verbal testimony of the gospel, 

while the icon of Christ is decried for its reliance upon the base visual language of depiction 

of appearance. Word and image are opposed in the iconoclastic representative economy, 

with the verbal far surpassing the visualõs ability to convey gospel content truthfully.  

The cross can operate analogously to verbal testimony in spite of its visuality 

because, according to the iconoclasts, it does not depend upon Christõs bodily form.77 In 

Aristotelian logic, used by both the iconoclasts and the iconophiles, form and matter are 

distinctñform gives òprimaló matter particularity, including shape, texture, taste, and 

function; in other words, form limits matter to a particular ens or òthing.ó78 Matter, in terms 

of images and art objects, is constituted by the basic physical elements used to create the 

final image. Form, on the other hand, is the figure or likeness impressed upon the materials 

that establishes the material as an image.  In the Eucharist, the bread and wine òprovide an 

appropriate model for material representation é [because] it shares with the one 

represented a common material nature, which in its transformed formlessness becomes an 

 

76 Chalke Gate poems of 815 (PG, 99:436B-437A), quoted in Barber, Figure and Likeness, 94 

(Barberõs translations). 

77 Barber, Figure and Likeness, 93. 

78 Aristotle, Metaphysics 9.8,1050b2; 7.2,1043a18-20, 1043b1-2. 
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adequate vehicle for the representation of deified flesh and blood.ó79 Constantine claims the 

òformlessó matter of bread and wine takes on the form of Christ by the words of 

consecration. Of course, bread and wine are not formless. The formlessness that is celebrated 

by Constantine here is the absence of a bodily form. There is no likeness of bodily form 

present in the Eucharist. The iconoclasts depend upon this formlessness, this absence of 

bodily form, to òimageó properly the form of the divine nature. In the terms of modernist 

visual art history, one might suggest that the iconoclasts celebrate the abstraction of the 

bread and wine at the Eucharist, as it is not visually representative of the appearance of that 

which it images. 

The figure of the cross functions in a similar way to the Eucharist, in that its 

formlessnessñits abstractionñis considered a virtue in iconoclastic theories of 

representation.80 While òfigureó (typos) is not a term used with precision in iconoclastic 

literature, the poem quoted above demonstrates that the iconoclasts saw a distinct contrast 

between the òformó (eidos) of the depicted body of Christ in an icon, and the òfigureó of the 

 

79 Barber, Figure and Likeness, 80. 

80 Barber writes, òAs we have seen, the iconoclastic notion of iconic representation is 

modeled upon the eucharist, in which the declaration òThis is my bodyó produces an 

essentially identical, yet formally distinct, icon. The iconoclastsõ cross should be understood in 

the same light. It ought, therefore, to be distinguished from the category of the symbolic, as 

this is not just essentially but formally distinct from what it shows.ó Barber, Figure and 

Likeness, 103. 
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cross. The figure of the cross is an appropriate vehicle for representing the divine because it 

does not attempt to depict the bodily form of Christ. Indeed, in the sequence of poems, the 

icon is derided in the Old Testament key of idolatry for being a sham in this respect: a 

òvoicelessó and òsoullessó form, òbereft of breath,ó whereas the cross is òthe glory of 

believers,ó and òshow[s] a clear and more complete knowledgeó of the Logos.81 Barber 

argues that each poemõs consistent reference to the operation of the preincarnate Logos in 

the cross demonstrates that the iconoclasts think the lack of bodily form of the cross enables 

the cross to present that which is òinvisible,ó i.e., the divine.  

This line of argument continues as iconoclasm develops. The Synod of 787 quotes 

the iconoclasts: 

Just as that which Christ received from us is the matter alone of a human substance 
perfect in every respect, which does not characterize an individually subsisting 
person, lest an additional person be admitted into the Godhead, so also the image is 
offered of special matter, namely, the substance of bread, which does not represent 
the shape of a man, lest idolatry be introduced.82 
 

For the iconoclasts, then, the òformlessnessó of the Eucharistic elements (and the cross)ñ

their abstractionñmakes them proper vehicles for òimagingó the divine. Indeed, this 

statement of the iconoclastic position echoes the Christological problem noted earlier: the 

denial of the particular and visualizable human body of Jesus in the historical incarnation, a 

 

81 Chalke Gate poems of 815 (PG 99:437C; 99:436B), quoted in Barber, Figure and Likeness, 

92, 94 (Barberõs translations).  

82 Horos of the Second Council of Nicaea (Mansi 13, 264ABD), quoted in Giakalis, Images of 

the Divine: The Theology of Icons at the Seventh Ecumenical Council., 69 (Giakalisõs translation).  
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position deemed heretical in the neo-Chalcedonian refinements of Christological doctrine. 

Only the abstracted form of bread and wine, as sanctioned by Christ, is fitting for the 

òspecial matteró of the invisible Logos. And the shape of the cross can similarly reference 

the invisible through its abstraction. This is to say that while matter is certainly not revered 

by the iconoclasts in any sense, the matter itself is not the problematic element [at least at 

this point], but the human, bodily form impressed upon it. In this way, the iconoclasts 

identify abstraction as a further criterion for successful imaging of the Logos, which further 

expands their skepticism of both icons and the human nature of Jesus Christ. 

In light of these charges, it is striking to note the extensive agreement that the 

iconoclasts had with the iconophiles. To name perhaps the most important point of 

convergence, both sides affirm without qualification that the divine nature of the triune God 

implies invisibility and uncircumscribability. In other words, both the iconoclasts and the 

iconophiles hold to a traditional orthodox account of the foundational and ultimate 

ontological and epistemological distinction between the uncreated divine nature and all other 

created nature. Moreover, we have also noted that another area of agreement between both 

parties (in accord with orthodox trinitarian doctrine) is that that the divine Son images the 

Father consubstantially. The difference of naturesñuncreated and created, uncircumscribed 

and circumscribedñbecomes a problem when trinitarian, consubstantial unity is posited for 

the human-made image. The questions that arise are inevitably put in Christological terms 

because the prototype for the paradigmatic icon is Christ himself. As Giakalis notes, òThe 

main point of disagreement between the iconoclasts and the iconophiles lay not so much in 

the two natures of Christ as in his one unique person, truly ôa contested point,õ since it [the 

Logos] existed before his incarnation and was in consequence literally divine and 
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uncircumscribed, but now by reason of the incarnation and hypostatic union belongs equally 

as much to his divine as to his human nature.ó83 The unity of the image of Christ with Christ 

proves difficult to parse insofar as the unity of Christ himself was contested. As we will see, 

Theodore the Studiteõs brilliant move in the ninth century is to shift the conversation away 

from the difference of natures to the unity of Christõs hypostasis, or person. However, before 

this was possible, the iconophiles needed to make another conceptual move to refine a 

theological theory of imaging: a crucial distinction between the natural image and the 

artificial image.  

In sum, I have explored highlights of the iconoclastic position through the first 

iteration of the iconoclastic debates in the eighth century to show that the iconoclastic 

position can legitimately be regarded as skeptical. The iconoclasts were skeptical regarding 

the possibility of an icon conveying true and verifiable knowledge about God in Christ 

because the criteria that they outlined for an imageõs successful mediation of its prototype 

could not be met in the icon. I explained that the specific criteria that the icon failed to meet 

(in the iconoclastic account) were: (1) consubstantiality between image and prototype, (2) 

Christological unity of divine and human natures, and (3) an absence of bodily form 

amounting to an abstraction of Christ, the referent. As a painting, the icon of Christ 

instantiates a portrait-nature (oil, board, pigment) rather than the divine nature of Christ, 

thus failing to meet the criteria of consubstantiality. And the representation of Jesusõs 

human, bodily form in the icon further failed to meet their criterion of abstraction. 

 

83 Giakalis, Images of the Divine, 102. 
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Iconoclasts, therefore, developed multiple skeptical arguments against the veneration of 

icons grounded in both trinitarian theology (the icon does not image whereas the image of 

the invisible God, Christ himself, can) and Christology (the icon divides or mixes the natures 

of Jesus). I have further suggested that this image-skepticism opens up a skepticism about 

the human nature of Christ in the historical incarnation. In the next section, I will show how 

the iconophile retort met these challenges by developing their own criteria for an iconõs 

success, suggesting a realist approach to an iconõs imaging work. 

 

 

(IV.) THE BEGINNING OF AN ICONOPHILIC RESPONSE:  NOT NATURAL, 
BUT ARTIFICIAL IMAGES  

After her rise to power as the regent empress of Byzantium in 775, Irene began a 

programmatic effort to reestablish icon veneration in the empire. To this end, she called 

what has become known as the Second Council of Nicaea in 786. After a hiatus due to 

iconoclastic disruption, the synod produced a theological statement defending iconography 

and officially sanctioning the practice in the empire. In this section, I will summarize key 

decisions of this councilõs findings to show that they develop new criteria for an icon to 

convey its prototype, criteria that can be met. I will argue, with Giakalis, that this move was 

derived from the iconophilesõ anti-skeptical approach to the material worldõs representation 

of the divine. However, these reforms were still open to challenges from the iconoclasts, as 

the mode of unity between the icon and prototype was not clarified. An opportunity for 

such clarity would come with the resurgence of iconoclastic fervor in the ninth century, 

when Theodore the Studite and Nikephoros offered an alternative theory of imaging that did 



Chapter 1: The Uncircumscribable Eikon  Christina Carnes Ananias 

80 

not trade on natural unity, but employed unity of likeness. Drawing upon Basilõs popular 

analogy of the emperorõs image, they claim an icon functions as an artificial image rather than 

a natural image. While this step forward establishes another satisfiable criteria for an anti-

skeptical approach to icons, I will show that, still, the iconoclasts persisted in their 

skepticism. 

As outlined earlier, the primary challenge that the iconoclasts leveled against the 

veneration of icons is that it amounts to idolatry. According to the iconoclasts, the 

iconophiles must imagine the divine to be present in the icon and therefore unwittingly 

worship mere matter. This worship would only be proper if the icon was truly consubstantial 

with its prototype, a criterion that only the Eucharist could ever meet. In response to this, 

the Second Council of Nicaea draws upon patristic authorities to offer a definition of an idol 

as òthe representation of things which have no being é which is what the Greek 

mythologisers shaped out, caricaturing the creation by brining non-existent things into 

existence.ó84 Idols, according to the iconophiles of this council, were paintings (or 

sculptures) that represented creatures that did not exist. Indeed, craftsmanship that conveys 

the real experiences of the faithful should be celebrated: òAnd if we wish to depict the lives 

of virtuous men, and the accounts of the triumphs of the martyrs, and the narratives of their 

sufferings, and the mystery of the economy of our Great God and Savior, and we so make 

 

84 Horos of the Seventh Ecumenical Council (Mansi 13, 956CD), quoted in Giakalis, Images of 

the Divine, 89 (Giakalisõs translation). 
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use of the paintersõ workmanship, we will find ourselves acting very correctly.ó85 The 

criterion introduced here for a successful image that avoids idolatry is that the image 

represents an existing thing. òHere we have a theory of art and human creativity which flows 

from the insistence on reality, from the possibility of expressing truth by means of the 

created and sensible world.ó86 This is a definitively anti-skeptical view of the meditating 

potential of the material world. Giakalis expounds: òWe have here, in the first place, a 

Christian definition of idols with an insistence on reality as the supreme criterion: idols are ôa 

representation of things which have no beingõñthe attempt to make the non-existent 

existent. And this attempt, which tried to bring ônon-existent things into existenceõ abuses 

and dishonors art, both as a human creation but also especially as a work of the Artificer of 

all things.ó87 The iconoclasts, according to the synod, did not distinguish between realist 

sacred art and profane idolatry, ògiving the same name to the icon of the Lord and of his 

saints as to the lifeless statutes of the satanic idols.ó88  

This distinction is refined further in a letter by the iconophile Patriarch of 

Constantinople Photius who claims that, in contrast to icons, idols are works òof human 

 

85 Horos of the Seventh Ecumenical Council (Mansi 13, 241BC), quoted in Giakalis, Images of 

the Divine, 89 (Giakalisõs translation). 

86 Giakalis, Images of the Divine, 89. 

87 Giakalis, Images of the Divine, 90. 

88 Horos of the Seventh Ecumenical Council (Mansi 13, 376B), quoted in Giakalis, Images of the 

Divine, 90 (Giakalisõs translation). 
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hands playing with matter without any divine influence, shaping whatever occurs to their 

minds.ó89 Photius includes the influence of the divine as a further criterion for the successful 

icon, which is tethered to the representation of really existing things. Theodore later 

elaborates on this by famously claiming that an icon is a òself-manifested vision.ó90 In other 

words, the icon is based in a reality that is so strong it works through the hands of the 

craftsman to manifest itself. Such is the anti-skeptical approach to imaging at the end of the 

eighth century. 

However, this approach to representation in icons did not adequately address the 

challenge of describing the kind of union the icon and prototype share. As we have seen, the 

iconoclasts defended a natural unity on the basis of a trinitarian theory of imaging, a criterion 

which the icon always failed to meet. In his account of the synodõs conclusions, Giakalis 

notes that the iconophile fathers took note of this particular problem but did not offer, nor 

seem to see a need for, a definitive resolution: òThe icon is one thing and the prototype 

another, and no sensible person will look for properties of the prototype in the icon. For 

true reasoning recognizes nothing in the icon other than participation by name in the subject 

 

89 Photius, Epistulae et Amphilochia, ed. Laourdas-Westerink, Leipzig, 1984, vol. 2, 117ð119, 

quoted in Giakalis, Images of the Divine, 90. 

90 Theodore the Studite, Epistle 36, to his child Naucratius (PG 99, 1220A), quoted in Giakalis, 

Images of the Divine, 91 (Giakalisõs translation). 
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of the icon, and not by substance.ó91 The model of imaging proposed for icons by the 

iconophiles at the synod in 787, then, recognizes the limitations inherent in the mediumñ

that substantial (natural) properties are not made present there. But this model is not put in 

contrast to the natural model, nor is it clear what òpropertiesó of the prototype are expressed 

in the icon. With the second wave of iconoclasm, another opportunity for clarification will 

arrive. 

In the ninth century, the iconophiles further refine their response to the problem of 

consubstantial imaging by introducing a solid distinction between ònatural imagesó and 

òartificial images.ó A resurgence of iconoclastic fervor by emperor Leo V in 813 set the stage 

for further elaboration of the iconophilic position. Both Patriarch Nikephoros (758ð828), 

writing around 820, and Theodore the Studite (759ð826), his contemporary, make the 

development of an òartificialó theory of imaging a central piece of their defense of icons. In 

so doing, they were able to honor and uphold the trinitarian image doctrine of the fourth 

century fathers, while providing an account of icon veneration that made Christological and 

practical sense. 

In his second refutation, Theodore provides a concise yet detailed description of the 

distinction: 

Every image has a relation to its archetype; the natural image has a natural relation, 
while the artificial image has an artificial relation. The natural image is identical both 
in essence and in likeness with that of which it bears the imprint; thus Christ is 
identical with His Father in respect to divinity, but identical with His mother in 
respect to humanity. The artificial image is the same as its archetype in likeness, but 

 

91 Horos of the Seventh Ecumenical council (Mansi 13, 257D), quoted in Giakalis, Images of the 

Divine, 105 (Giakalisõs translation). 
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different in essence, like Christ and His icon. Therefore there is an artificial image of 
Christ, to whom the image has its relation.92 
 

In this passage, the unity of the image with the prototypeñFather (and mother) with Sonñ

is preserved in the ònatural image,ó but an essential distinction is made between image and 

prototype in the case of the Christ and his icon. For the natural image, there is a two-fold 

relational unity in essence and likeness; but for the artificial image, the unity is preserved in 

likeness alone. What is crucial here is the emphasis on the difference between image and 

prototype in the artificial image. The prototype, Christ, has a human and a divine nature; the 

image, an icon, has a portrait-nature (oil, board, pigment). In another passage from 

Theodoreõs Refutations, the emperor analogy is quoted again but this time with an eye to 

imaged difference: 

So this is what you [iconoclasts] find remarkable, that the artificial image which was 
used by the saint [Basil] as an analogy for the natural and unchangeable identity of 
the Father and the Son, this image is used by us not for the natural image of the 
Father but for the artificial image of Christ. Formerly the artificial image was 
compared with the natural, but now the artificial is compared with the artificial. How 
great the difference is!93 
 

Indeed, it was Basil himself who first drew attention to the distinction between natural and 

artificial images when he immediately followed this analogy with the claim, òWhat here [in 

the emperorõs] image is by imitation, there the Son is by nature.ó94 With this distinction, the 

 

92 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.B.2, 100. 

93 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, II.25, 58. 

94 St. Basil, On the Holy Spirit, 18.45, 80. 
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trinitarian model of imaging is not abandoned but is transformed by the ninth century 

iconophiles: 

If the fact that the Son differs in some respect from the Father (He differs only in 
the property of sonship) does not prevent him from having the same essence and 
veneration as the Father, then the fact that the image differs in some respect from 
the prototype (it differs in respect to the principle of its essence) will not prevent it 
from having the same likeness and veneration as its prototype. Just as Christ is 
distinguished from the Father by His hypostasis, so He is distinguished from His 
image by His essence.95 
 

The crucial step forward, then, in the iconophile account of imaging, is establishing a 

theological account of imaged difference.  

What, then, is the difference between image and prototype in the artificial image? As 

noted, the most foundational difference is that of essence or nature. There is no claim to 

consubstantiality between Christ and his icon, nor between the emperor and his image, nor 

between any human-made image and its prototype. Christ has divine and human natures, 

and Christõs icon has a portrait- or painting-nature. As we have seen in earlier stages of the 

iconoclastic controversy, the iconoclasts considered the natural distance between image and 

prototype to be its downfall. The iconoclasts saw the faithful claim òthis is Christó before an 

icon and understood it as the vain praise of base materiality, which amounted to idolatry. In 

other words, the iconoclasts agreed with the iconophiles that the icon was artificialñnot 

consubstantialñbut for them this artificiality amounted to the iconõs failure to meet their 

criteria for effective imaging.   

 

95 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.C.7, 105. 
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In their rejection of the criterion of the consubstantiality of the image and prototype 

in the icon, the iconophiles actually guard against the idolatry the iconoclasts fear by creating 

a new theory of imaging. Theodore states, òThe mind does not remain with the materials, 

because it does not trust in them: that is the error of the idolaters. Through the materials, 

rather the mind ascends toward the prototypes: this is the faith of the orthodox.ó96 The 

minds of the faithful do not linger on the materials as if there is divinity present there, but 

instead the very òothernessó of the image directs these minds to the prototype. This 

òothernessó establishes the icon not as a consubstantial repetition of the prototype (as the 

charge of idolatry would imply) but as a mediatory object through which the faithful are 

directed toward the prototype. This could be called a realist, or anti-skeptical, approach to 

the iconõs mediation. 

An important feature of this theory of imaging for our argument is that the 

òothernessó of the iconõs nature (its artificiality) not only establishes its relation to the divine 

prototype but to all prototypes. It could thus be understood as a general òtheory of 

imaging,ó as Barber argues.97 This new theory of imaging was motivated both by the 

iconoclastsõ accusations of heresy and by the iconophilesõ Christological arguments. These 

iconophiles claimed that Christõs icon was substantially distinct from both of Christõs natures. 

In other words, no image of any person (or place or thing) could claim to substantially re-

present a prototype. Christõs divine nature is not present in the icon, but neither is his human 

 

96 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.14, 34. 

97 Barber, Figure and Likeness, 11. 
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nature. This is because it is a property of human-made images to operate on the plane of the 

visible, not the natural. In Nikephorosõs words, the realm of the icon is the òscrutiny of the 

visible alone.ó98 In this realist approach to imaging, the peculiar character of the image, its 

visibility, is both the site of possibility and limitation. It is limited in that it represents only 

the visible aspects of its subject. Barber elaborates: òAn image pertains only to Christõs 

visible aspects; it does not claim to include the invisible and divine aspects of Christ. é 

Painting is simply a record of his [Christõs] visible traits.ó99 Nikephoros takes this even 

further, establishing a definition of circumscription that goes beyond the delineation 

available to depiction: òWhile in circumscription he is of necessity present, in what is painted 

nothing is present é for while a man is certainly painted in his icon, he is not circumscribed 

in it, as it is not the place proper for circumscription.ó100 Artificial images, those made by 

human hands, are therefore unable to present Christõs divine nature or his human natureñ

nor the fullness of any personõs circumscription, for that matter. 

Where, then, lies the possibility for the artificial image or icon? What opportunities 

does its visibility produce? Is the unity of image-prototype implicitly sacrificed in the ninth 

century iconophilesõ emphasis on difference? The iconoclasts would protest that it does, as 

the very function of an image, in their account, is to share in the nature of that which is 

 

98 Nikephoros (PG 100:309Að312A). quoted in Barber, Figure and Likeness, 113 (Barberõs 

translation). 

99 Barber, Figure and Likeness, 113. 

100 Nikephoros (PG 100:357BðD), quoted in Barber, Figure and Likeness, 117.  
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imaged. The iconophilic response to the charge of idolatry introduced new criteria for 

judging the success of an imageõs mediation: that the image references something that is 

existent. This criterion could be met by any image depicting Christõs earthly life, establishing 

a realist or anti-skeptical theory of iconic representation. However, the alternative theory of 

imaging provided by the iconophilesñthat of artificial rather than natural imagingñdid not 

so much provide a new criterion that could be satisfied, as a distinction that made space for 

images within the ontological gap between the Creator and the creature and denied the 

validity of the iconoclastic criterion. This denial, moreover, was not established through 

theological argumentation but through practical and rational observation of the work images 

do. While such a change in image theory is defensible in terms of practice and rationale, the 

theological case remains to be made. In other words, what use is an artificial image? An 

account of the mediation of images has not yet addressed theological skepticism.  

Up to this point, I have highlighted difference to demonstrate the significance of the 

introduction of the òartificial imageó as a theory of human-made imaging. However, a 

second theme runs throughout in the iconophile literature of the ninth centuryñthat of 

likeness or imitation. òLikenessó is the channel of unity between the image and its prototype. 

In chapter 4, I will discuss Theodoreõs account of iconic likeness as òhypostaticó in order to 

explore this Christological response to imaged skepticism.  

 

(V.) CONCLUSION  

In this chapter, I have argued that the main challenges issued by the iconoclasts in 

the iconoclastic debates of the eighth and ninth centuries could be understood as an instance 

of skepticism as articulated by ordinary language philosophy. This argument, then, is a first 
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step toward my larger goal of showing the parallels between the skepticism of Byzantine 

iconoclasm and that of the modern visual artist in order to provide a theological framework 

for interpreting Cézanneõs portraiture of his wife. To this end, in this chapter I provided a 

working definition of skepticism by highlighting two major themes in Wittgensteinõs and 

Cavellõs philosophical works: their discussions of certainty and criteria. In this section, I 

showed that in their eyes, skepticism and anti-skepticism arise from our ability or lack 

thereof to verify an expression, image, or behavior. With these thinkers, I further 

demonstrated that this authorization is usually pursued through the satisfaction of particular 

criteria. Cavellõs comments helped us see that criteria can never be fully fulfilled to the 

skepticõs satisfaction. In the next section, I applied this framework to analyzing the main 

arguments of the iconoclastic movement in eighth- and ninth-century Byzantium. I defined 

circumscribable and uncircumscribable as dialectical terms that designate visual entailments 

of the ontological distinction of the Creator and the creatures in Christian metaphysics. The 

iconoclasts built upon this dialectic to claim that icons unsuccessfully attempt to bridge this 

ontological gap, and inevitably function as idols. I then showed that the iconoclastic theory is 

built upon a trinitarian analogy of imaging that requires consubstantiality between image and 

prototype. This iconoclastic criteria for successful imaging could never be met by icons, thus 

their second failure to convey the divine. Further, I showed how in the development of the 

debate, iconoclasts cast the iconõs failure in terms of Christological heresy, claiming that 

icons were either an iteration of Nestorianism or monophysitism. For the iconoclast, then, 

the icon fails to escape idolatry, fails to achieve consubstantiality with its prototype, and fails 

to meet the demands of orthodox Christology. These iconoclastic casting of the icon in 

terms of these failures could be described, I argued, as skepticism. I concluded my 
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discussion of iconoclastic skepticism by refining their position through a discussion of their 

sanctioning of the òimagesó of the Eucharist and the empty cross. Iconoclastic support for 

these images adds a final criterion for successful imaging: abstraction. Their rejection of 

representations of the human bodily form will become important for our argument in future 

chapters when we consider Theodoreõs use of hypostasis and, then, Cézanneõs portraiture of 

his wife. Finally, I outlined the beginnings of an iconophilic response: the iconophiles 

redefined idolatry as artwork that references the non-existent, and the work of imaging as 

artificial rather than natural. I showed that, while these innovations were important 

steppingstones toward a theological defense of iconography, these do not address the 

theological nature of iconoclastic skepticism.  

For the iconoclastic writers, the stakes could not have been higher. In their 

development of criteria for judging the success of an image, they sought to certify not only 

right worship but also right knowledge of the true God in Christ. Theirs was an effort to 

achieve a clarity of worship that was epistemically anchored. A similar commitment to the 

clarity of expression and certainty of knowledge was characteristic of the modernist visual 

artists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Indeed, a pioneering movement towards 

this certainty was christened òrealism,ó as its creators and adherents attempted to convey 

that which was truly real in the world. In the next chapter, we will see that these iconoclastic 

themes reoccur in the modernist context. I hope to show, through this comparison, that 

while they both attempt to achieve certainty, the efforts of both issue in a skeptical account 

of the potentiality of painting to convey reliable knowledge of reality. Cézanneõs portraits 

both illustrate and problematize this skepticism. It is in this context that I hope to show how 
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an account of the imaging of the artist built upon Theodoreõs account of hypostatic likeness 

can account for the work that icons and portraits do. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
MODERNISM AS ICONOCLASTIC SKEPTICISM 

 

 

 

(I. ) INTRODUCTION  

In Rene Magritteõs 1928 painting The Treachery of Images, a meticulously rendered tobacco pipe floats 

in front of a paperwhite background (fig. 5). Mimicking the style of classroom flashcards, the 

surrealist artist inscribed a descriptive phrase in cursive beneath the pipeõs picture. The painting 

Figure 5: René Magritte, The Treachery of Images (This is Not a Pipe), 1929 
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reads, òCeci nõest pas une pipe.ó (òThis is not a pipe.ó) The phrase is meant to confound the 

expectations of the viewer: rather than offering a rudimentary lesson on the name for a common 

household object, Magritteõs flashcard jarringly reinscribes the gap between image and prototype. In 

a comment on the painting, the artist expands his rationale: òThe famous pipe. How people 

reproached me for it! And yet, could you stuff my pipe? No, itõs just a representation, is it not? So if 

I had written on my picture ôThis is a pipe,õ Iõd have been lying.ó1 Magritteõs pipe has become 

something of an emblem for what many have called the crisis of representation, given its clear 

demonstration of the problems that preoccupied the leading artists of the previous century.2  

In the last chapter, I argued that the iconoclastic position in eighth and ninth-century 

Byzantium presents a similar crisis of representation. The iconoclasts doubted the ability of icons to 

truthfully reference Christ. In my account, I showed how this iconoclasm can be understood as an 

instance of skepticism, as Wittgenstein and Cavell understand it. In what follows, I will demonstrate 

the parallel between this Byzantine theological crisis and the crisis of representation in the 

nineteenth-century world of visual art. While these moments of cultural upheaval are significantly 

different in many ways, including a variation in depth of their skeptical commitments, my contention 

 

1 René Magritte, Magritte, Ideas and Images, trans. Richard Miller, ed. Harry Torczyner (New York: 

H. N. Abrams, 1977), 71.  

2 Most famously, Michel Foucault produced an extended essay prompted by the painting. See Michel 

Foucault, This Is Not a Pipe (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983). 
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is that the similarities are striking and fruitful for theological reflection on images.3 In drawing these 

parallels, the stage will be set for applying an iconophilic theological hermeneutic to the work of 

Paul Cézanne.  

In this chapter, I will explore two accounts of the emergence of modernism in the visual 

arts. These accounts will help me describe and analyze the problematizing of representation in the 

avant-garde so fittingly captured by Magritteõs pipe. First, I will return to the concepts of realism and 

skepticism, using these themes as a framework through which to recount the major movements in 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century avant-garde paintings. This will show that while the avant-garde 

artists understood themselves as anti-skeptics, their artistic developments can be called skeptical in 

that their characteristic move is to critique their predecessorõs methods of representation. In this 

discussion, the similarities and differences between iconoclastic skepticism and modernist skepticism 

will begin to emerge. Next, I will introduce the work of T. J. Clark and Michael Fried, who represent 

two major perspectives: the social history and formalist schools of modernist interpretation, 

respectively. A fundamental agreement between them will emerge in our discussion: modernism 

exhibits skeptical tendencies that echo iconoclasm albeit in a modern key. Further, the specific 

emphases of each account, seen together, will point to what Christians understand as the more 

fundamental situation behind problems of representation: human finitude and sin. This will further 

my argument that the modernist crisis of representation can be read as a theological crisis. While the 

apparent concerns are epistemological, the more fundamental questions are metaphysical and moral. 

 

3 I am not the first to see resonances between modernism and Byzantine iconoclasms. See 

òByzantine Parallelsó in Clement Greenberg, Art and Culture: Critical Essays (Boston: Beacon Press, 

1961), 167ð179. 
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In the next chapter, Cézanneõs portraits will emerge as a particularly acute instantiation of this crisis. 

I will be explore these paintings in future chapters by an expanded iconophilic defense of visual 

representation.  

 

(II. ) MODERNIST ANTI -SKEPTICISM(S), REALISM(S), AND SKEPTICISM(S) 

In this section, I will outline the uniquely modern aspects of skepticism and anti-skepticism as 

manifest in the avant-garde. Then, I will trace the contours of the emergence of modernism after 

Courbet, highlighting the unique commitment of the modern artist to conveying reality. Cubist 

artists Albert Gleizes and Jean Metzingerõs account of modernism in De Cubisme, as well as art 

historian Francis Frascinaõs analysis of this account, will show that achieving this realism was central 

to avant-garde identity. However, that this realism was sought through negative technique means the 

movement, I argue, is more fittingly or fruitfully understood through the philosophical purview of 

the skepticism/anti-skepticism dialectic.  

 

 

Figure 6: Gustave Courbet, The Stone Breakers, 
1849 

 

 

Figure 7: William-Adolphe Bouguereau, Orphan by 
a Spring, 1883
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While the exact moment of modernismõs emergence is contested, the Realism of Gustave 

Courbet (1819ð1877) is often regarded as marking a new era in the history of the visual arts.1 

Realismña term later coined to designate the style and aims of Courbetõs paintingsñwas concerned 

to ògive a truthful, objective and impartial representation of the real world, based on meticulous 

observation of contemporary life.ó2 Realism was conceived in opposition to what the avant-garde 

artists perceived as the idealization of culturally influential academic3 works of art.4 For instance, in 

 

1 Courbetõs Realism, while displaying similar values and aims as philosophical realism, is a distinct 

movement within the visual arts. To distinguish between these two realisms, I will capitalize the 

artistic movement (Realism) and use lowercase for the philosophical position (realism). 

2 Linda Nochlin, Realism (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971), 13. The opening essay of this volume 

remains an important account of the movement. 

3 I have chosen to refer to this school of art with the general term òacademicó because its criteria for 

visual artõs success were determined by the conventions and traditions promulgated by the 

institutions of artistic apprenticeship and practice of the time, including Parisõs École des Beaux-Arts 

and its sponsored annual Salons. Richard Shiff also uses the term in this way. See Richard Shiff, 

Cézanne and the End of Impressionism: A Study of the Theory, Technique, and Critical Evaluation of Modern Art 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 12, 70. For an in-depth study of academic techniques 

and conventions, see Albert Boime, The Academy and French Painting in the Nineteenth Century (London: 

Phaidon, 1971). 

4 The following quotation is attributed to Courbet: òPainting is essentially a concrete art and can 

only consist of the representation of real and existing things. It is a completely physical language, the 

words of which consist of all visible objects. An object which is abstract, not physical, non-existent, 
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his painting The Stone Breakers, two day laborers are pictured enduring difficult manual labor (fig. 6). 

Bouguereauõs Orphan by a Spring (fig. 7), a depiction of an orphan with charming doe eyes, provides 

an example of the milieu of the academy that Courbetõs Realism opposed. While the lot of the 

orphan is idealized in Bouguereauõs painting, Courbetõs painting emphasizes the reality of the 

grueling toil inflicted upon the impoverished classes. By representing this scene without the refined 

veil of painterly finish, Courbet expresses his artistic commitment to present the unidealized reality 

of the external world. Consider the moralizing polemic of realist sympathizer, G. H. Lewes: 

òRealism is é the basis of all Art (sic), and its antithesis is not idealism, but Falsism. When our 

painters represent peasants with regular features and irreproachable linen; when their milkmaids 

have the air of Keepsake beauties, whose costume is picturesque, and never old or dirty é an 

attempt is made to idealize, but the result is simply falsification and bad art. é Either give us true 

peasants, or leave them untouched.ó5 In Wittgenstein and Cavellõs terms, Courbetõs criteria for 

establishing certainty about the reality of the subject depicted was the absence of a refined finish and 

academic conventions.  

 

is not within the realm of painting.ó Gustave Courbet, letter, December 25, 1861, quoted in Linda 

Nochlin, Realism and Tradition in Art, 1848ð1900: Sources and Documents (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 

1966), 35. 

5 G. H. Lewes, writing on Realism in Art in 1858, quoted in Nochlin, Realism. 35 (Nochlinõs 

translation). Italics original. 
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Before the nineteenth century was over, however, Courbetõs criteria for establishing the 

correspondence that realism demanded was disputed.6 The symbolists, for instance, decried 

Courbetõs Realism for only concerning itself with the outside appearances of things in the world 

instead of the inner life of those realities. Marx and Freud inspired critiques that cited unseen 

forcesñfrom emotions to social structuresñthat demanded recognition as reality. Further, the 

painting itself was put forward as an obstacle to true representation because the medium is radically 

different from the subject represented, such that the òeffect of ôlife-like representation,õ the 

ôreproduction of reality,õ is at best a particular artistic convention, or at worst a falsification, making 

us take the forms of representation as real.ó7 Magritteõs pipe is a twentieth-century parody of this 

falsification. The concept of representation itself, as the depiction, imitation, or conveyance of 

reality, was contested in these challenges to Courbetõs claim to artistic realism.8 The proliferation of 

photography in the nineteenth century further complicated what counted as realistic artistic 

depiction, as appearances could be frozen in images as never before. Indeed, looking at Courbetõs 

 

6 See Francis Frascina, òRealism and Ideology: An Introduction to Semiotics and Cubismó in 

Primitivism, Cubism, Abstraction: The Early Twentieth Century, ed. Charles Harrison, Francis Frascina, and 

Gillian Perry, Modern ArtñPractices and Debates (1993; repr., New Haven: Yale University Press 

in association with The Open University, 1994), 104.  

7 Francis Frascina, òRealism and Ideology: An Introduction to Semiotics and Cubism,ó in Charles 

Harrison, et. al., Primitivism, Cubism, Abstraction, 104. 

8 For an excellent discussion of the debate about representation that spans many disciplines, see 

Rowan Williams, The Edge of Words: God and the Habits of Language (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 186ð

197. 
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paintings through the lens of the twenty-first century, one could argue that they were decidedly 

unrealistic in their lack of both finish and life-like quality.  

As we have seen, the desire to discover and depict reality with certainty is an impulse that is 

traceable across many disciplines. Because anti-skepticismõs claims and desires are so basic, this 

impulse is ubiquitous, though not uniform, in the Western humanities. Platoõs substance metaphysic 

has been called realist, as it understands the universal forms to be the reality of which the òshadowsó 

of this world are lesser instantiations. And as I argued in the previous chapter, theological realism 

(and subsequent skepticism) animated the iconoclastic debates of the eighth and ninth centuries, as 

theologians debated an iconõs correspondence to the reality of its prototype. These and other pre-

modern systems of realism diverged in many ways, but they were parallel in at least one way: their 

reliance on metaphysical conceptions of reality.  

Many scholars argue that while the perennial realist impulse remained, approaches to 

achieving the correspondence that realism demands, as well as the very definition of reality itself, 

fundamentally changed with the emergence of modernism. In discussing the realism of the novel as 

it relates to the history of realism in philosophy, Ian Watts distinguishes this pre-modern prizing of 

the òabstract universaló with a realism inaugurated with the works of Descartes and Locke. Mulhall 

summarizes: òDistinctively modern realism begins from the position that abstract universals are of 

dubious validity, that truth can be discovered by the individual through the appropriate use of her 

senses, and that the methods to be employed in the pursuit of truth should be at once critical, 

antitraditional, and innovating.ó9 Put crudely, in modernity, the individualõs experience of the 

 

9 Stephen Mulhall, The Wounded Animal: J. M. Coetzee and the Difficulty of Reality in Literature and 

Philosophy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 143. 
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particular, concrete materiality of the world was elevated as uniquely disclosive of the truth of the 

world, over and above the contemplation of òabstract universalsó that characterize the realism of the 

pre-modern era. Further, the modernist opposition to metaphysics and tradition coupled with the 

prizing of innovation and sensory experience led to a spirit of ever-renewing critique. Mulhall writes, 

òNo sooner does one philosophical position or approach claim to have achieved that [realist] aim 

than its successors criticize it precisely for failing to have done so, and substitute what they take to 

be a more authentic form of realism.ó10 In the previous chapter, I argued that the criticisms of these 

various realisms (anti-skepticisms) could be understood as instances of skepticism, as Wittgenstein 

and Cavell understand it. In modernity, these skepticisms and subsequent reconfigurations of anti-

skepticism redouble again and again, at a quickening pace. Thus, the resultant philosophical culture 

of post-modernity is described as a òcrisis of representationó: a culture built upon cannibalistic 

critique, challenge, and deconstruction in which realism is incessantly sought and endlessly 

forestalled. 

These modernist appeals to realism and capitulations to skepticism certainly find an analogue 

in the development of the avant-garde in modernist visual art.11 The emergence of Courbetõs 

Realism, and its successive challengers, opponents, and heirs were systematically theorized by artists, 

critics, and historians in the twentieth century who were keen to account for the dramatic change in 

the visual arts in the nineteenth century and that changeõs continuing influence on contemporary art. 

 

10 Mulhall, The Wounded Animal, 146. 

11 òFor whereas such terms as Mannerism, Baroque or Neo-Classicismñwhatever difficulties they 

may presentñare generally used to define stylistic categories, proper to the visual arts, the word 

Realism is also closely connected with central philosophical issues.ó Nochlin, Realism, 13. 



Chapter 2: Modernism as Iconoclastic Skepticism  Christina Carnes Ananias 

 101 

One such account was written in 1911 by cubist artists Albert Gleizes and Jean Metzinger as a 

promotional manifesto for an exhibition of cubist works at the Salon des Independants.12 In this text, 

the authors identify the representation of reality as the exalted aim of the works of the avant-garde 

and demonstrate how successive generations of artists interpreted this aim: òReality is deeper than 

academic recipes, and more complex also. Courbet was like one who contemplates the Ocean for 

the first time and who, diverted by the play of the waves, does not think of the depths.ó13 After the 

depiction of òradiant realityó by Edouard Manet (1832ð1883), they distinguish in the history two 

trajectories: the òsuperficial realismó of the impressionists and the òprofound realismó of Paul 

Cézanne (1839ð1906). While ònot great painters,ó the impressionists succeeded in advancing toward 

realism in the òfreedom with which they let the technique appear.ó Impressionist technique was 

òretinaló rather than intellectual, which was not the authorsõ ideal, but at least avoided imitation: 

òImitation is the only error possible in art.ó14 C®zanne, on the other hand, offered a òprofound 

realismó because he òdisregarded idle chatter [traditional academic conventions], plumbed reality 

with a stubborn eye and, if he did not himself reach those regions where profound realism merges 

insensibly into luminous spirituality, at least he dedicated himself to whoever really wants to attain a 

simple, yet prodigious method.ó15 Cézanne is lauded as the inventor of a profoundly realist method 

 

12 Albert Gleizes and Jean Metzinger, Cubism, trans. Peter Brooke (London: T. F. Unwin, 1913), 

quoted in Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, Art in Theory, 1900ð2000: An Anthology of Changing Ideas, 

2nd ed. (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2003). 

13 Gleizes and Metzinger, Cubism quoted in Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory, 194. 

14 Gleizes and Metzinger, Cubism, quoted in Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory, 195. 

15 Gleizes and Metzinger, Cubism, quoted in Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory, 195. 
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that produces paintings that are luminous because of dedication to the observation of the dynamic 

appearance of objects in the world. Cubism, the authorsõ own style of painting and the theme of the 

impending exhibition, they then praise as the heir and perfector of Cézanneõs realism. 

For our purposes, it is striking to note how the authors put each successive achievement in 

their history in negative terms, revealing the skeptical impulse in the development of the movement. 

While they maintain a positive regard for the representation of reality, each development they 

describe builds upon the last by denying some criteria of the former. Courbet inaugurates òa 

yearning for realism which is felt in all modern workó because he does not waste òhimself in servile 

repetitions like Delaroche and the Deverias.ó Manet is beloved because he òtransgressed the decayed 

rules of composition.ó C®zanne, the hero of the text, is exalted because he òproves beyond all doubt 

that painting is notñor is no longerñthe art of imitating an object by means of lines and colors, but 

the art of giving to our instinct a plastic consciousness.ó16 Gleizes and Metzingerõs history of 

development inadvertently advocates for a realism wherein the conventions of imitation that had 

previously certified realistic correspondence are progressively abandoned by each movement, 

reaching a new level of abstraction in Cézanne.  

More to the point, in Gleizes and Metzingerõs text the content of the term òrealityó 

undergoes significant change under the pressures of this dawning abstraction. In some moments, the 

text appears to recapture and promote a variation on Platonic realism: òThe artist, having discerned 

a form which presents a certain intensity of analogy with his pre-existing idea, prefers it to other 

forms, and consequently ... he endeavors to enclose the quality of this form ... in a symbol likely to 

 

16 Gleizes and Metzinger, Cubism, quoted in Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory, 194. 



Chapter 2: Modernism as Iconoclastic Skepticism  Christina Carnes Ananias 

 103 

affect others.ó17 However, later in the same text a quasi-relativist nihilism emerges: òThere is nothing 

real outside ourselves, there is nothing real except the coincidence of a sensation and an individual 

mental direction. Far be it from us any thought of doubting the existence of the objects which strike 

our senses; but, being reasonable, we can only have certitude with regard to the images which they 

make blossom in our mind.ó18 And again, òBut objective or conventional reality, this world 

intermediate between anotherõs consciousness and our own, never ceases to fluctuate according to 

the will of race, religion, scientific theory, etc., although humanity has labored from time 

immemorial to hold it fast. Into the occasional gaps in the cycle, we can insert our personal 

discoveries and contribute surprising exceptions to the norm.ó19 The penultimate line of the work 

summarizes this relativism as regards to realism: òA realist, he will fashion the real in the image of 

his mind, for there is only one truth, ours, when we impose it on everyone.ó20 

In his analysis of the text, Frascina brings our attention to the fact that Courbetõs Realism, 

that which òinaugurated the realist aspirationó for the cubists, was allied to a positivist notion of 

realism, which stands in contrast to the quasi-relativist realism adumbrated by Gleizes and 

Metzinger. Frascina defines positivism as òthe philosophical movement of the mid-nineteenth 

century which accepted as knowledge nothing but matters of fact based on the ôpositiveõ sense data 

of experience (not on metaphysics, theology, uncritical speculation or any ôtranscendentõ 

 

17 Gleizes and Metzinger, Cubism, quoted in Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory, 196. 

18 Gleizes and Metzinger, Cubism, quoted in Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory, 199. 

19 Gleizes and Metzinger, Cubism, in Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory, 200. 

20 Gleizes and Metzinger, Cubism, in Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory, 201. 
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knowledge).ó21 For positivists, according to Frascina, the criteria for certifying ôrealityõ were 

repeatable sensed experiences. As a system of discerning the real through appearances, this variety of 

positivism had an enormous influence on both artists and theorists of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. Not only was Courbet a proponent of positivist theory, but the cubistsõ hero Cézanne 

always kept a text of the positivist philosopher Hippolyte Taine (1828ð1893) in his studio.  

òLogical positivismó is the variation of realism problematized in Ludwig Wittgensteinõs 

works. As an epistemology that trades on the verification of representations, Wittgensteinians 

understand logical positivism to be premised on the Augustinian separation of word and world as 

explored in the previous chapter. This stripe of positivism divided language into two categories: 1) 

òpropositionsó understood to convey òobjective,ó òcognitive,ó and therefore òrealó knowledge 

about the world, and 2) every other type of utterance, which are always òsecondary,ó òsubjective,ó 

òemotive,ó and parasitic upon the òpropositional.ó22 Positivist propositions are understood to be 

verifiable according to their facticityñeither being òtrueó or òfalseóñguaranteeing unaffected 

access to the reality of the world. Positivists regard the subjectivity of human language as a threat to 

the certainty of knowledge about the world. Therefore, they attempt to find alternative ways of 

securing perfect correspondence in formulaic language. This formulaic view of language is greatly 

influenced by the scientific empiricism of the nineteenth century, which similarly trades on 

investigation of brute facts in observable nature in the interests of securing scientific knowledge.  

 

21 Harrison, Frascina, and Perry, Primitivism, Cubism, Abstraction, 104. 

22 Toril Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary: Literary Studies after Wittgenstein, Austin, and Cavell (Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 2017), 161. 
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Frascina notes that for Courbet positivism problematizes the possibility of truthful 

representation. He began to recognize the ways in which òartistic traditions and conventions could 

generate misrepresentations of the subjects of images. It was an aim of Realism in general to expose 

the working of such traditions and conventions.ó23 Positivism led Courbet to establish a Realism that 

entails the negation of previous conventions of artistic representation in order to draw attention to 

their inadequacy. Simultaneously, Courbetõs positivist impulses led to a greater emphasis on 

observing the appearances of the paintingõs subject. However, Gleizes and Metzinger propose a view 

of realism that stands in direct contrast to positivism. The realism of Du Cubisme is òa reaction 

against [positivism].ó24 As we have seen, the òobjective realityó of the paintingõs subject is not 

secured through the observation of that subjectõs appearance according to the cubists but, in an 

inversion of the positivist method, only in a reduction to the artistõs perception of that subject. The 

individual artistõs idea of the subject overcame the use of the conventions of academic painting as 

the key to realism in the arts; now, the artistõs idea overcomes the sensed appearance of the subject 

herself. 

When viewed from this angle, Courbetõs Realism appears to have inaugurated a visual culture 

of critique and negation that cascades from one avant-garde movement to the next. This variety in 

visual culture is very much of its time, analogous to the philosophical preoccupations of the 

moment. The unifying aim of these artists is to secure an authentic realismña correspondence 

between their works and the reality they intended to convey. However, the criteria by which they 

attempt to secure this correspondence depend, for the most part, upon unveiling and stripping the 

falsity of previous criteria. In what follows, I will show how art historian and critic T. J. Clark 

 

23 Harrison, Frascina, and Perry, Primitivism, Cubism, Abstraction, 104. 

24 Harrison, Frascina, and Perry, Primitvism, Cubism, Abstraction, 104. 
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diagnoses the avant-garde impulse as, thus, fundamentally negative, supporting my claim that this 

the quasi-cannibalistic culture of modernism is contingent upon skepticism. Having done this, I will 

then show how in this modernist skepticism one can discern patterns of thought akin to the 

iconoclastic skepticism of their Byzantine forbearers. 

 

(III. ) T. J. CLARKõS ACCOUNT OF MODERNIST SKEPTICISM  

As we have already seen, accounting for the emergence of modernism in the visual arts is a highly 

contested matter. While there are many schools of thought on why and how the visual arts changed 

so dramatically in the nineteenth century, two viewpoints vie for consensus: formalism and the 

òsocial historyó perspective. T. J. Clark, a social historian, and Michael Fried, an inheritor of the 

formalist perspective, can be taken as representing the leading positions on either side of this 

ideological debate within modernist criticism. In 1983, the disagreement between these scholars 

reached a fever pitch when the publication of an essay by Clark in Critical Inquiry sparked a response 

from Fried in the following issue, which sparked a response (not in the Inquiry but in a volume 

edited by W. J. T. Mitchell)25 from Clarkña sequence that amounted to a public debate about the 

origins of modernism.26 The essays reflect on the criticsõ differences in historical and critical method, 

but also provide a brief narration of the emergence of modernism. While their perspectives were 

presented as contrasting accounts both in this debate and in subsequent works of art history, both 

 

25 T. J. Clark, òArguments About Modernism: A Reply to Michael Fried,ó in The Politics of 

Interpretation, ed. W. J. T. Mitchell (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 239-248. 

26 Both of the original essays and Clarkõs response to Fried are reprinted in Francis Frascina, Pollock 

and After: The Critical Debate (London: Routledge, 2000), 71-113. 



Chapter 2: Modernism as Iconoclastic Skepticism  Christina Carnes Ananias 

 107 

Clark and Fried later recognized the complementarity of and the important contribution of each 

viewpoint to the field.27 Thus, in the rest of the chapter, I will argue that, when taken together with 

their wider corpus of works, Clarkõs and Friedõs accounts of modernism should be read as 

complementary. In what follows, I will claim that both criticsõ accounts can be understood as 

diagnosing the modernist impulse as visual skepticism, albeit on different interpretive planes.   

I will begin my argument with T. J. Clarkõs account of the avant-gardeõs emergence, found 

primarily in his book The Painting of Modern Life, but also in the Critical Inquiry essays and other works. 

In what follows in this chapter, I will trace and analyze what Clark understands to be the impetus 

and causes for momentum of the strange developments in nineteenth-century French painting. 

Ultimately, Clarkõs Marxism leads him to interpret these changes as ideological clashes, wherein 

reified and fictional sign systems are intentionally brought to light and broken open.  

 

(III.A. ) IDEOLOGY AND SPECTACLE IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY FRENCH 
BOURGEOISIE 

For Clark, the overwhelming and disorienting impact of emerging capitalism in the West accounts 

for modernismõs advent in the late-nineteenth century. In his 1984 book, The Painting of Modern Life,28 

 

27 See, for instance, the poem written by Michael Fried and dedicated to T. J. Clark, òLe déjeuner sur 

lõherbeó (inspired by Manetõs controversial painting). Michael Fried, The Next Bend in the Road 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004). See also Friedõs comments about how their varied 

approaches depend on one another in Manetõs Modernism, or, the Face of Painting in the 1860s (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1996), 288. 

28 T. J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His Followers (New York: Knopf, 

1984). 
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Clark claims that the widening influence of the bourgeoisie in Parisian society in the nineteenth 

century changed the face of the city and its citizens. He notes that, at the turn of the nineteenth 

century, a symbiosis began to take shape between the academic art establishment and the emerging 

middle class. The populations of European cities exploded following a wave of new industry, 

creating new economic and social demands on cultural institutions. As the ultimate purveyor of high 

culture in Western Europe, the École des Beaux Arts fed a bourgeoisie hunger for validation as 

distinguished members of society. Salon exhibitions were cultural events that produced and verified 

the ògood tasteó of the middle class. As such, the exalted works both embodied and cultivated the 

narrative identity of the bourgeoisie, with its constituent virtues and tastes. Prior to the avant-gardeõs 

emergence, Clark claims that òthe bourgeoisie, like any normal ruling class, possessed a culture and 

an art which were directly and recognizably its own é in some strong sense [the bourgeoisie] 

possessed this art: the art enacted, clarified, and criticized the classõs experiences, its appearance and 

values; it responded to its demands and assumptions.ó29 By the time Alexandre Cabanelõs fusion of 

neoclassicism and romanticism was promoted by the Salon (see fig. 8), the character of the 

 

29 T. J. Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó in Pollock and After: The Critical Debate, ed. 

Francis Frascina (London: Routledge, 2000), 146 (italics original). 

Figure 8: Alexandre Cabanel, The Birth of Venus, 1875 
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bourgeois viewer (and buyer) was well established. And this character, or the mythology surrounding 

this character, was the target of the avant-gardeõs critique. The mythology and its constituent signs 

and signifiers Clark calls òideology.ó 

In the introduction to The Painting of Modern Life, Clark argues that the ordering of society is 

best understood as various systems of representation. These systems establish 

 the ideology of particular social groups. He claims that there is no òharder scienceó (such as 

economics) that can get one to the òbedrock of matter and action upon it.ó30 Society is ordered by 

the convention of signs all the way down: 

The world of representations does not fall out neatly into watertight sets or systems of 
signifying practices. Society is a battlefield of representations, on which the limits and 
coherence of any given set are constantly being fought for and regularly spoilt. Thus, it 
makes sense to say that representations are continually subject to the test of a reality that is 
more basic than themselvesñthe test of a social practice. Social practice is that complexity 
which always outruns the constraints of a given discourse: it is the overlap and interference 
of representations; it is their rearrangement in use; it is the test which consolidates or 
disintegrates our categories, which makes or unmakes a concept, which blurs the edge of a 
particular language game and makes it difficult (though possible) to distinguish between a 
mistake and a metaphor.31 

 
In this passage, Clarkõs term òrepresentationó has replaced Wittgensteinõs term òlanguageó in the 

philosopherõs late work. Social practice and representations are mutually constitutive in that the 

conventions of each are assigned, tested, and rethought in light of the other. The meaning of a 

representation is therefore understood only within that imageõs use in social practice. While 

Wittgenstein might balk at Clarkõs designating social practice as a òreality more basicó than 

 

30 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 6. This is a direct reference to Wittgensteinõs Philosophical Investigations, 

Ä217: òIf I have exhausted the justifications [for obeying a rule] I have reached bedrock, and my 

spade is turned. Then I am inclined to say: ôThis is simply what I do.õó 

31 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 6 (italics original). 
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representations (and, then, a few lines subsequent write that social practice is constituted by 

representations),32 a generous reading of Clark understands his òrepresentationsó to be secured as 

meaningful in social practice. 

Ideology, for Clark, functions as a particular order of knowing; a certain set of limitations 

and possibilities for any number of representations.33 Ideology is constructed by and aligned with 

particular social classes and is therefore usually òat oddsó with those of opposing groups. It would 

be incorrect to understand Clarkõs notion of ideology as a set of words, images, and ideas.34 Rather, 

ideology functions more like a grammar or syntax in that it constrains allowable presentations. 

Wittgenstein and Cavellõs account of criteria as the basis for confirming certainty would find a home 

here.35 Further, Clark stresses that it is the work of an ideology to constantly erase itself from view, 

leaving in its wake belief in the òRealó: òInsofar as pictures or statements possess a structure at all, it 

is one provided for them by the Real. Ideologies naturalize representation, one might say: they 

present constructed and disputable meanings as if they were hardly meanings at all, but, rather, 

forms inherent in the world-out-there which the observer is privileged to intuit directly.ó36 By my 

lights, Clarkõs use of the òRealó here is pejorativeñit is intended to mock claims to universality in 

judgment. Clark would insist that judgments of meaning are always sociallyñideologicallyñ

contingent. Ideology derives its power, however, by negating its own existence. 

 

32 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 6. 

33 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 8.  

34 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 8. 

35 See pages 40-52.  

36 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 8. 
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In the mid-nineteenth century, the ideology of the aristocracy that had been appropriated by 

the emerging bourgeois was becoming untenable. Clark argues this was due to the fact that 

bourgeoisie òtasteó was parasitic on the images of social value established by the aristocracy. These 

exalted tenets of aristocratic-bourgeois social identityñòintransigence, intensity and risk in the life 

of the emotions, fierce regard for honor and desire for accurate self-consciousness, disdain for the 

common place, rage for order, insistence that the world cohereóñhad become a òcultural liabilityó 

as the classes struggled against one another.37 The capitalism of the bourgeoisie was uniquely 

determinative for their own ideology: òEconomic representations [were] the matrix around which all 

others [were] organizedóñ and money and its images could not bear the weight of aristocratic 

dignity, emotion, and honor.38 Thus, the images that constituted the ideology of the nineteenth-

century Parisian bourgeois had become what Clark calls a òspectacle.ó òSpectacle,ó a term coined by 

the (Marxist) Situationist International in the 1960s, describes the commodification of various 

representations (òimagesó in the widest sense). Clark quotes Guy Debordõs definition: òThe 

spectacle is capital accumulated until it becomes an image.ó39 In the complex process of class struggle 

and identity formation, the images of bourgeois value reify around capital and become òspectacular.ó  

The process of spectacularizing social forms deeply unsettled meaning in representation. The 

cultural forms of the past that were once valuable for their demonstration of the values of the 

aristocracy were hollowed-out and tokenized. To reference an example I will explore further below, 

the nude womanõs body was traditionally presented in artworks as a sign or an image of the 

 

37 Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó 147. 

38 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 7. 

39 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 9 (italics original).  
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aristocratic values of beauty, order, purity, and emotion (see fig. 8). But in the nineteenth century, 

this image was co-opted by bourgeois capitalism, such that the signñthat is, the artwork, and, 

therefore, the womanõs bodyñbecame a vehicle for capital, as it sold what became a òfictionó of 

beauty, order, purity, and emotion.40 For Clark, then, the crisis of representation was contingent 

upon the apotheosis of capital. He describes this crisis thus: society became òless and less able é to 

justify the inevitability of its particular formsó and thus to keep alive òthe accepted notions upon 

which artists and writers must depend in large part for communication with their audiences.ó41 The 

conventions of imaging inherent to the ideology of the aristocratic-bourgeoise of nineteenth-century 

France became what iconoclasts might call an òidoló; an image that claims a presence on false 

pretenses.  

For Clark, the avant-garde emerges in resistance to the spectacle of the bourgeoisie 

ideological forms. Its tacit goal? To keep the ideals of the aristocracy alive by òkeeping [art] itself 

alive, as the remaining vessel of the aristocratic account of experience and its modes; by preserving 

its own means, its media; by proclaiming those means and media as its values, as meaning in 

themselves.ó42 In this way, there was a double-consciousness in the art of the avant-garde. On the 

one hand, the avant-garde saw itself as the protector of the best of bourgeoise identity; but on the 

 

40 A similar kind of phenomenon persists in the contemporary art and advertising world, wherein 

images traditionally regarded for their demonstration of òpureó values are commodified and so 

tokenized. One thinks of the Mona Lisa adorning tourist t-shirts, magnets, and mugs at the Lourve 

giftshop.  

41 Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó 144. 

42 Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó 147. 
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other hand, this protection entailed serious condemnation of the contemporary (capitalist) 

expressions that also characterized bourgeoisie identity. It was at once of the bourgeoisie and critical 

of the bourgeoisie: a complicated tension to navigate, which gave it the òpressing and anxious sense 

of that connection-in-difference being attenuated, being on the point of severance.ó43 Such is the 

condition of modernism in nineteenth century France according to Clark. 

 

(III.B.) OLYMPIA: CRITERIA OF A COURTISANE 

 
Figure 9: Édouard Manet, Olympia, 1863-65 

 
 

 

 

43 Clark, "Clement Greenbergõs Theory of Art." 145. 
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In The Painting of Modern Life, Clark articulates this history through close examination of the 

transformation of bourgeoise ideology in the 1860s and 1870s.44 One example in particular 

illuminates the distinctiveness of his Marxist approach and the scrupulousness of his examinationñ

his analysis of Manetõs Olympia (fig. 9).  In many accounts of modernist histories, Olympia serves as 

an icon of the new approach to painting in the mid-nineteenth century. In the terms of the 

interpretive framework that dominated twentieth-century art criticism, Greenbergian Formalism, the 

òflatnessó manifest in certain passages of Manetõs works of the 1860s, and in Olympia in particular, is 

often understood as a heroic formal opposition to the overwrought kitsch of academic art. 

However, Clark demurs from a purely formal reading of the paintingõs achievement, emphasizing 

instead the myriad ways in which its sign-system generates confusion and outrage among its viewers. 

In Olympia, he claims, Manet disrupts and reinvents the sign of the courtisane, specifically, in 

bourgeoise ideology. In what follows, I will summarize Clarkõs account of this disruption, with an 

eye to how this sign is constructed and disrupted according to bourgeois criteria. 

To illustrate the ways in which capitalism contributed to the decaying ideology of the 

bourgeoisie, Clark draws our attention to the sign activated by Olympia: the image of the courtisane. 

The world of sex work and its images in nineteenth-century Paris was a complex matter.45 

 

44 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, esp. 79ð145. 

45 In this section, I will use òsex workó and òprostitutionó interchangeably. I am aware of the 

attempt to neutralize the work with the new phrase and applaud the effort to suspend judgement on 

the individuals who find themselves in this profession. However, in the context of nineteenth-

century Paris, as Clark shows, the moral judgments that surrounded the work complicated the 
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Prostitution was sometimes seen by moralists as the occupation of a depraved and desperate class of 

women, but there also existed a group of powerful and refined women who could be hired for the 

fiction of intimacy, desire, and sexual fulfillment. This was the courtisane, and Paris of the late 

nineteenth century was her world. Yes, her body was commodified in sex work, but for Bourgeois 

capitalists, the commodity was king. Their bodiesñthe supply that met the overwhelming 

demandñmade these women powerful. The courtisane was a fixture in the life of the city: òThat the 

courtisane was thought to be a main representative of modernity in the 1860s is hardly in need of 

demonstration.ó46 They were everywhereñrepresented in visual art and novels, at the theatre, 

òeverywhere that crowds gathered.ó47  

The courtisane was an imageña social representation, a categoryñwith extremely stable 

criteria in the mid-nineteenth century, but the image was built upon layers of fiction. First of all, the 

transaction between the client and courtisane was not simply payment for sex. This simplicity 

belonged to a previous incarnation of the city wherein the prostituteõs clientele was comprised of 

visitors feeling sexually deprived. In the new Paris, urbanization and industry brought the 

bourgeoisie to the city, with their constituent òbelief in Desire.ó Now there was a òdemand for 

intimacy, for the illusion of seduction.ó48 The courtisane, therefore, played a part. These were often 

elaborate fictions, in which she would take on the markers of whatever class the client desired. In 

 

position and representation of the courtisane in important ways. To subtly maintain our awareness 

of this moral valence, I will sometimes use the term òprostitution.ó 

46 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 103. 

47  Paul de Saint-Victor, 1872, quoted in Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 104. 

48 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 107.  
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this way, the image of the courtisane was one of purity from the constraints of capitalist society: 

òThe courtisane was supposed to not belong to all the world of class and money; she floated above 

or below it, playing with its categories, untouched by its everyday needs.ó49 She was a public 

performance of the bourgeoisieõs religion of desire. 

Of course, as a character in the ideology of the bourgeoisie, the courtisane was represented 

in all its media. Accordingly, a vast set of criteria developed for conveying and recognizing her 

commodifiable and consumable body. It was not unusual for critics of the time to note they had 

identified a reference to particular woman in this painting or that novel. Often in visual art, she is 

depicted as a mythical figure in the nude, an object of desire for a viewer other than the viewer of the 

painting. However, in order for the characterñthe categoryñto remain portrayable, she must 

remain spectacular, in Debordõs sense of the term. She was, therefore, emptied of any unique 

characteristics that might have made her anything other than a character for hire, a sexual 

commodity. As one critic put it in the 1860s, òIn order to stay virgin, the nude in art must be 

impersonal and must not particularize; art has no need of a beauty spot upon the neck or a mole on 

the hindquarters. It hides nothing and shows nothing: it makes itself seen as a whole.ó50 The nude or 

courtisane was a sign for the enactment of desire. Therefore, a òrich and conventionaló visual 

language developed around her, with its constitutive painting practices.51 The painter of the nude 

 

49 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 87. 

50 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 129 

51 òWhat is left behind is a body, addressed to the viewer directly and candidly, but grandly 

generalized in form, arranged in a complex and visible rhyming, purged of particulars, offered as a 
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was responsible to òconstruct or negotiate a relation between the body as particular and excessive 

factñthat flesh, that contour, those marks of modern womanñand the body as a sign, formal and 

generalized, meant for a token of composure and fulfillment.ó52 However, in the 1860s, this visual 

language began to break down and, thus, the tenuous relation between propriety and desire enacted 

in these paintingsñin these bodiesñbegan to break down. 

 

(III.C.) MANET AS BOURGEOIS ICONOCLAST 

As Clark narrates it, this is the scene onto which Manet unleashes his criteria-breaking Olympia: into 

an academy populated by bourgeois viewers all too familiar with the signs and implications of the 

courtisane, and into an academy where the courtisaneõs visual language was breaking apart, most 

markedly in the paintings of Cabanel and Bouguereau. Clarkõs argument is that, by looking both at 

the visual code of the nude that these paintings were breaking and the way they were breaking it, 

òthe nude became embarrassing; and what Olympia did, is insist on that embarrassment and give it 

visual form.ó53 In other words, Manetõs artwork embodied a frank skepticism that was already 

emerging about the truth of the sign system of the courtisane. The stability of the courtisaneõs image 

was crumbling in light of its commodification, and Manetõs painting exploits this fact. 

Manet claimed that his allegiance as an artist is to the truth of vision above all else. His 

statements to this effect made it easy for critics to classify him as inheriting the Realism of his 

 

free but respectful version of the right models, the ones that articulate nature best,ó Clark, Painting of 

Modern Life, 127. 

52 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 126. 

53 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 131 
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predecessor Courbet. However, Clark understands Manetõs realism in Olympia (and in his other 

masterworks) as depicting the òrealó primarily through negation on multiple planes. On the plane of 

reference, Clark sees Manet negating the sign of the courtisane in previous iterations of academic art. 

The nude figure in Olympia is also a direct quote from Titianõs Venus of Urbino, with which critics and 

other viewers would have been very familiar. As is demonstrated by Fried in his òManetõs 

Sources,ó54 the artist was keen to associate his art with the canon of Western masterworks. In 

quoting Titianõs Venus, Manet references the ultimate example of academic painting of the nude.55 

However, in his extensive sorting of criticism on the painting, Clark found only scant references to 

Titianõs painting. Instead, Clark finds extreme confusion and disgust. He, therefore, argues that òthe 

meaning Manet contrived in terms of Titian in 1865 amounted to nothing for most of his viewers. 

The Venus of Urbino was painted out or painted over and seemed to the public no part of the image 

Manet had produced. It is as if the work of negation in Olympia é was finally done, but somewhat 

too well. The new Dona Olympia was too much the opposite of Titianõs for the opposition to 

signify much.ó56 In multiple passages, Clark comments on how various aspects of Olympia seem to 

parody those aspects in the academic painting of the time.57 As in caricature, the likeness is very 

 

54 Reprinted in Fried, Manetõs Modernism, 23ð135. 

55 òFor the nineteenth century, this painting was the nude.ó Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in 

the Art of Manet and His Followers., 94. 

56 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 95-96 

57 For instance, òThe surface contained a nude, a Negress, a cat, and some flowers; they were even 

done skillfully, but the skill was like a parody of itself, and of all the normal ways in which pigment, 

texture, and tone declare a likeness and let it be qualified.ó Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 100. 
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close, but it is as if the ground beneath the likeness has shifted. Manetõs painting does this in a grim 

way. To name one innovation: in contrast to the academic convention of posing the nude with her 

face turned away from the picture plane, which allows the form of the body to lead the composition, 

Manet positions Olympia face front, rendering her not a general but a particular commodity and 

implicating the viewer in the commercial exchange at hand. 

Clark claims that in parodying the sign of the courtisane, Manet skeptically exposes the 

falsity of the courtisaneõs performance, both as an image in painting, an image in society, and an 

image of bourgeois society. The illusion of propriety in bourgeois society was observed by Flaubert 

in these lines, which reflect Paris in the 1860s: òEverything was false, false army, false politics, false 

literature, false credit, and even false courtisanes.ó58 Clark observes that for Paris at the time, òsocial 

practice is soaked right through with duplicity, when nothing is spared from the rule of illusion. In 

such a society, prostitutes are purveyors of social goods.ó59 As we have seen, the myth of the 

courtisane, which in some ways stood for the myth of all bourgeois propriety, was enacted by its 

participants in layers of class performance and costume. Therefore, Manetõs exposure of Olympiaõs 

falsity was not in his depicting her as a member of a lower class. In fact, sometimes this was exactly 

the illusion desired by the clientñor viewer. Instead, Clark argues that the primary device that leads 

to Olympiaõs exposure is the admixture and incompleteness of any sign structure. Her gaze, the cat 

and servant, her hair, shoes, setting: Clark claims that all of these signs combine in such a way to 

throw a wrench into the sign system of the courtisane, which is why its contemporary critics were 

unable to make sense of the work.  

 

58 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 111. 

59 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 111. 
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Olympiaõs nakedness, then, is not rendered as a purified mythic nudity desired by the putti 

and animals that surround her. If so, the painted surface would be a òplace where the imagination 

could properly do its work, where the viewer was offered a rich, exaggerated play with normal 

identities, and reminded how much the most ordinary world was altered by being represented.ó60 

Instead, Olympiaõs nakedness assaults the viewer with the truth of the transaction. Manet exposes the 

fact that, ultimately, the courtisaneõs client did not buy the class-based fiction, but the sexualized 

body of a woman. Olympiaõs nakedness ògives its female subject a particular sexuality as opposed to a 

general one.ó61 This particularized womanñthis particularized commodityñwas difficult for the 

bourgeois viewer to stomach. The world that the viewer is left to imagine is no myth, but the reality 

of the òfabric of sociality in which this look might make sense and include him ð a fabric of offers, 

places, payments, particular power, and the status which is still open to negotiation.ó62 Parodying the 

bourgeois image, the woman in Olympia pulls back the curtain on the illusory conventions of 

prostitution.  

Of course, Clark also recognizes the innovative handling of the painted canvas. However, 

the innovations of the medium in this image are only recognizable, he claims, after the sign-system 

of the nude has been broken: òThe facticity of paint in Olympia is not something given or 

discovered or simply ôseen.õé In order that the painted surface appear as it does in Olympia, the self-

 

60 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 99ð100. 

61 òAnd that particularity derives, I think, not from there being an order to the body on the bed but 

from there being too many, and none of them established as the dominant one.ó Clark, Painting of 

Modern Life,132. 

62 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 133. 
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evidence of seeingñseeing the world, seeing Womanñhad to be dismantled.ó63 This reflects Clarkõs 

contentions that the ideology of class is reified in its representations. In a footnote, he argues against 

the òbooksó that claim that Olympiaõs offensive innovation is in her òrealistic depiction.ó64 He notes, 

in contrast, that in terms of painting, there are passages that are quite unrealistic. Indeed, it is unclear 

if the scene is as contemporary as some have claimed. He resists closure on the question of reality: 

òEven if we wish to say reality is figured here, it still leaves us with the question why it was offensive, 

if its figures are so hard to pin down.ó65 To hazard an extension of this line of thought, perhaps it 

would not have been possible for a contemporary viewer to recognize reality in Olympia, because 

what is revealed as real is the fictionñthe ideologyñthat comprised the nineteenth-century Parisian 

beholderõs view of the world. The confusion of the alternative sign-system closed down any 

attempts to imagine the woman, this scene, as real in the sense that paintings depicted women and 

scenes as real. As the criticsõ writings reveal, contemporary viewers were left confused and angry, 

confronted with the dissolutionñthe nakednessñof their mythic ideology. 

 

(III.D. ) MODERNIST ICONOCLASM CONFRONTING SIN 

In his account of the bourgeois ideology of the courtesan, Clark draws a surprising parallel: 

òReasoning on the subject [prostitution] therefore tends to become overheated, like arguments 

about transubstantiation; and the issues in question are similar, if secularized. It is specifically a 

 

63 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 139. 

64 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 132n. 

65 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 132n (italics original). 
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matter of bodies turning into what they are not, in this case money.ó66 While put in a light-hearted 

manner, nonetheless, this comparison between debates about the sacramental transformation of the 

elements of bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ and debates about the capitalistic 

transformation of the courtisaneõs body into a commodity underscores the seriousness of Manetõs 

charge. The comment rightly places the problematic commodification of the womanõs body into the 

ninth-century iconoclastsõ line of argumentation. For the iconoclasts, the Eucharist was the only 

proper image of the divine because the elements were transformed into the natural presence of the 

divine. Icons of Christ that claimed Christõs presence but did not deliver a divine nature were 

therefore problematized as idols. In an analogous way, the image of the courtisaneõs body in the 

academic art of the nineteenth century claimed the presence of the aristocratic values of dignity, 

honor, beauty, and purity but instead epitomized the bourgeois values of consumption and capital. 

In other words, the images of the courtisane (and others like it) were problematic in the nineteenth 

century because of their falsity, or their idolatry. 

In Clarkõs view, Manetõs Olympia insisted that viewers face the falsity of the ideological sign 

of the courtisane. While it would be misleading to suggest that Manet espoused proto-feminist 

longings to liberate the sex workers of nineteenth-century Paris, Clark makes it clear that it is 

certainly the case that his diagnosis of the falsity of the image of the courtesan in academic art was 

derivative of the falsity of the relational dynamic at play in the performance of the courtisane. When 

it came to the courtisane, duplicity was rampant at every plane of consideration. In the image of the 

courtisane, the womanõs body was objectified, commodified, consumed, and abandonedñused to 

serve the interests of the bourgeois male viewer aloneñjust as the womanõs body was objectified, 

 

66 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 102. 
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commodified, consumed, and abandoned in the practice of the courtisaneõs performance. The 

bourgeois claim to value purity, honor, and dignity was undercut by his corrupted relationship to the 

courtisane. Judging the performance of the courtisane by the criteria of the aristocracy, Manet (and 

others) cannot help but understand it as a duplicitous exercise of desire. Put simply, the sign of the 

courtisane in the ideology of nineteenth-century Paris is what Christians would call sin: the 

corrupted and disordered use of creation.  

While Clark (and Manet, for that matter) would likely balk at the use of sin to describe the 

problematic out of which the avant-garde emerged, Clarkõs description of the bourgeois use of the 

courtesan and its images lends itself to such an interpretation. In the last section of this chapter, I 

will elaborate on this contention, suggesting a connection between the rejection of human finitude 

and sin. For now, however, I simply contend that the problems described by Clark as encountered 

by Manet are moral problemsñproblems that require not just an artistic response but an ethical one. 

My contention is not without support in the statements from avant-garde artists and critics of the 

time, who most often put their aims in ethical terms: recall Courbetõs commitment to the truth in 

depiction, and Manetõs singularity of vision. As Clark argues, the quest of the avant-garde was 

motivated by the same aristocratic òrage for orderó that inspired the aristocratic-bourgeois 

development of a middle-class òtaste.ó This rage entailed a commitment to truth and purity in 

imaging that derived from a commitment to truth and purity in life and actionñcertainly a moral 

pursuit. 

In sum, Clarkõs narration of the emergence of modernism could be said to characterize the 

avant-gardeõs growing sense of unease about bourgeois images as a kind of skepticism. In this 

section, drawing on Clarkõs Marxist account of the world of visual arts in nineteenth-century Paris, I 

showed how the ideology of the emerging middle-class (the aristocratic-bourgeoisie) began to buckle 

under the weight of capitalism. The images that populated the bourgeois ideology in Paris at the 
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time were hollowed-out and tokenized as they were co-opted for profit. I drew attention to Clarkõs 

discussion of one image in particular to demonstrate how the avant-garde skeptically drew attention 

to the break-down of these signs: Manetõs use of the image of the courtisane in his masterwork of 

the avant-garde Olympia. I argued, with Clark, that Manet draws our attention to the duplicity of the 

courtisane, both as an image and as a performance in Parisian society. Clark contends that Manet 

dismantles a bourgeois vision of the world by intentionally disrupting the sign system of one of its 

central images. I then argued that the demonstration of visual skepticism in Manetõs Olympia reflects 

an epistemological impediment that is due to the effects of what Christians call sin. I will expand 

upon this claim later in the chapter.  

 

(IV. ) FRIED ON MODERNIST SKEPTICISM  

Michael Fried, an inheritor of the formalist school of interpretation, offers an alternative but, as we 

will see, complementary narration of the emergence of modernism. In his trilogy of works on the 

avant-garde, Fried describes modernism as a communal reckoning with the òtranscendental 

conditionó of painting.67 Friedõs account of the problems encountered and solutions offered bring 

considerations of modernism into a metaphysical key by drawing attention to the relationship 

between the painting (i.e., the representation or human-made object) and the beholder. In order to 

explain how he understands the crisis that Courbet encountered in the early 1860s, Fried argues that 

this relationship must be negated in terms of Diderotian aesthetics: òThe main point to grasp about 

 

67 See Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1980); Courbetõs Realism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990); 

and Manetõs Modernism. 
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the Diderotian project is that in an obvious sense it was bound to fall short of its ultimate aim owing 

to the irreconcilable conflict between the demand that the beholder be denied and what I think of as 

the primordial conditionñalmost the transcendental conditionñthat all paintings are made to be 

beheld.68  

The fact of this òtranscendental conditionó leads Fried to refer to this attitude of negation 

towards the beholder as an òillusionó or òfictionó that simply cannot be sustained infinitely.69 His 

account of the history of painting from the eighteenth century through the first half of the 

nineteenth century is one of progressive experiments in keeping the beholder in abeyance. 

According to Fried, the paintings of artists as varied and ennobled as Jacques-Louis David (1748ð

1825) and Théodore Géricault (1791ð1824) employ progressively more extreme techniques to 

insulate the paintingõs world from the beholder. However, as Davidõs disparagement of his own Oath 

of the Horatii (1784ð85) as òtheatricaló less than a decade after its completion, demonstrates the 

criteria for successfully creating an anti-theatrical artwork were changing at an accelerating pace in 

the mid-nineteenth century.70  

 

68 Michael Fried, òBetween Realisms: From Derrida to Manet,ó Critical Inquiry 21, no. 1 (1994), 6. 

Denis Diderot, an intellectual and art critic writing in the mid-eighteenth century, emphasized in his 

writings the relationship between the painting and its beholder. For Friedõs extended treatment of 

Diderotõs criticism, see Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, chapters 2 and 3. 

69 Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 103; see also Manetõs confrontation with painting òprimordial 

conditionó in Fried, Manetõs Modernism, 406ð407. 

70 òWe know this from the testimony of Etienne-Jean Delécluze, who at that time was Davidõs 

student and who later became a leading art criticó Fried, Courbetõs Realism, 17. 
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In the following section, I will expand on Friedõs analysis of the emergence of the avant-

garde to show how this movement can be understood as revealing and reconciling itself to paintingsõ 

own finitude. We will see that as the òtranscendental conditionó of painting becomes more difficult 

to escape, various iterations of skepticism arise in an effort to keep the beholder in abeyance. 

Surprisingly, in the public debate between Clark and Fried, Fried contends that Manetõs achievement 

is manifest not in the development of negative or skeptical techniques but in positive and innovative 

realist techniques. In the following section, we will see how and why Clark counters Friedõs 

òpositiveó conception of modernism, setting the stage for a consideration of these narrations in 

relation to the Christian concepts of finitude and sin. 

 

(IV.A.) FRIEDõS DIDEROTIAN NARRATION OF THE EMERGENCE OF MODERNISM 

As Fried narrates it, the anti-theatrical tradition as found in the academic salons of the mid-

nineteenth century was predicated upon the artistsõ 

cognizance of the relationship between the representation 

in the painting and that paintingõs beholder.71 The success 

of a depiction of reality depended upon simultaneously 

enthralling and denying the viewer. Drawing on the 

eighteenth-century art criticism of Denis Diderot, Fried 

claims the painting is understood as theatrical (and 

therefore a failure), when it manifests an awareness of the 

 

71 Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 3; see also Fried, Courbetõs Realism, 6; and Manetõs Modernism, 189ð

190, 406. 

Figure 10: Jean-Honoré Fragonard, The 
Swing, 1767 
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beholderõs presence and acts toward and for that beholderõs amusement. Conventions of a theatrical 

painting could have included: òaddressing the audience, falsely rhetorical gestures, symmetrical 

arrangement of personages, elaborate costumes, etc.ó72 Rococo painting, such as John-Honoré 

Fragonardõs The Swing (fig. 10), was the obvious target of Diderotõs assault on the òtheatrical.ó In 

stark contrast, the criteria of successful paintings include the studious avoidance of any 

acknowledgement of their beholder. It was ònot enoughó to òsimply disregard the beholder. It was 

necessary to obliviate him, to deny his presence, to establish positively insofar as that could be done 

that he had not been taken into account.ó73 The most effective convention for achieving this 

disregard, Fried names òabsorption,ó or the depiction of a paintingõs subject fully occupied, 

engrossed, captivated by something other than the beholder. Fried notes that while this was possible 

for artists like Chardin to achieve in smaller-scale portraits, genre scenes, and even still life paintings, 

the history painting emerged as the most qualified genre for this work. History painting was so 

equipped because òthe painter could aim to engross or absorb his figures in action or feeling é and 

thereby to declare their aloneness relative to the beholder.ó74  

In sum, Diderot, on Friedõs reading, sounds a concern for representative art to present its 

subject matter truthfully and realistically to the beholder, and subsequently suggests particular 

conventions for so doing. When considered in the context of the dramatic arts, these conventions 

seem far from innovativeñindeed they seem òinnateó to the artform. Most importantly for Fried, 

Diderot imports the theatrical convention of negating the beholder in order to attract, arrest, and 

 

72 Fried, Art and Objecthood: Essays and Reviews (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 48. 

73 Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 103.  

74 Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 103.  
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enthrall him or her. òIn a dramatic representation, the beholder is no more to be taken into account 

than if he did not exist.ó75 In the dramatic arts (and in painting), the fourth wall is the imagined 

scrim between the actors upon the stage and the audience. The audience and the actors can all see 

the walls on the back and sides of the mise-en-scène, but the fourth wall must be imagined for the 

audience to fully enter into the world of the action of the scene, and therefore become a beholder to 

whom the play can communicate in a realistic way. Diderot directs actors to òimagine, at the edge of 

the stage, a high wall that separates you from the orchestra. Act as if the curtain never rose.ó76 The 

fourth wall thus maintains a crucial distance between the world of the play and the world of the 

audience. For Diderot, overt engagement with the audience on the part of the actors breaks the spell 

of the playõs representation of reality and disables its communicative power.77 As Fried has 

explained, the same is true for painting. Reality is truthfully communicated in the dramatic and visual 

arts when the òsupreme fictionó of the fourth wall is secured.78 

However, both Diderot and Fried note a significant paradox in this account of the dramatic 

and visual arts. Diderotõs theory proposes that for an artwork to communicate truthfully (to achieve 

realism), the artwork must deny the most basic fact about painting: that it is made to be beheld. To 

advance the project of conveying reality truthfully and convincinglyñto engage the beholder in the 

first placeña fundamental fiction must be spun. Further, the threat of theatricality is innate to the 

 

75 Diderot, quoted in Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 94 (Friedõs translation).  

76 Diderot, quoted in Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 95 (Friedõs translation). 

77 Diderot, quoted in Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 94 (Friedõs translation).  

78 Fried, òToward a Supreme Fiction,ó in Absorption and Theatricality, chapter 2. 
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act of beholding, and cannot be prevented by the conventions of the artist. Friedõs gloss on this 

paradox is worth quoting at length: 

In Diderotõs writings on painting and drama, the object-beholder relationship as 
such, the very condition of spectatordom, stands indicted as theatrical, a medium of 
dislocation and estrangement rather than absorption, sympathy, self-transcendence; and the 
success of both arts (painting and theatre), in fact their continued functioning as major 
expressions of the human spirit, are held to depend upon whether or not painter and 
dramatist are able to undo that state of affairs, to detheatricalize beholding and so make it once 
again a mode of access to truth and conviction, albeit a truth and a conviction that cannot be 
entirely equated with any known or experienced before. What is called for, in other words, is 
at one and the same time the creation of a new sort of objectñthe fully realized tableauñand 
the constitution of a new sort of beholderña new òsubjectóñwhose innermost nature 
would consist precisely in the conviction of his absence from the scene of representation.79 

 
Spectatordom is theatrical insofar as paintings and dramas function for the beholder as simply a 

distraction, something nice to look at, and not as completely absorbing demonstrations of òtruth 

and conviction.ó80 For Diderot, the subject of painting has to be more than an amusement or 

decoration in order for the entire painting-beholder relationship to be elevated above mere 

theatricality. The artist (painter, actor, playwright, etc) has a realist responsibility, then, to create 

works that are a òmode of access to truth and conviction.ó81  

Diderot was not unprecedented in his demand for truth and conviction in the arts via the 

upholding of a òsupreme fiction.ó82 However, his particular theory of anti-theatricality was a 

powerful and unique innovation in the history of aesthetics that continues to guide judgments about 

the arts today. The conventions that Diderot identified as those by which theatricality is defeated 

 

79 Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 104 (italics original). 

80 Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 104. 

81 Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 104 (italics mine). 

82 Mulhall, The Wounded Animal, 154. 
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continue to persist as the conventions by which much artwork is judged. Consider how many times 

a painting has been dismissed as not looking òrealistic,ó or a performance òaffected.ó It almost 

seems natural for a beholder to desire the world of the representation to exist apart from the 

beholder, and, moreover, for our beholding itself to be òtrue,ó instead of affected.  

As we have seen, Fried claims that in the history of nineteenth-century visual art, the 

convention that secured the òtruthó of the world of the painting was initially absorption, as seen in 

the works of Chardin, which eventually was supplanted by the action and unity expressed by the 

grandeur of history paintings.83 By 1860, however, the conventions for securing the validity of the 

world of the painting were crumbling. The academy had sensed that òthe beholders of paintings 

were becoming alienated from the objects of their beholdingñno longer absorbed or enthralled by 

canvasses qua paintings, qua fictional scenes of representation; and they rightly saw such alienation 

as a skeptical threat to paintingõs capacity to maintain its status as a major art form.ó84  The 

academyõs resolution was to create ever-more engrossing scenes of representation, in order to more 

 

83 To this list, I would also add idealization. Idealization would take into account the renewal of 

classicism in the paintings, as well as Diderotõs own musing in his Paradoxe sur le Comédien: òReflect 

for a moment on what it means in the theatre to be true. Is it to present things as they are in nature? 

Not at all. The true in this sense would be merely vulgar. What then is the truth of the stage? It is the 

conformity of the actions, speeches, physique, voice, movement, and gesture with an ideal model 

imagined by the poet and often exaggerated by the actor,ó Diderot, Paradoxe sur le Comédien, quoted 

in Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot, 104n142 (Friedõs 

translation). 

84 Mulhall, The Wounded Animal, 154. 
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solidly establish the represented reality, and further seal off the beholder. In a contrasting move, 

Fried claims that Gustave Courbetõs attempted to blind the viewer by entering the painting himself 

as painter-beholder. In this radical denial of the spectator, the òmetaphysical error was to attribute 

this skepticism to spectatordom as such, rather than to the increasingly exhausted power of 

traditional modes of creating absorption in the dramatic illusions of paintings.ó85 The paradoxical 

and òalmost transcendentaló condition of painting as necessarily an object to be beheld persisted 

beyond Courbetõs innovation, leading Fried to interpret his work as failing to satisfy the criteria for 

anti-theatricality. 

Reflecting the accelerated rate of change within visual art production and criticism at the 

time, the òcorporeal realismó of Courbetõs innovative masterworks were failing to produce the 

desired anti-theatrical effect less than a decade after their completion. The òontological illusionó or 

òsupreme fictionó sought by the painter was no longer successful, and skepticism about paintingõs 

ability to represent reality intensified.86 Fried attributes Courbetõs failure to the òconspicuous 

materiality of his pictures, along with their primary reference to the painter-beholder. é They failed 

to make themselves felt as neutralizing beholding generally.ó87 In terms of the broader argument I 

am making, they attempted to satisfy the skepticõs unachievable criteria for establishing a certain 

correspondence to the reality they depicted and failed. Thus, the skeptical questioning of the 

paintingõs ability to represent reality truthfully outpaced even Courbet. In Manetõs Modernism, Fried 

tracks the innovations of a ògenerationó of painters who attend to this problematic in various ways, 

 

85 Mulhall, Wounded Animal, 154. 

86 Fried, Manetõs Modernism, 404. 

87 Fried, Manetõs Modernism, 405. 
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uncovering important techniques such as òintensity, instantaneousness, facingness, and 

strikingness,ó all of which effect a simultaneous denial and acknowledgement of the beholder.88 

However, it is in the masterworks of Manet that Fried sees a genuine revolution in representational 

style.  

 

(IV.B.) MANET AS ANTI-THEATRICAL ICONOCLAST 

Both Fried and Clark praise Manet as the heroic innovator of the avant-garde but in significantly 

divergent ways. Consistent with his emphasis on the centrality of the anti-theatricality tradition in 

nineteenth-century French art, Fried claims that the innovation of Manetõs artworks can only be 

understood as a further complexification of the relationship between painting and beholder. Manetõs 

artwork emerges in the heat of this representational crisis. How was Manet to secure his the òrealityó 

and consequent òseriousnessó of his artwork when the art viewing public was less and less 

convinced by paintingsõ fourth wall? Manet breaks the fourth wallñon at least four planes: in the 

subject matter (Olympia is recognizable); compositionally (the subjectõs outward gaze); formally (the 

painting resists closure); and socially (exposes the commodification of artwork and bodies in 

bourgeois culture). The òtruthó of the painting is revealed, therefore, in many ways at once, which 

according to Diderotian anti-theatricality should elevate the paintingõs seriousness. In Mulhallõs 

words, Manet òaccommodate[s] or defuse[s] the threat of skepticism by acknowledging the 

metaphysical constraints of the literal scene of representation.ó89 Rather than deny the objecthood of 

the canvas beheld by a viewer in order to transform the canvas into another reality (the academic 

 

88 Fried, Manetõs Modernism, 405. 

89 Mulhall, The Wounded Animal: J. M. Coetzee and the Difficulty of Reality in Literature and Philosophy., 154. 



Chapter 2: Modernism as Iconoclastic Skepticism  Christina Carnes Ananias 

 133 

anti-theatrical method), the painting acknowledges its own nature as a painting in order to enable the 

communication of that reality. In this respect, Manet birthed a new modernist realism. 

Fried draws our attention to various contrarian devices deployed by Manet that serve to 

highlight the limitations of painting. Manet 

systematically avoided absorptive motifs é [and] deliberately courted 
unintelligibility. é His execution é was seen as deficient with respect to finish. é He 
depicted figures é gazing directly out of the painting. é his combination of strong figural 
and drawing gestalts with abrupt quasi-photographic light/dark patterning é [that] assaulted 
the beholder é and in general he appears to have done all he could to underscore, in a sense 
dramatize, what I have called the primordial convention that paintings are made to be 
beheld.90 

 

In other words, in his paintings of the early 1860s, Manet unleashed a bevy of complicating 

techniques that confound viewersõ expectations. What does an artist do when even the extremity of 

Courbetõs òcorporeal realismó isnõt enough to eschew theatricality? When all beholders come to the 

canvas prepared to judge the work as an affected presentation? When the beholder is so aware of 

their position of power in the judgment of the artwork? Manet responds to this situation by blinding 

the beholder through the òembrace of theatricality in the presentational sense of the term.ó91 The 

canvases are striking in that they accentuate their status as a beheld object. Even the subjects of the 

paintings understand themselves as beheld objects, stunning and confusing the now-blinded 

beholder. 

 

90 Fried, Manetõs Modernism, 404. 

91 Fried, Manetõs Modernism, 406. òThe very extremity of the measures by which Manetõs paintings 

acknowledge beholding as inescapably the fate of painting can have the effect of making the actual 

beholder feel excluded or supererogatory, and that it may be that experience that Manetõs viewers 

have found more disorienting than any other.ó Fried, Manetõs Modernism, 406, (italics original). 
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Fried identifies further complexity in Manetõs acknowledgement of the paintingõs 

òmetaphysical conditionó as a representation dependent upon a beholder, in that he interprets 

various aspects of Manetõs paintings as signaling their condition as further beheld by a maker. In this 

way òthe beholder not only perceives an object and is absorbed in a dramatic illusion, but confronts 

the work of another human being.ó92 Courbetõs attempts to erase this aspect of painting set the stage 

for Manetõs frank acknowledgement of the òworked object.ó93 The beholder beholds a physical 

object, a representation, and now, an intentionally created work of human hands. Fried contends 

that an important convention used by Manet to suggest this acknowledgement is òfacingness.ó94 

Rather than convey his subjects facing inward, òabsorbedó in some occupation or another (in order 

to deny the presence of the beholder), Manet frankly faces his subjects out, toward the viewer. This 

not only jarringly confounds expectations but reminds the viewer of the modelõs presence to the 

artist at the time of the artworkõs creation. Conventionally, the physical object of the painting and 

the illusionistic representation are present to the beholder, but the model is only present to the 

primordial beholder. However, in picturing the model (e.g., Olympiaõs Victorine Meurent) facing the 

beholder, Manet brings the viewer into the artistõs studio, wherein the model makes herself present 

to the artist. In doing so, this facingness then brings the viewer back to the surface of the canvas 

once again, reminding him of the òprimordial convention that paintings are made to be beheld, that 

they face their viewers with a representation. In so doing, [Manet] emphasizes the temporal 

instantaneity of his paintings, which in turn underscores the fact that, qua material objects, they are 

 

92 Mulhall, The Wounded Animal, 155. 

93 Mulhall, The Wounded Animal, 156. 

94 Fried, Manetõs Modernism, 405. 



Chapter 2: Modernism as Iconoclastic Skepticism  Christina Carnes Ananias 

 135 

all surface and so can be taken in as a whole by those beholding them.ó95 By contrast, Victorine 

Meurent was not òall surfaceó and not even Manet in the studio could have taken her in all at once. 

Such a circuitous and chaotic path comes close to celebrating the limitations of the relationships 

instantiated between painter, person painted, painting of a person, and beholder of the painting. The 

name that Christians give to this techniqueñacknowledging an epistemological limitation in order to 

communicate truthñis òapophaticism.ó In avant-garde history, it came to be called òabstraction.ó 

For Fried, Manet is a pivotal figure in that his work rests between the òcorporealó realism of 

Courbet and the òopticaló realism of the Impressionists. Fried laments the exaltation of òoptical 

flatnessó in twentieth-century interpretations of Manetõs masterworks, explaining that such a 

formalist judgement is anachronistic insofar as a full-throated dependence on the optical (and 

therefore an acknowledgement of the flatness of the canvas) comes only with the Impressionists a 

generation after Manet.96 However, a gesture toward the optical aspects of paintingñor the 

presentation of painting as a beheld objectñis central for Manetõs strikingly innovative techniques.  

In sum, Friedõs interpretation of the emergence of modernism, guided by Diderotian anti-

theatricality, construes the nineteenth century crisis of representation as an ontological confusion 

about paintingõs nature. Diderotian conventions for convincingly depicting reality demand that the 

artwork simultaneously enthrall and deny the beholder of the painting. Sealing the òworld of the 

paintingó off from the actual situation of beholding enables the conveyance of the represented 

reality just as the òfourth walló enables the theatrical depiction of a represented scene. However, in 

 

95 Mulhall, The Wounded Animal, 158 (italics original). 
96 Fried understands much of the art historical writing about Manet to mistakenly use terms and 

perspectives that should be reserved for the impressionist generation and after. Fried, Manetõs 

Modernism, 6. 
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Friedõs narration, the conventions of ensuring this enthrallment and denial of the beholder began to 

crumble in the nineteenth century, leading the academy (and Courbet) to ever more extreme 

attempts at a denial of the òtranscendental conditionó of painting: that it is meant to be beheld. In 

light of these failures, Fried praises Manet as the first to confront this basic nature of painting head-

on, confounding the anti-theatrical conventions that fine-art viewers had learned to expect of visual 

art at the time. In so doing, Manet inaugurates the avant-garde, as the first òpainter of consciousness 

itself.ó97 

 

(V.) MODERNISTS RECKONING WITH PAINTING õS FINITUDE  

In the next section, we will see how the interpretation of Manet constitutes a fundamental locus of 

disagreement between Fried and Clark. For Clark, the crucial achievement of Manet is best 

understood in negative termsñthat is, as a skeptical deconstruction of the conventions of the 

academy at the time. This lends itself to an interpretation of the avant-garde as motivated by 

skepticism. Fried, on the other hand, understands Manet as establishing new positive criteria for 

representation in the visual arts. I will argue that, in both Friedõs and Clarkõs interpretations of 

Manetõs achievement, the issue at hand is human finitude as seen in the artistõs attempts to grapple 

with visual artõs own epistemic limitations. Entangled with finitude is the further epistemic obstacle 

of what Christians call sin. In other words: the crisis from which modernism emerges, in either Clark 

or Friedõs narration, is born of confrontations with human finitude and sin. The fundamental crisis 

of representation in modernist art is, then, metaphysical and moral. I will make my case in support 

of this claim by returning to Clark and Friedõs public disagreement about modernism in Critical 

 

97 Fried, Art and Objecthood, 260-261. 
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Inquiry. After describing their respective positions, I will bring to the fore what I see as their 

fundamental agreement and, perhaps surprisingly, demonstrate the resonances between this 

agreement and a Christian account of human finitude and sin.  

 

(V.A.) CLARK: SKEPTICISM AS FORMAL NEGATIVITY  

For Clark, Manetõs skeptical disruption of the bourgeois sign-system is not a singular phenomenon 

but emblematic of the general movement of the avant-garde. He gives a provisional definition of the 

modernist impulse that illumines how he understands artistsõ evolving relationship to representation: 

òPerhaps the change can be described as a kind of skepticism, or at least unsureness, as to the nature 

of representation in art.ó98 In what becomes a hallmark of Clarkõs interpretation of modernism, he 

argues that this skepticism is constituted by negations of previously-held conventions. In his essay 

entitled òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó he addresses this directly as his most significant 

departure from the formalist theoristõs approach.99 Greenbergõs formalism is predicated upon the 

belief that modernist painters can creatively and positively generate artwork with the bare, essential 

materials of the medium itself. Clark challenges this claim, arguing instead that òthe medium has 

appeared most characteristically as the site of negation and estrangement.ó100 In Clarkõs view, the 

òmediumó that modernist artists creatively use is not an essential element of the art of painting 

(flatness, line, color, etc.), but it is itself a negation: òThe very way that modernist art has insisted on 

its medium has been by negating that mediumõs ordinary consistencyñby pulling it apart, emptying 

 

98 Clark, The Painting of Modern Life, 10. 

99 Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó 

100 Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó 152. 
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it, producing gaps and silences.ó101 Clark argues that he sees this impulse in artists as varied as 

Jackson Pollock (1912ð1956), Joan Miró (1893ð1983), and Henri Matisse (1869ð1954). Their 

practice, and the practices of all modernist artists as far as Clark is concerned, is the practice of 

pushing the òmedium to its limitsñto its endingñto the point where it breaks or evaporates or 

turns back into mere unworked material.ó102 This negation is reflective of the larger ideological crisis 

of representation and correspondence we spoke about above.103  

Olympia is a perfect example of this negative impulse for Clark.104 He claims that in the 

painting, Manet is shifting artistic attention away from the tradition of preserving likeness toward the 

òevidence of palpable and frank inconsistency [between archetype and image].ó105 The criteria that 

authenticate the success of the representation (with certainty) are intentionally broken to bring to 

light their falsity. Clark acknowledges that such a shift in attention inevitably leads to a òstress on the 

material means by which illusion and likenesses were made é [and] to a new set of proposals as to 

the form representation should take, insofar as it is still possible at all without bad faith.ó106 In this 

 

101 Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó 152. 

102 Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó 154.  

103 T. J. Clark, òArguments about Modernism: A Reply to Michael Fried,ó in Pollock and After: The 

Critical Debate, ed. Francis Frascina (London: Routledge, 2000). òFor me the strategy of negation and 

refusal is not an unreasonable response to the bourgeois civilization since 1871.ó Clark, òArguments 

about Modernism,ó 103. 

104 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 10. Chapter 2.  

105 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 10. 

106 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 10. 
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acknowledgement, he sees continuity between Greenbergõs formalism and his own approach. 

However, the continuity is only in the artistõs attention to the material as a means of representing ð 

not the attitude of that attention. For Clark, it is doubt and uncertaintyñskepticismñabout 

paintingõs possibilities for meaning that leads modernist artists such as Manet to a serious 

reconsideration of their materials. 

This skepticism, in Clarkõs estimation, becomes a òvalue in its own rightó in the paintings 

after Manet.107 The aesthetic goal of the modernist artist after Manet, then, is to demonstrate the 

tenuousness of representational meanings. A myriad of visual tropes and techniques are employed to 

this end: òArt seeks out the edges of things, of understanding: therefore its favorite modes are irony, 

negation, deadpan, the pretense of ignorance or innocence. It prefers the unfinished; the 

syntactically unstable, the semantically malformed. It produces and savors discrepancy in what it 

shows and how it shows it, since the highest wisdom is knowing that things and pictures do not add 

up.ó108 In the developing ideology of the avant-garde, skepticism emerges as the ultimate aesthetic 

value. Impressionism, for instance, while holding on to a kind of realist commitment to òoptical 

truth,ó is best understood as òelaborate indirectness.ó109 For the traditional means of establishing 

likeness were now seriously mistrusted: òThe established equivalents in paintñbetween that color 

and that shadow or that kind of line and that kind of undergrowthñare always false. They are 

shortcuts for hand and eye and brain which tell us nothing we do not already know.ó110 The 

 

107 òWe could almost say it [negation] became an aesthetic.ó Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 12. 

108 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 12. 

109 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 12. 

110 Clark, The Painting of Modern Life, 20 (italics original). 
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modernist artistõs responsibility to truth, as established by the aristocratic ideology inherited by the 

bourgeoisie, led these artists to criticize the former ways of establishing that truth. 

For Clark, though, the telos of negation cannot hold as a viable tradition. When negation 

becomes òa peculiar end in itself é the ônew conception of the enterprise of paintingõ [becomes] 

more and more etiolated and self-obsessed.ó111 Clark insists that it is a misinterpretation of his 

approach to claim that negativity is entirely nihilistic. To claim negativity as the primary modernist 

impulse is not òto make the claim é that modernism has left behind it no complex account of 

experience and its modes, or no viable work on the means and materials of representation.ó112 

However, it is to claim that the modernist artistsõ primary mode of representation is found in the 

òviolence with which the normal repertoire of likeness is annihilated.ó113 Therefore it is not 

surprising that when considering the future state of the fine arts, Clarkõs remarks come off as 

pessimistic and more than a little forlorn. In a world where òcapitalism has made [former values] 

valueless,ó114 artõs object becomes ònothing but itself, which never tires of discovering that the self is 

pure as only pure negativity can be, and which offers its audience that nothing, tirelessly and, I 

concede, adequately made over into form.ó115 Such is Clarkõs assessment of the state of 

representation in twentieth-century art, the result of the movement of negation inaugurated by the 

nineteenth centuryõs avant-garde. 

 

111 Clark, òArguments about Modernism,ó 103. 

112 Clark, òArguments about Modernism,ó 103. 

113 Clark, òArguments about Modernism,ó 103 

114 Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó 155.  

115 Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó 156. 
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While Clark paints a grim picture of the state of the representation and meaning since Manet 

(or, he would say, since the rise of capitalism), there are moments in his reflection on the history and 

state of representation that disrupt a deconstructionist reading of his workñsignificantly, with the 

work of Paul Cézanne (1839ð1906). I find his footnote on Cézanne in the introduction to The 

Painting of Modern Life to be particularly significant in this respect. He notes that òin Cezanneõs art, 

ôseeingõ is certain that it takes possession not just of straws of colour but of objects made out of 

them; it believes that it has the world, in all its fullness and articulation, and that the world is present 

in seeing, strictly and narrowly conceived.ó116 Cézanneõs art does not easily resolve the difficulties in 

representing the world in modernity, but in his painting, òthe task of representation becomes 

twofold: to demonstrate the fixity and substance of the world out there, but also to admit that the 

seer does not knowñmost probably cannot knowñhow his or her own sight makes objects 

possible.ó117 In these passages and others that follow, Clark acknowledgesñor at least acknowledges 

Cézanneõs acknowledgementñof a òworldó of òthings-in-themselvesó that sight might deliver to the 

person.118 Clarkõs pessimistic diagnosis of modernismõs crisis of representation demonstrates the 

depth of skepticism present in the movement. As we will see, for Clark, the depth of skepticism not 

only bars intelligent judgment and criticism of modernist artworks, it bars intelligible representations 

in general.  

 

 

116 Clark, The Painting of Modern Life, 17n. 

117 Clark, The Painting of Modern Life, 17n. 

118 Clark, Painting of Modern Life, 17n. 
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(V.B.) FRIED: MODERNISM AS DISCOVERING COMPELLING CONVENTIONS 

Clarkõs primary disagreement with Greenbergian formalismñthat the medium of representation for 

the avant-garde is negation of the medium instead of the medium itselfñis taken to task by Michael 

Fried in an essay in direct response to Clarkõs own outline of this disagreement.  Friedõs response, 

entitled òHow Modernism Works,ó is an unqualified dismissal of Clarkõs thesis, arguing instead for a 

positive conception of modernism: òUnintelligibility in Manet, far from being a value in its own 

right as mere negation of meaning, is in the service of aims and aspirations that have in view a new 

and profound and, for want of a better word, positive conception of the enterprise of painting.ó119 

This positive understanding of the work of modernist art has to do with the artistsõ project of 

determining scrupulously the conventions of art that allow it to stand in meaningful conversation 

with the work of the recent past. Thus, Fried provides Clark with a theory of òhow modernism 

works.ó He contends that: òWhat the modernist painter can be said to discover in his workñwhat 

can be said to be revealed to him in itñis not the irreducible essence of all painting, but rather that 

which, at the present moment in paintingõs history, is capable of convincing him that it can stand 

comparison with the painting of both the modernist and the pre-modernist past whose quality seems 

to him beyond question.120The responsibility of the modernist artist, in Friedõs view, is to uncover 

the conventions in painting that have made good paintings good. The discovered conventionsñthe 

qualities that òcompel conviction as to [a paintingõs] qualityó are what Fried calls òessential.ó 

However, this essence, òis largely determined by, and therefore changes continually in response to, 

 

119 Fried, òHow Modernism Works: A Response to T. J. Clark,ó Critical Inquiry 9, no. 1 (1982): 220.  

120 Fried, òShape as Form: Frank Stellaõs New Paintings,ó 1966, in New York Painting and Sculpture, 

422, quoted in Fried, òHow Modernism Works,ó 223. 
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the vital work of the recent past.ó121 Fried is quick to acknowledge in a footnote that his theory 

propounds what he calls a òWittgensteinian view of essence and convention é and [was] worked 

out during a period of close intellectual comradeship with Stanley Cavell.ó122 No doubt Fried would 

understand painting (and judging paintings) as a social practice in which meaning is determined and 

discovered, as Clark does.  

However, what Fried does not draw attention to in his account is why painting in the modern 

era has become an exercise in discerning compelling conventions as opposed to developing 

compelling conventions that have been inherited through the tradition of visual art. The impetus 

toward this exercise in discernment, I argue, is a crisis engendered by skepticism. In the account of 

modernism surveyed above, Fried acknowledges the crisis of representation encountered in the 

nineteenth century, the crisis that motivated Manetõs innovations. In a much earlier essay, he claims: 

òRoughly speaking, the history of painting from Manet through Synthetic Cubism and Henri Matisse 

may be characterized in terms of the gradual withdrawal of painting from the task of representing 

realityñor of reality from the power of painting to represent itñin favor of an increasing 

preoccupation with problems intrinsic to painting itself.ó123 The identification of modernist artõs 

inward turn presents the crisis as an implication of a growing skepticism about visual artõs ability to 

convey reality compellingly through anti-theatrical conventions. Perhaps in a way similar to the 

iconoclastic estimation of images, in Friedõs account, viewers and creators of paintings in the 

nineteenth century were contending anew with the limitations inherent in the nature of imaging. A 

 

121 Fried, òHow Modernism Works,ó 223. 

122 Fried, òHow Modernism Works,ó 223. 

123 Fried, Art and Objecthood: Essays and Reviews, 214. 
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painting was always comprised of the materials of painting and thus an object (even though anti-

theatricality attempted to deny this fact). A painting was always indexed to a beholder (even though 

anti-theatricality would rather it be otherwise). A painting was always created by an artist (even 

though anti-theatricality would rather erase the creator from view). Skeptical viewers and painters of 

the nineteenth century understood these facts of paintingõs nature to be impediments to the anti-

theatrical criteria for depicting reality. Thus, this anti-theatrical skepticism prompted Manetõs 

positive contributionña frank recognition of these limitations. In Friedõs telling, Manet inaugurated 

an artform that absorbed and responded to the skepticism of this crisis. Painters were no longer 

craftsmen improving upon inherited conventions but visual philosophers tasked with renewing and 

reestablishing the very practice of painting as compelling with each new artwork. In sum, Friedõs 

own commitment to modernist artõs positive development of conventions is not a description that is 

entirely consistent with his wider narration of the situation in which modernity arises. The 

conventions that arose within modernism might be described as positive insofar as they are 

unprecedented in the art historical canon, but technically they respond to and enact a negative, or 

skeptical, approach to the traditions of visual art in the West. 

 

(V.C.) INFINITE CRITIQUE, FINITUDE, AND SIN  

When it comes to making intelligent artworks and judgements about those artworks in the art world 

after modernism, Clark is pessimistic. As we explored above, his account of modernism centers on a 

negating impulse that he sees running through the history from Courbet to the present. In a short 
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but telling passage, Clark laments the attitude of negation as a weakness that delimits òresistance,ó or 

òcriteriaó of judgment.124 He expands on this claim in a footnote, writing: 

This is not to smuggle in a demand for realism again by the back door; or at least, 
not one posed in the traditional manner. The weakness or absence I have pointed to in 
modern art é derives from its lack of grounding in some (any) specific practice of 
representation, which would be linked in turn to other social practicesñembedded in them, 
constrained by them. The question is not, therefore, whether modern art should be figurative 
or abstract, rooted in empirical commitments or not so rooted, but whether art is now 
provided with sufficient constraints of any kindñnotions of appropriateness, tests of 
vividness, demands which bring with them measures of importance or priority. Without 
constraints, representation of any articulateness and salience cannot take place.125 

 
By noting the emptiness of the endless skeptical criticism of modernist art, Clark quietly (that is, in a 

footnote) diagnoses modernist art as meaningless The realist aim of the visual arts (establishing with 

certainty a correspondence between image and archetype through compelling conventions or 

criteria), has been distorted by the skeptical response of the modernists (attempting to convey reality 

by negating previous conventions of artistic realism). The cascade of successive skepticisms has left 

the visual arts without a standard by which to intelligently judge (or create) other than skepticism 

and negativity itself. The skepticism of the modernists reveals the òtruth of skepticismóñthat it 

cannot be defeated by a new set of more fitting criteria. The gap between image and prototype, 

problematized by realism, goes all the way down. This is the problem identified by Cavell and 

 

124 Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó 155. 

125 Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó 155n11. In his response to Clarkõs essay, Fried 

takes serious issue with this passage. He wonders whether Clark imagines that òanything goesó in 

modernist art criticism. In a demeaning manner, Fried asks Clark if what he seeks is an appeal to 

objective criteria, which òKant and Wittgensteinó would agree have no role to play in the arts. Fried, 

òHow Modernism Works,ó 230. 
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addressed at the beginning of the last chapter: that all human communication is limited in its 

finitude.  

A similar problem is encountered in Friedõs interpretation of modernism, wherein the anti-

theatrical tradition confronts the limits of visual representation. In Friedõs narration, skepticism 

about visual artõs ability to convey reality prompts both academic and avant-garde responses, both of 

which modify the criteria for anti-theatricality in extreme ways. In each of these responses, the 

inherent limitations of visual art can not be overcome or denied convincingly. The new criteria for 

establishing realistic artwork is ultimately overcome by skeptical doubt. Manetõs success, in Friedõs 

telling, is in the ground-breaking way that the artist acknowledged these limitations. (In the next 

chapter, I will go on to argue that a similar kind of apophatic abstraction is present in Cézanneõs 

portraits of the late nineteenth century.) However, what Fried does not adequately address is the 

extent to which, in Manetõs acknowledgement of the limitations of paintings, he is addressing 

himself to skeptical concerns. Olympia brings to our attention the finitude of visual representation by 

validating the skepticõs concerns. Yes, Olympia is an object and not a woman. Yes, Olympia is indexed 

toward a beholder and is not an independent or real scene. Yes, Olympia is the product of human 

industry and manipulation and not an uninterpreted manifestation of reality. All attempts at 

establishing realism through the new anti-theatrical criteria are abandoned, I contend, because these 

criteria can never be fulfilled in finite productions of human creative action. In Olympia, the skeptic 

is vindicated again.  

The way in which Clark and Fried describe the skepticism that inspired the modernist 

movement in the visual arts is, I argue, a visual instantiation of the skepticism Stanley Cavell 

describes in philosophy. Recall that Cavell (and Wittgenstein) draw attention to the fact that 

skepticism is predicated on a fundamental (anti-skeptical) desire to convey reality with certainty 
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through adequate correspondence.126 Realistsñlike the modernist painters described by Gleizes and 

Metzinger aboveñattempt to achieve certain correspondence through checking their 

representations against realist criteria. Skepticism results when these criteria fail to establish 

correspondence with certainty. In modernism, as Clark and Fried narrate it, criteria and convention 

are reshuffled and reinvented in each successive movement, as each incarnation of modernist 

realism is (skeptically) revealed as insufficient. What Clark so painfully identifies in modernism is 

what Cavell identifies in philosophy: skepticism, when premised on correspondence theories of 

realism, can never be overcome. 

What Cavell spends much of his career arguing for, however, is that the truth of skepticism 

is just thatñit is true. It is simply an aspect of what it means to be human. Recall the skepticõs 

pessimism about the communication of pain: If the relationship between the òinneró sensation and 

the òouteró word or representation (a scream, a facial contortion, etc.) cannot be verified with 

certainty, then apparently humansñwho cannot ever òget insideó another personñcan never have 

true knowledge of anotherõs experience.127 And representations in words or paint will never 

comprehensively tell the truth about these experiences. Our inability to feel the pain of another 

person (and therefore confirm its identity as pain) is not a philosophical question, but a 

philosophical fact.128 As we have seen, Cavell helpfully brings this dynamic into the realm of the 

representable: at the cross, there is nothing òbeyond or behind the behaviour, a something left over, 

 

126 See pages 40-52 above. 

127 See page 40 above.  

128 òThe picture of something between, with its attendant wish to get between, is symptomatic of the 

kind of creatures we are.ó Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 341. 
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of which there could be a picture,ó as if to say òa picture of suffering, say Gr¿newaldõs Crucifixion, [fig. 

4] is a perfect picture of a man and of a cross but (necessarily) an imperfect or indirect picture of 

suffering. (It is a sort of picture of a picture of suffering.)ó129 No, pain is adequately identified and 

made representable in the expression of pain. Using the model of òinneró and òouteró problematizes 

the separation entailed in our embodied experience of the world and the òtruthó of what the world 

is, which in turn mischaracterizes human knowledge and life. The particular, circumscribable, 

outside appearance of the ordinary material world is what gives itself to our incomplete but genuine 

knowledge.  

Such an account of human epistemology is not unfamiliar in Christian theology. Finitude is a 

theological way of naming the ontological and epistemological limitations that result from humans 

being creatures (ex nihilo) of a sovereign Creator.130 The inability to obtain complete knowledge of 

the world and of others necessarily follows from the inability to obtain complete and perfect 

knowledge of God. In other words, finitude is an anthropological entailment of the creator/creature 

distinction: a central tenant of Christian theology, which posits an irreducible ontological distinction 

between God and all that God has made. As the Creator, God is transcendent, omniscient, 

omnipotent, and life-giving; as a creature, the human being (with all other nonhuman creatures) is 

contingent, corruptible, and utterly dependent on God. This entails that human knowing and 

representing are significantly limited with respect to both the Creator and fellow creatures. 

 

129 Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 339 (italics original). 

130 For a fascinating systematic treatment of the implications of creation ex nihilo, see Ian A. 

McFarland, From Nothing: A Theology of Creation (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 

2014). 
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Comprehensive knowledge of othersñboth God and creaturely othersñand the representation of 

that knowledge is impossible for created beings. Christian theological anthropology agrees with the 

skeptic: there is no way for human creatures to attain and represent unqualified and perfect 

knowledge of God. This conclusion is epistemologically devastating for the modern skeptic, for it 

seems to condemn humanity to wholesale uncertainty about the truth of both God and the world. 

Further, it apparently restricts all human representationsñincluding artworksñfrom conveying with 

certainty the reality of God or Godõs world. 

In this respect, it is not unsurprising that Cavell understands Christian anthropology as òone 

of the conditions that facilitated the development of skepticism in early modern Europe.ó131 In 

Cavellõs reading of the Christian doctrine of original sin, human nature itself becomes an obstacle to 

be overcome by a òsavioróñand in particular the nature of human knowing. Like the skeptic, 

Cavellõs òChristianó is unsatisfied with the kind of knowing and representing that is òordinarilyó 

done, for it òleads to a passivity that regards human suffering as the only valid form of human 

actionñto a view in which ôthe denial of the human is the human.õó132 The finitude that must be 

overcome in Cavellõs òChristianó anthropology sounds quite like the unsatisfied skeptic. 

As Judith Wolfe (n®e Tonning) shows in an article entitled òAcknowledging a Hidden God,ó 

only a reaffirmation of traditional Christian anthropology, cast in the light of Christõs incarnation, 

 

131 Judith E. Tonning, òAcknowledging a Hidden God: A Theological Critique of Stanley Cavell on 

Scepticism,ó The Heythrop Journal 48, no. 3 (2007), 395. 

132 Tonning, òAcknowledging a Hidden God,ó 395 (italics original). In this passage, Wolfe quotes 

Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 352, 493. Italics original. 
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crucifixion, and resurrection, can avoid a view of Christianity as proto-skepticism.133 For only in light 

of the Gospel does Christ demonstrate the vocation of human beings perfectedñthe imaging of 

God (Heb 1:3)ñsignaling both that which was lost at the fall and that which will be brought to 

perfection in Christ at the eschaton. For Cavell, the Christian configuration of finitude implies a 

divine power in competition with the self-realization of human persons within their ordinary 

limitations. For the Christian, in contrast, the human vocation as creatures made in the image of 

God is displayed perfectly in Christ as a life of joyful and obedient dependence on the Creator. And, 

further, the marring of that image at the fall is recast as the moment of Christian skepticism. As 

Wolfe writes, Adam and Eveõs  

sin appears not so much as the wish to be ôlike Godõ (Gen 3:5)ñfor that is indeed their 
vocationñbut as the separation of that wish, and of the concept of knowledge associated 
with it, from the only context in which it can be realized, namely the continual 
acknowledgement of our existential dependence on God, expressing itself as a 
(supernaturally enabled) acknowledgement of [Godõs] will. é Thus, their sin resembled that 
of Cavellõs skeptic, who willfully reinterprets his ômetaphysical finitudeõ as an ôintellectual 
lackõ in order to avoid the full impact of human inadequacy and dependence.134 

 
The dependence upon God that is entailed in the vocation to òimage Godó implies finitude but does 

not imply human inadequacy to the task. The life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ 

demonstrate that a dependent human nature (which, Christians confess, Christ had in full) is not an 

obstacle to perfect fulfillment of the imaging vocation. Rather, as Wolfe shows, the problematizing 

of this finitude as an òintellectual lackó that can be overcome through the òpossessionó of some 

divine power is what echoes with the dissatisfaction of Cavellõs skeptic. 

 

133 Tonning, òAcknowledging a Hidden God,ó 397. 

134 Tonning, òAcknowledging a Hidden God,ó 397 (italics mine). 
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Christianity, then, affirms what Cavell calls òthe truth of skepticism.ó That is, that the 

finitude of humans entails the inability to authenticate representations through perfect 

correspondence, climbing inside the mind of another human, or by becoming God (doctrines of 

theosis notwithstanding). Indeed, as we have seen, the doctrine of the fall can account for the 

skeptical impulse to overcome human nature by securing perfect knowledge of the world and others. 

As Clark saw in modernism, Christianity recognizes that skepticism about images runs all the way 

down, jeopardizing intelligent criticism and representation. Like the iconoclasts who were 

scandalized by the iconõs inability to naturally present the divine, the skepticõs demands for perfect 

correspondence can never be verified. While Cavell (and Wittgenstein) recognize the existential 

difficulty entailed by this epistemological inevitability, only Christianity enables the interpretation of 

the truth of this skeptical position as a tragedy:  

By contrast to Cavellõs account é [this] theological interpretation of skepticism places the 
ôskepticalõ desire to repudiate human limitation in the context of a real, existential 
ôincompletenessõ arising from the human vocation to theosis, and is thus able to account both 
for the felt disappointment with human intimacy and communication which drives the 
skeptic to his repudiation, and for Cavellõs own intuition that this repudiation is not merely 
misguided but sinful.135 

 
Christian anthropology, as an account of the human that acknowledges the tragedy of sin, manifest 

especially in the rejection of the finite creatureõs existential dependence on God, empathizes with the 

skeptic and those who encounter the effects of a skeptical culture. The situation we find ourselves in 

is indeed tragic. 

In this section, I aimed to demonstrate how the crisis of representation experienced in the 

visual arts of the nineteenth century can be understood as a theological crisis, in that it can be 

interpreted as a crisis at once metaphysical and moral. I began this argument by highlighting Clarkõs 

 

135 Tonning, òAcknowledging a Hidden God,ó 397.  
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observations about negativity as the distinctive convention of the visual arts, showing how this view 

aligned with a Cavellian understanding of skepticism. Next, I examined Friedõs ostensibly alternative 

understanding in which he claimed a positive impulse in the products of modernism. However, I 

complicated Friedõs account by bringing it into conversation with the previously examined 

Diderotian account of the emergence of modernism. In the light of the Diderotian account, Friedõs 

positive evaluation itself was interpreted as identifying skeptical predisposition running throughout 

the development of modernism. Finally, I showed how both of these accounts thus recognize what 

Christians call finitude, or the difficulties posed by the limitations of human powers to know and 

communicate or represent. Drawing on the work of Judith Wolfe, I offered a constructive 

theological account of finitude and sin that responds to the crisis of representation as presented by 

both Clark and Fried. In all of this, my aim was to show that the fundamental problems encountered 

by artists in the nineteenth century, and theorized by Clark and Fried in the twentieth, are articulated 

and addressedñmost compellingly, in my opinionñby a Christian account of human finitude and 

sin. 

 

(VI. ) CONCLUSION  

At the height of the conflict between Clark and Fried, Clark criticizes Friedõs approach to art 

criticism. As he sees it, Fried, as a representative of the (contemporary) bourgeoisie, has a 

òconsiderable interestó in òpreserving a certain myth of aesthetic consciousness, one where a 

transcendental ego is given something appropriate to contemplate in a situation essentially detached 

from the pressures and deformities of history é because the class in question has few other areas 

(since the decline of the sacred) in which its account of consciousness and freedom can be at all 
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compellingly phrased.ó136 Friedõs art criticism, grounded as it is in encounter with artistic excellence, 

is, in Clarkõs estimation, a secularized performance of religion. Although put in a critical key, Clarkõs 

observation is a continuation of his lament for any objective standard for representation in the visual 

arts. He interprets Friedõs approach to viewing and interpreting paintings as replacing the standard 

that modernist skepticism has destroyed with a òmyth of aesthetic consciousness.ó This exercise in 

òaesthetic consciousness,ó is free from external (that is, historical and political) constraints, and 

therefore sounds, to Clark, like òold-time religion.ó137 

While Clark dismisses Friedõs formalist encounter as an indefensible form of criticism, he 

provocatively adds that he òdoes not mean to insinuate that a religious point of view is indefensible 

in criticism. é It may even be that a religious perspective is the only possible one from which a 

cogent defense of modernism in its recent guise can be mounted.ó138 It is not immediately clear what 

Clark intends in this passage. Perhaps he means, derogatorily, that the only way to enjoy 

contemporary visual art is by feigning aesthetic pleasure. Perhaps he means that, in light of the 

nihilistic wake of the crisis of representation, all one can do is make up a standard of aesthetic 

excellence to apply to the artworks of the contemporary moment. I wonder, however, if it might be 

more directly connected to his claim that visual art is now ònothing but itself, which never tires of 

discovering that the self is pure as only pure negativity can be.ó139 Perhaps, with cynicism and a light-

heart, he is advocating for an approach to art criticism that can account for the tragedy he 

 

136 Clark, òArguments About Modernism: A Reply to Michael Fried,ó 107. 

137 Clark, òArguments About Modernism: A Reply to Michael Fried,ó 107. 

138 Clark, òArguments About Modernism: A Reply to Michael Fried,ó 107. 

139 Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó 156 
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experiences as a viewer of visual art after modernism. Perhaps the òreligious perspectiveó he 

suggests is a perspective that can offer a kind of critical realism strong enough to counter the òtruth 

of skepticismó as encountered in the visual arts. It is just such a religious perspective, or the 

beginnings of one, that I will argue can be found in the defense of icons written by Theodore the 

Studite in the ninth century.  

In this chapter, I have argued that the crisis of representation encountered by the visual 

artists of the nineteenth century can be understood through the lens of skepticism as a metaphysical 

and moral crisis. To this end, I returned to the concepts of realism and skepticism, showing how the 

realism desired and pursued in modernity was markedly different from that which came before, 

especially as expressed in the visual arts. However, modernist realism and iconoclastic realism retain 

enough in common to make a reasonable parallel. I elaborated on this parallel by exploring two 

accounts of modernismõs emergence in the visual arts: those of T. J. Clark and Michael Fried. I 

showed that Clark accounts for modernism in the visual arts in terms of the capitalist breakdown of 

bourgeois ideological sign systems. Manetõs Olympia provided an example of the explicit breakdown 

of a set of realist criteria for establishing certain correspondence between an ideological sign and 

that signõs referent. Then, I provided a summary of Friedõs account of Modernism, which accounts 

for the profound changes in the visual arts of the nineteenth century in terms of theatricality: a 

concept developed by Diderot in which the reality-depiction of the representative painting depends 

upon the paintingõs simultaneously enthralling and denying the viewer. This convention of reality-

depiction was attenuated in the nineteenth century, which led to more and more extreme 

manifestations of these conventions. For Fried, Manetõs singular modernist achievement was in his 

frank acknowledgement of the conditions of painting: it is made of ordinary materials; it is made to 

be beheld; and it is made by an artist. In Diderotian anti-theatricality, all of these conditions are 

elaborately denied. I then turned to Clarkõs and Friedõs wider consideration of the modernist impulse 
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in the visual arts, showing that each account can be understood as an iteration of Cavellian 

skepticism. Finally, I showed how under Clarkõs account of the crisis of representation, the Christian 

theologian can identify the problem of sin; and under Friedõs, the theologian can identify the 

problem of finitude. Of course, these twoñfinitude and sinñare impossible to disentangle. I 

provided a constructive account of the crisis of skepticism in these terms, with the help of Judith 

Wolfe, arguing that only Christian theology can adequately account for the tragedy of human 

limitation and sin.  

In the next chapter, we will encounter a modernist artist who experienced the depth of this 

tragedy and brought it to his canvases in a particularly poignant way. The portraits painted by Paul 

Cézanne (those of his wife, specifically) will demonstrate the depth of the skepticism of modernity, 

as well as, perhaps, a glimmer of hope in the possibilities of a Christian account of visual realism. 

After attention to Cézanneõs portraiture, I will begin to build an account of this Christian realism 

with the help of Theodore the Studiteõs defense of icons. Then, I will expand this theological vision 

with a particular focus on the cross and resurrection, suggesting that only a full and rich 

Christological approach can begin to address the depth of skepticism presented in the artworks of 

Cézanne. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

THE VÉRITÉ  OF FIQUET CÉZANNE: PAUL 
CÉZANNE AS ICONOCLAST 

 

 

 
éthe merely representative portrait had played itself out and become a caricature because its 
symbolism had lost all connexion with reality. 

ðKurt Badt, The Art of Cézanne 
 
 
The ôcrisis of resemblanceõ that preoccupied so many nineteenth-century practitioners of 
[portraiture] seems especially evident in Cézanneõs paintings of his wife. 

ðSusan Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other: The Portraits of Hortense 
 
 
 

 

(I.) INTRODUCTION  

The marriage of Paul and Hortense Fiquet Cézanne is one of the great mysteries of modernist art 

history. We have no extant correspondence between the two, and almost no correspondence from 

either about the other. This is particularly strange given the copious letters and other writings that 

we have from Cézanne to other artists, family members, and various acquaintances. Further, there 

are very few first-person accounts of the familyõs life together. Apparently, the couple spent 

significant time apart, with Fiquet Cézanne often staying in the city apartment and the artist 

preferring his familyõs estate in Aix. Many early commentators on the artist, including the foremost 

student of Cézanneõs life and work John Rewald, have speculated that the characters in LõOeurve (The 

Masterpiece), a work of fiction, by Émile Zola (1840ð1902), replicate the troubled Cézanne marriage.
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1 Cézanne, who had maintained a close friendship with Zola since childhood, was clearly perturbed 

by the content of the novel, as the artist terminated all contact with Zola after its release. This 

fictional account, and Rewaldõs use of it, has colored the few comments historians and critics have 

afforded Fiquet Cézanne; and these accounts, by and large, disparage her as an unintelligent, greedy 

burden that the artist shouldered sacrificially. 

What makes this lack of correspondence and troubled picture mysterious, however, is Paul 

Cézanneõs apparent devotion to his wife as a subject of painting. We have twenty-nine portraits of 

Fiquet Cézanne, more than any other portrait subject Cézanne painted, excepting his self-portraits. 

Further, Cézanneõs attention to his wife as a subject was concentrated in the decade after the artistõs 

apprenticeship to impressionist master Camille Pissarro (1830ð1903), a period in Cézanneõs career 

that historians agree was crucial to his mature work. As Cézanne experimented with his new style 

and approaches, he saw fit time and again to return to his wife as a subject. As Susan Sidlauskas puts 

it, she wasñat least for a timeñhis most òsignificant other.ó2 While we canõt know the complex 

inter-personal dynamics of the Cézanne marriage, the portraits are nonetheless a particularly fruitful 

territory for our investigation into modernist skepticism, as, I will argue, they demonstrate a 

paradigmatic modernist artist struggling under the unique pressures of modernist skepticism to 

recognize and represent his hypostatic òother.ó 

 

1 £mile Zola, The Masterpiece, trans. Roger Pearson and Thomas Walton (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1993). 

2 Susan Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other: The Portraits of Hortense (Berkley: University of California Press, 

2009), 2. 
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The relationship entailed by these portraits has had many interpreters. As we will see, many 

of them argue that Fiquet Cézanne served the artist in the same way a still-life arrangement of apples 

or a mountain might: as an object with which to experiment. Yet, all accounts of the artistõs practice, 

including Cézanneõs own accounts, reveal a yearning for intimate knowledge of his subjects. As 

reported by Merleau-Ponty, the artist required up to a hundred and fifty working sessions for a 

single portrait, famously pausing for large stretches of time between even the smallest brushstrokes.3 

His remarks on his practice stress a commitment to true perception and representation: òOne must 

see oneõs model clearly and feel it exactly right, and then express oneself with distinction and force.ó4 

As he saw it, an artistõs goal was to òfathom what you have in front of you, and make every effort to 

express yourself as logically as possible.ó5  

It is the paintings themselves that are the most paradoxical. Fiquet Cézanne is rendered with 

a level of abstraction unprecedented in modernism; her countenance is often unrecognizable from 

painting to painting; and she defies any contemporary expectation for feminine beauty, pliancy, and 

grace. In much Cézanne interpretation, the artist is credited with innovations that concern the 

limitations and opportunities of representation in general: with posing meta-questions about imaging 

 

3 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó in Sense and Non-Sense (Evanston, IL: Northwestern 

University Press, 1964), 9. 

4 Paul Cézanne to Émile Bernard, Aix, May 1904, in The Letters of Paul Cézanne, trans. Alex Danchev 

(London: Thames & Hudson, 2013), 336. 

5 Cézanne to Bernard, Aix, May 1904, 339. 
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that avant-garde artists had previously only obliquely introduced.6 The avant-garde had already 

problematized academic conventions of idealized beauty and illusionistic space, but, as we will see, 

Cézanne brings these criticisms to a new level of abstraction, adding distortions of likeness itself to 

the modernist canon of techniques. 

Thus, Cézanneõs series of portraits is a prime example for our inquiry because it calls to mind 

the questions about imaging that were posed in early chapters. Namely, how does an image 

successfully reference its prototype? Is it possible to guarantee this reference with certainty through 

criteria or convention? As we saw in previous chapters, iconoclasts answer this question with a 

rather definitive ônoõñit is impossible for an image of Christ to properly or adequately reference its 

prototype: the second person of the Trinity. Therefore, the iconoclasts claim icons function as idols. 

Further, I showed how the iconoclast position was more complex still, as the obstacle to proper 

reference was not imaging in general, but the image of a human body in particular. Thus, images of 

the bread and wine of the eucharist and the empty cross in particular function as symbols that are 

abstract enough for the iconoclasts to faithfully reference Christ. In the last chapter, we saw how an 

iconoclastic skepticism may have been at play in modernism as well. By looking at T. J. Clark and 

Michael Friedõs narrations of the emergence of modernism, I showed that the prevailing impulse in 

most avant-garde work of the nineteenth century was to negate or resist the traditional conventions 

of successful art creation as inadequate representational devices. I went on to show that Clark and 

Friedõs description of what the avant-garde was contending with could be understood, in Christian 

parlance, as finitude and sin. I further argued that the limitations inherent in image-making are best 

 

6 For an in-depth examination of Cézanneõs reception history, see Terry Smith, òC®zanne: Figuring 

Truth in Painting,ó boundary 2 43, no. 4 (2016): 71ð125. 
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understood as finitude and sin, since this approach enables a true acknowledgement of the felt 

tragedy of the human situation.  

In this chapter, I will consider Cézanneõs series of portraits of Fiquet Cézanne through the 

lens of iconoclastic skepticism. In accord with prominent interpretations of Cézanneõs artwork, the 

portraits can be read as particularly extreme instances of avant-garde skepticism. In these works, the 

resistance to the traditional criteria of successful portrait creation, the negations of any convention 

of painterly representation, and the confounding of any established expectations of portraiture is so 

extreme, one commentator claims that in them C®zanne òopened a rupture in the portrait 

tradition.ó7 I will show how the crisis of representation, as explored in previous chapters, could be 

said to find an exemplary expression in the portraits of Fiquet Cézanne.  

To capture the revolutionary quality of Cézanneõs formal innovations, I will begin this 

chapter by setting the stage for his arrival on the avant-garde scene. By exploring their mutual 

commitment to vérité, I will describe the techniques and goals of the traditionally minded Académie 

des Beaux-Arts and, by contrasting, those of the iconoclastic avant-garde. By examination and 

comparison of portraits of women in academic and impressionist art with Cézanneõs portraits of his 

wife, I will bring to light the severity of Cézanneõs negations of inherited conventions. Following, I 

will examine a few prominent strands of Cézanne interpretation: that until recently the portraits were 

seen as emblematic of the modernist òdiminishment of the subjectó for the sake of the artistõs free 

play of formal expression. T. J. Clark offers an alternative approach, one that takes seriously the 

artistõs stated commitment to the appearance of the subject and, thus, offers an even more skeptical 

evaluation, decrying the paintings as failures of positivist representation.  

 

7 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 8. 
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All of this will lead us to the following question: was Cézanne an iconoclast? In other words: 

Does his approach to painting signal a level of distrust of representation that would resonate with 

the ninth-century iconoclastic prohibition of representational imaging? Has Cézanne given up on 

representational painting for something completely different? I contend that, no, he has not. In the 

chapters to come, I will argueñalong with some classic and recent interpretersñthat Cézanne did 

not given in to a skeptical dismissal of representational imaging. Instead, I will suggest that the 

paintings are better interpreted through an iconophilic lens: Cézanne, in concert with the defenders 

of icons, offers his viewers a way of visually knowing that is distinct from the skepticism/anti-

skepticism dialectic; his project echoes more fully the hypostatic epistemology of Theodore the 

Studite. 

(II.) THE MODERNIST CRISIS OF VÉRITÉ  

While there is significant debate about what prompted the stylistic revolution in painting in the 

nineteenth century, art historians unanimously recognize in the moment a newfound incredulity 

regarding traditional means of representation. Artists (and critics) began to seriously contest the 

criteria by which a piece of visual art was judged as successful. Susan Sidlauskas, in her ground-

breaking book on Cézanneõs portraits of his wife, suggests that this òcrisis of resemblanceó is 

especially evident in Cézanneõs portraiture.8 Jonathan Crary echoes the sentiment in his book-length 

discussion of the changing relationships to attention in the nineteenth century when he references 

the òcrisis of perception.ó9 In his work on C®zanne, Richard Shiff calls it the òparadox of 

 

8 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 4. 

9 Jonathan Crary, Suspensions of Perception: Attention, Spectacle, and Modern Culture (Cambridge, MA: MIT 

Press, 1999), 2. 
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representation.ó10 The phenomenon to which these writers and others are pointing with these 

phrases is a unprecedented lack of confidence in the conventions of representation among the 

leading figures in fine art at the time.  

In chapter one, I showed how ordinary language philosophy, especially the work of Stanley 

Cavell, understands the skepticism latent in modernity as premised upon a prior commitment to the 

belief that representations can be certified through the fulfillment of particular criteria. The 

observation that criteria are not reliable for establishing certainty in all cases led to skepticism about 

the possibilities of representation in language and image. Further, in chapter two, I showed how the 

emergence of the avant-garde has been described as a òRealistó movement, and I argued that this 

avant-garde Realism most often took the visual form of skepticism, given that the formal techniques 

employed by the avant-garde artists were premised upon the perceived inability of previously 

established conventions to convey reality. As T. J. Clark has argued, the avant-gardeõs techniques 

most often took the form of negation or estrangement.11 In this section, I will return to the 

emergence of modernism to specify the formal criteria established through the academy and to 

demonstrate the avant-gardeõs stated commitment to vérité or truth. This will illumine Paul Cézanneõs 

formal innovations as very much of this skeptical moment, both in his pursuit of vérité and in the 

 

10 Richard Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism: A Study of the Theory, Technique, and Critical 

Evaluation of Modern Art (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), xv. 

11 See T. J. Clark, òClement Greenbergõs Theory of Art,ó in Pollock and After: The Critical Debate, ed. 

Francis Frascina (London: Routledge, 2000); and T. J. Clark, òArguments about Modernism: A 

Reply to Michael Fried.ó 
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skeptical negations of established conventions he made in this pursuit. All of this in order to bring 

the moral valence of Cézanneõs pursuit into greater relief. 

At this moment in history, the traditional conventions of fine art creation were established 

and purveyed by the salons of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris, France, or the academy. The 

paintings celebrated by the academy were elaborately idealized, hierarchically structured, and 

masterfully naturalistic and imitative. Portraiture was a special favorite of the academy, as the artist 

who painted a portrait had a unique opportunity to display his (or, much more seldomly, her) depth 

of empathetic understanding of the person represented, while also displaying mastery of artistic skill 

and convention.12 These idealized conventions of portrayal formed the criteria by which the painting 

was deemed successful.13 By the middle of the nineteenth century, however, these academic 

conventions had begun to lose their power for an emerging generation of French artists: the avant-

garde, as they came to be known, had become increasingly dissatisfied with what they perceived as 

the fraudulence of academic technique.14 

The aspiration of the avant-garde, as testified by artistsõ correspondence and critical 

commentary, was to achieve vérité in their works: to convey the truth of the world as they perceived 

 

12 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 25ð32.  

13 For recent studies on portraiture in the nineteenth century, see Richard Brilliant, Portraiture 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991); Joanna Woodall, Portraiture: Facing the Subject 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997); and Heather McPherson, The Modern Portrait in 

Nineteenth-Century France (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); for Cézanneõs self-portraits, 

in particular, see McPherson, Modern Portrait, 117ð44. 

14 I surveyed two accounts of the emergence of this dissatisfaction in chapter 2, pages 116-147. 
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it. For these artists, the idealized figures and imagined scenes of the academic painters occluded the 

vérité that the great art of painting demanded.15 Gustave Courbet (1819ð1877), the artist who 

inaugurated the artistic style that would come to be known as Realism, famously wrote, 

òImagination in art consists in being able to find the most complete expression of an existing thing 

but never to invent or to create this same thing.ó16 In other words, serious artwork should be the 

product of the artistõs sensed experience of the real world, not a projection of idealized imagining. 

For various reasons, the criteria of successful academic paintingñlinear perspective, perfected 

modeling, faultless proportions, elaborate posing, ornate settings, romantic costumes, dramatic 

scenes, and so onñnow seemed to occlude rather than illumine the vérité.17  

A surprising feature of the polemic between academic and modernist visual art in the 

nineteenth century is the close resemblance between the stated aims of each group. An examination 

of the theoretical reflection of artists from both circles demonstrates that they both valued, above all, 

an original expression of vérité.18 Shiff notes that vérité had at least two different senses in this 

 

15 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impression, 55ð154, esp. 70ð98. 

16 Gustave Courbet, open letter originally published in Courier du Dimanche, December 25, 1861, 

quoted in Jules Castagnary, òCoubert, son atelier, ses theories,ó Les Libres Propos (Paris, 1864), 182; 

and in Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 89. Shiffõs translation. 

17 This was discussed in chapter 2, 116-147. There are many accounts of the impetus for the 

modernist dissatisfaction with institutionalized academic conventions. For an excellent volume of 

critical documents on these various narratives, see Francis Frascina, Pollock and After: The Critical 

Debate (London: Routledge, 2000), 1ð112.  

18 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 70ð98. 
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moment, both of which were implied at various points in avant-garde writing: òOn the one hand, it 

referred to a fidelity or truth to nature, and on the other hand to the artistõs own temperament or 

emotions.ó19 In simplified terms, vérité could have an objective or subjective connotation, or both at 

once. The òrealityó toward which the painting was aiming was, therefore, multivalent. On the one 

hand, it could be used to mean absolute fidelity to the external, literal prototype of a painting (most 

often ònature,ó or the natural world, was cast as this prototype). On the other hand, discussions of 

vérité could alternatively emphasize fidelity to the unique perception of the individual artist viewing 

and representing the prototype. Speaking approvingly of the art of Édouard Manet (1832ð1883), a 

contemporary critic writes, òHe brings back from the vision he casts on things an impression truly 

his own. é Everything is summed up in his eyes.ó20 (We explored Manetõs work Olympia in the last 

chapter; see fig. 9) In this way of considering vérité, the individualõs expression is of utmost 

importance. The criteria by which this vérité was secured, as established in the French cultural 

institutions of the time, was solid and rigid, over and against which the avant-garde developed their 

own criteria. 

A voice that embodied the traditional approach to the visual arts as represented by the works 

coming out of the Salon École des Beaux-Arts in the nineteenth century was Charles Blanc (1813ð

1882). He wrote as the chief critic for many influential arts publications and in 1867 published 

Grammaire des arts du dessin, an important treatise on the techniques, styles, and aims of the academic 

 

19 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 21. 

20 This critic is academic art theorist Théodore Duret (1838ð1927). See Duret, òLes Peintres 

impressionnistes,ó in Critique dõavant-garde (Paris: G. Charpentier et Cie, 1885), 64ð69, quoted in Shiff, 

Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 22.  
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salon.21 He maintained the standard posture of traditional institutional art instruction: that technical 

mastery and refinement of the conventions inherited from past òmastersó was the essential aspect of 

successful art creation. In practicing these inherited conventions, nineteenth-century academic artists 

received the ideas and vision of the masters. Shiff summarizes: òAcademics codified the conventions 

of antique and other ôclassicõ art as a means of maintaining the presence of this ôoriginalõ vision in 

their own work. Technical convention served as a communicating medium to link the present to the 

past.ó22 To describe these conventions, Blanc established a hierarchy of formal elements of art in his 

treatise. According to Schiff, for Blanc, line was associated with the òcreative male,ó who has an 

òactive or aggressive posture, with emphasis on intellectual organization.ó23 Subordinate to the male 

character of line was the female character of color, which was discovered by òinstinct or intuition.ó24 

These parts of the composition were to be organized according to the patriarchal hierarchy of male 

preceding female to establish òunity é hence the secret of compositional harmony might be 

described as differentiationñall part of the composition must be rendered intelligibly distinct from one 

another and ordered hierarchically according to some principle.ó25 When met, these criteria 

established a piece of academic visual art as a successful representation of the subject at hand. 

 

21 Charles Blanc, The Grammar of Painting and Engraving with the Original Illustrations: Translated from the 

French of Blancõs Grammaire Des Arts Du Dessin, trans. Kate Newell Doggett (Chicago: S. C. Griggs, 

1873). Cézanne owned a copy of Blancõs treatise. 

22 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 72.  

23 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 82.  

24 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 82.  

25 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 83.  
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The inherited conventions used to hierarchically order a composition in academic art always 

served to express the artistõs original vision of nature.26 Convention served both the vérité of this 

personal, creative vision and the vérité of the natural world. Blanc clarifies: òThe artist imitates nature 

not precisely as nature itself exists, but as he himself exists. é Each artist impresses his personal 

character on his imitations. é The temperament of the painter modifies the character of things é 

and nature is for him what he wants it to be.ó27 The success of past masters was in the perfection of 

their original understanding of ònature in its essential wholeness,ó and mastery of these older 

techniques linked the vision of the contemporary artist with that of the master.28 For instance, a 

paradigmatic academic artist of the nineteenth century, Jean-Auguste Dominique Ingres (1780ð

1867) once wrote, òRaphael, in imitating the ancients endlessly, was always himself.ó29 The 

academics prized the original vision of the natural world, and the technical mastery of convention 

was used in the service of this double truth. Paradoxically, this emphasis resonated with the aims of 

the modernist artists, who defined their practice over against the conventional practice of the 

academics. 

 

26 òFor Blanc, it was sufficient to say that technique was simply part of an inherited body of 

convention that could be used to express original thought or vision.ó Shiff, Cézanne and the End of 

Impressionism, 82. 

27 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 89.  

28 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 72. 

29 From notes ca. 1813ð27, reprinted in Henri Delaborde, Ingres, sa vie, ses travaux, sa doctrine (Paris: 

Henri Plon, 1870), 48, quoted in Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 72. Shiffõs translation. 
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For the modernist artists, however, the truthful expression of an artistic vision of nature 

required the dismantling of inherited artistic convention. The codified criteria of academic 

conventions were understood as the prison from which the artist should be liberated, enabling the 

artist to study the foundational resource that was the natural world. Shiff writes that Thomas 

Couture, Manetõs mentor, taught his pupils that òto turn to nature was to discover an original 

source; in contrast, to study art was to risk becoming enmeshed in sequences of misdirected 

imitations; a pattern of man-made images that deviated from the truths nature offered up for the 

finding.ó30 This direct, un-idealized creation of images found its formal echo in the òsketch,ó or the 

stage of artistic creation where preparatory drawings are rendered quickly, usually from a live model 

or outdoor landscape. Historian Albert Boime argues that in the course of the nineteenth century, 

the focus of both theory and practice shifted from executive refinement (finishing) to expressive 

generative spontaneity (the sketch).31 Boime discovers this shift in focus not only in the modernist 

sources, but in the curriculum of the École des Beaux-Arts itself, which sought to nurture more 

òoriginalityó in its students.32 However, it was in the modernist artists that the qualities of the sketch 

became a central concern. This, of course, raises questions about the (perhaps specious) boundaries 

between techniques that generate spontaneity and techniques that generate refinement. It would 

seem that each approach is a species of convention. Zola, the critic, novelist, and childhood friend of 

Cézanne mentioned in the introduction, further complicates the modernist rejection of convention 

 

30 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 78.  

31 Albert Boime, The Academy and French Painting in the Nineteenth Century (London: Phaidon, 1971), 

174ð184. 

32 Boime, The Academy and French Painting, 174ð184. 
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when he describes Manetõs painting as beholden to a òlaw of valuesó that governs the correct 

correspondence between his artwork and nature.33 He describes the art conceived through the law of 

values as an òobjective vision of nature by a system of correspondence é that assures the paintingõs 

internal relationships reflect those obtaining in nature externallyñbut as if at a distance or through a 

filter.ó34 In this scheme, the òobjectiveó truth of nature exercises control over the òtruthó of Manetõs 

artistic vision, which suggests a kind of technical correspondence.  

There is little room for complication, however, in the polemical writings of Theodore Duret 

(1838ð1927), a theorist who described the impressionist practices of Manet, Claude Monet (1840ð

1926), Pissarro, and Pierre-Auguste Renoir (1841ð1919). Duret claims that the successful artist was 

no slave to a system of correspondence but develops a personal style through which nature can be 

manifest in its truthfulness.35 This manner of painting was òdirect,ó òall-at-once,ó òvigorous,ó 

ònew,ó òdaring,ó and òoriginaló: certainly a set of criteria distinct from that of the École des Beaux-

Arts.36 This new art necessitated the abandonment of the artist to òtheir personal sensation.ó37 The 

òtruthfuló perception of the appearance of nature was necessarily figured as spontaneous, as the 

 

33 £mile Zola, ò£douard Manet,ó in Mon Salon, Manet, Écrits sur lõart, ed. Antoinette Ehrard (Paris: 

Garnier-Flammarion, 1970), 100. 

34 See Shiffõs gloss on Zolaõs principles, Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 77.  

35 Duret, òLes Peintres impressionnistes,ó òClaude Monet,ó and òRenoir,ó in Critique dõavant-garde, 

65ð68, 95ð96, 113ð114. 

36 Duret, òLes Peintres impressionnistes,ó 67ð68, quoted in Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 

88.  

37 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 88.  
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filters of rationality proved insincere and tainting to the project. This polemic is perhaps most 

dramatically put by Courbet when he writes, òThe beautiful is in nature, and it appears in reality in 

the most diverse forms é but the artist has no right to amplify this expression. He can tamper with 

it only at the risk of denaturing it, and consequently weakening it. The beautiful given by nature is 

superior to all the conventions of the artist.ó38 Academic convention that amplifies nature disgraces 

the truth of the natural world, twisting the natural until it can no longer be dignified by that name. 

Blancõs response to Courbet on behalf of the academy further establishes the divide: òThe ideal and 

the real have one and the same essence. The rough diamond and the polished diamond are both 

diamonds: the rough diamond is the real; the polished diamond is the ideal.ó39 The work of the 

artist, for Blanc, was to release natureõs beauty through idealizationñthrough the techniques that the 

masters of previous generations had refined. For Courbet and the other avant-garde artists, however, 

the ideal was the enemy of the real, of vérité.  

The avant-garde pursuit of vérité echoes Gleizes and Metzingerõs claim (explored in chapter 

2) that modernism is a òrealistó movement; indeed, the moral valences of both avant-garde and 

academic writing foreshadows the ethical tone of their Cubist manifesto.40 Where Gleizes and 

 

38 Courbet, open letter originally published in Courier du Dimanche, December 25, 1861, quoted in 

Castagnary, òCoubert, son atelier, ses theories,ó 182; and in Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 

90 (italics mine). Shiffõs translation. 

39 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 90. 

40 Albert Gleizes and Jean Metzinger, excerpts from De Cubisme, quoted in Charles Harrison and Paul 

Wood, Art in Theory, 1900ð2000: An Anthology of Changing Ideas, 2nd ed. (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 

2003). See also chapter 2, 105-116. 
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Metzinger put the modernist ideology in terms of realism, these nineteenth-century authors 

understood their commitment in terms of truth. In both nineteenth- and twentieth-century art 

writing, though, elevated art is almost exclusively defined and pursued in contradistinction to the 

criteria of the artistic practice that preceded it. This double vision of artistic possibility can be seen 

clearly in this passage from Zola:  

I am not for any school, because I am for the truth of humanity which excludes 
every clique and every system. The word òartó displeases me; it encompasses certain ideas of 
necessary arrangement, of an absolute ideal. To make art, is this not to do something outside 
of man and nature? For my part, I want people to make life; I want people to be alive, to 
create anew, outside of everything, according to their own eyes and their own 
temperaments.41 

 
For Zola, the truthful representation of reality is impossible within the conventions of the academic 

art establishment. òArtó communicates falsity or artificiality. But what is this òartõs oppositeó? 

Something òoutsideó man and nature, òoutsideó of everything, which òexcludes every clique and 

system.ó The self-understanding of the modernist can be elaborated as a kind of skepticism when 

the modernist pursuit is cast in terms of negativity. This is the move made by T. J. Clark (as 

discussed in chapter two).42 Shiff similarly configures the modernist project:  

The technique of originality is thus consistently revealed negatively as the antithesis of 
conventional procedureñif the one is deliberate, the other is spontaneous; if the one 
employs (òartificialó) chiaroscuro transitions, the other employs (ònaturaló) violent 
oppositions of value or hue; if the one is orderly or systematic, the other appears haphazard; 
if the one is complex in its internal compositional differentiation, the other is simple in its 
uniformity.43 
 

 

41 Zola, Mon Salon, 60, quoted in Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 97 (Shiffõs translation).  

42 See chapter 2, 132-135.  

43 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 9.  
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The modernist understands convention, technique, and refinement to be obstacles to the truth of 

reality rather than the means by which that reality is conveyed. These artists and theorists have lost 

their trust in the representational techniques of the academy. I have discussed some of the possible 

factors prompting such a loss in earlier chapters.44 For now, it is enough to understand that the 

artistic culture in which Cézanne comes into his own has skeptically turned away from convention to 

optimistically seek a truthful expression in the direct expression of nature and in the sincerity of the 

original artistic vision.  

As I have shown in earlier chapters, this avant-garde skepticism finds resonance in the 

iconoclastic argument of the eighth century. The first wave of iconoclast argument concentrates on 

the supposed idolatry of icon veneration: òunworthy,ó òdefiled,ó òcommon and worthless,ó and 

òignobleó is the materiality of the icon, with no place in true Christian worship.45 The early 

iconoclasts appealed to the Decalogueõs prohibition of ògraven imagesó to argue against any 

supposed image of the Divine. The inclusion of images in Christian worship resonated too much 

with the òlifelessó statues of pagan gods and goddesses of the ancient world. The Christian God is 

infinite, invisible, and therefore uncircumscribable. Representational statues and paintings are the 

idols of paganism and unable to truthfully depict the uncircumscribable Christian God. 

However, for the iconoclasts, the Eucharist and the figure of the cross present fitting images 

for Christian worship. As an image that becomes ontologically unified with its prototype, the 

 

44 See chapter 2,  

45 Various quotations from the iconoclast argument presented in the horos of the Second Council of 

Nicaea, quoted in Ambrosios Giakalis, Images of the Divine: The Theology of Icons at the Seventh Ecumenical 

Council, rev. ed., Studies in the History of Christian Traditions, (Boston: Brill, 2005), 68. 
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Eucharist quells iconoclastic worries about natural difference. The cross does not share ontological 

unity with that to which it points (Christ). Thus, iconoclastic celebration of these òfiguresó contrasts 

their formlessness with icons that depict the òshape of manóña virtue in iconoclastic theories of 

imaging, over against formal representations of Christõs bodily appearance.46 The kind of 

representation that is appropriate for Christian worship, according to iconoclasts, is heavily 

abstracted: the bodily form of Christ is unable to truthfully convey the uncircumscribable reality of 

Christ.  

In modernism and iconoclasm alike, there is anxiety about the inability of specific formal 

conventions to adequately express an essential truth. Consequently, in each case, the negation of 

these formal conventions results in a celebration of abstracted forms. For the modernist, the 

academic techniques constrained both the truthful depiction of nature and the truthful expression of 

the artistõs perception of nature. The modernist, therefore, proceeded with ever-more abstracted 

forms, negating academic conventions in order to achieve the desired representation of vérité. 

Courbetõs exposed canvas and rough textures negated the idealized finish of the academicõs 

paintings. Manetõs òflattenedó surfaces negated the academic dependance on modeling for 

demonstrating three-dimensional space. The impressionistsõ rejection of hierarchy and celebration of 

primary colors negated the academic subordination of color to line. As we will see, scholars have 

found traces of all these negations in Cézanne and identified in his work the seeds of the further 

development of abstraction in the twentieth century.  

Similarly, the iconoclasts decried the representational conventions of the Greco-Roman 

world and the representation of the human form in iconography because neither could truthfully 

 

46 Iconoclasts, quoted in Giakalis, Images of the Divine, 69. 
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convey the uncircumscribability of Christõs divine nature. What figure could adequately reference the 

divine? Those that were abstracted. Christ is truthfully referenced and venerated in the abstract, or 

òformlessó figures of the empty cross and the symbols (albeit consecrated) of body and blood in the 

Eucharist. In both modernism and iconoclasm, there is a negation of traditional forms of 

representationñand the resultant exaltation of abstractionñfor the sake of a truthful conveyance of 

the prototypeõs òreality.ó In the next section, I will show how C®zanneõs portraits of Fiquet Cézanne 

are particularly potent examples of this skeptical modernist iconoclasm. 

 

(III.) THE MODERNISM OF PAUL CÉZANNE  

This sketch of the nineteenth centuryõs preoccupation with vérité prepares us to see how Paul 

Cézanne, as an avant-garde artist working in France in the mid- to late-nineteenth century, was very 

much of his time. The style encountered in Cézanneõs mature workñfrom his still life apples to his 

landscapes of Mont Sainte Victoireñis distinctively modernist in its rejection and negation of 

traditional artistic conventions for the sake of achieving vérité. Just before his death, he wrote to the 

young artist Georges Rouault,  

Donõt think that so much high and noble art is taught or learned in schools or 
academies: what you discover there will be reworked as soon as youõre able to observe forms 
and colors with love. Donõt set so much store by the pontiffs [leaders of the fine art 
establishment], who live the errors they teach, as by the errors themselves: sometimes theyõre 
nothing but the distortion of an ancient truth [vérité] that would appear magnificent if only 
we cleared away the dross that covers it and hides it.47 

 
As the vast literature on Cézanne attests, he took modernism in a more extreme, and consequently 

more generative direction. As we shall see, in Cézanneõs portraits of his wife the dissatisfactions and 

concerns of the modernists are brought to a head. 

 

47 C®zanne to Georges Rouault, 1906, 358. 
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In what follows, I will set Cézanne in context by comparing his technical innovations in his 

portraits of Fiquet Cézanne to his contemporariesõ portraits of women. After a few biographical 

comments, I will offer a comparative analysis of three influential portraits of women from the end 

of the nineteenth century, highlighting the ways in which the avant-garde impressionists created 

their new style by negating the conventions of the academy. Then, I will set Cézanneõs portraits of 

his wife in contrast to these paintings, showing his distinctive approach to space, beauty, and 

likeness. By addressing these themes, I will show how Cézanne expands and deepens the visual 

skepticism of the avant-garde. In the next section, I will outline various accounts of these 

idiosyncratic techniques from a few different schools of interpretation. This survey will characterize 

Cézanne as at the apex of what we have called modernist skepticism.  

 

(III.A.) THE PORTRAIT OF A WOMAN IN ACADEMIC ART, IMPRESSIONISM, AND 
CÉZANNE 

Cézanne initially learned his craft by emulating the works of Realist masters Courbet and Manet. 

Scholars agree, however, that Cézanneõs mature work developed after his apprenticeship to the 

impressionist master, Camille Pissarro (1830ð1903), from whom he learned to understand the goal 

of painting ònot as the incarnation of imagined scenes, the projection of dreams outward, but as the 

exact study of appearances é less a work of the studio than a working from nature.ó48 

Phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty describes how the impressionist techniques Cézanne 

inherited negated academic idealizing conventions Impressionist artists, he notes, sought to capture 

the vérité of appearances through òinstantaneous perception,ó which resulted in objects without 

 

48 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 11. 
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òfixed contours,ó and òbound together by light and air.ó49 In a letter to Zola, Cézanne shared his 

enthusiasm for the en plein air technique that the impressionists championed, stating that he would 

attempt an outdoor portrait as well as landscapes.50 The paintings wrought by the old masters used a 

studio lighting that C®zanne described as òchicóñin other words, òrefined in an artificial and 

conventional manner.ó51 While outdoor portraiture never became a distinguishing feature of 

Cézanneõs practice, the impressionist lessons on perception, color, and light clearly influenced his 

approach to painting people, even indoors. 

In the years after his apprenticeship to Pissarro, Cézanneõs paintings took on their own 

quality. As the work progressed, his dedication to vérité demanded greater degrees of negation than 

the impressionists had previously exercised. Not long after his apprenticeship to Pissarro, Cézanne 

began the series of portraits of his wife: twenty-nine paintings in total, completed over a span of 

roughly fifteen years. In these works, negations of conventions pile seemingly one on top of the 

other, confounding the expectations of viewers familiar with both academic and avant-garde 

painting. In the portrait from 1888ð90 that now hangs in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (fig. 2), 

Cézanne provides a three-quarters view of his sitter like many academic and impressionist portraits, 

placing her face centrally in the upper half of the canvas. The vision of the person invoked by 

Cézanneõs portrait, however, is markedly unsettling in a way that is unconventional for either 

 

49 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 11. 

50 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 112. 

51 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 112. 
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academic portraits or impressionist portraits. The world of this painting is what T. J. Clark has called 

òuncanny.ó52 It is chaotic in a quieter, milder and, therefore, more disturbing way.  

 

  Many factors contribute to this disorienting affect, and nearly all can be accounted for as a 

negation of some academic convention. To show the radicality of Cézanneõs portraits, it is best to 

 

52 T. J. Clark, If These Apples Should Fall: Cézanne and the Present (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2022), 
11, 59, 60, 64, 99, 104, 159, 210. 

Figure 2. Paul Cézanne, Madame Cézanne in a Red Dress, 1888-1890 
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put them in context with other works of the time. To this end, I will highlight three portraits: a 

paradigmatic portrait of the Princesse de Broglie by Ingres, Monetõs portrait of his wife, and Pissarroõs 

portrait of his wife. Through juxtaposing these academic and avant-garde works with Cézanneõs 

portraits of his wife, Cézanneõs innovations will be illumined.  

In the tradition of academic painting, formulated and taught at the École des Beaux-Arts in 

Paris, portrait painting was held in high regard, second only to history painting. While the invention 

and proliferation of portrait photography complicated the demand for painted portraits, the salons 

of the mid-nineteenth century were still packed with painted likenesses. While men of all ranks and 

types were depicted in these portraits, the women were most often chosen to be portrayed for their 

beauty. There were certainly exceptions to this trend, as powerful, rich, and important women 

without conventional marks of beauty were also painted. However, the opportunity and task of a 

womanõs portrait in the academic salon at the time was primarily to convey beauty.  

Consider the much-celebrated portrait of 

the Princesse de Broglie by Ingres (fig. 11), completed 

sometime between 1851ð53, which now hangs in 

the Metropolitan Museum in New York City. 

Commissioned toward the end of the celebrated 

classical painterõs life, the work summarizes the 

artistõs achievements of idealization. All of the 

loveliness of the princessõs likeness and 

accoutrements are exaggerated to produce a 

portrait of extraordinary beauty. In the portrait, 

Ingres has elongated the princessõs neck, sloped her 

shoulders and draped her arms beyond what is 

Figure 11: Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres, 
Joséphine-Éléonore-Marie-Pauline de Galard de Brassac de 
Béarn (1825ð1860), Princesse de Broglie, 1851-53. 
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naturally possible while leaning against the back of a chair, for the sake of creating a sensuous linear 

composition. Demonstrating Blancõs tenants for a successful unified composition, Ingres has 

focused the painting on the princessõs tender countenance, hierarchically subordinating color and 

light to the depiction of the princessõs form through line. However, Ingres does not restrain his 

virtuosic brushwork when painting the excessively silken skin, the crinkled soft satin dress, and the 

intricate lace cascading from the princessõs shoulders. Both the gaze of the princess and the 

embellished textures of her body and dress seem to invite the touch of the viewer. As many scholars 

have noted, artists sought to conjure the sensations of touch in their viewers through the 

exaggeration of purified textures. Viewers of the princessõs portraitñmost centrally the subjectõs 

husband who commissioned the paintingñcould easily imagine the soft stiffness of the voluminous 

blue fabric, the chill of the pearls coiled around her wrist, or the warm porcelain of the princessõs 

cheek. Further, the artist has particularized and situated the princess solidly in an idealized, beautiful 

world, by enveloping her with the fashionable trappings of the rich and powerful. Costume, 

furniture, jewelry, and décor all point to a specific, though romanticized, place and time. Each of 

Ingresõs choices in composition, modeling, color, light, and pose clearly serve the goal of refining 

and releasing the vérité of the princessõs beauty.  

A set of two further works from the same general time of Cézanneõs portraits of his wife will 

serve as a further foil for Cézanneõs unique approach. In 1874, Monet painted his wife and child in 

their garden in Argenteuil (fig. 12). The painting now hangs in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. 

Most obviously, the painting diverges from the Ingres portrait in that the subject is not portrayed 

under perfected interior conditions of light and atmosphere, but in the bright brilliance of the 

outdoors. The truth of nature is treated with the same attention as the artistõs wife and child, 

confounding the expectations of a hierarchically ordered composition. There is no atmospheric or 

linear perspective in the painting, the traditional conventions by which academic artists would 
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subsume the setting to the subject. Rather, there is an explosion of all-over color, with each hue of 

flower, dress, and countenance equally depicted in vibrant impasto. Well, almost equally. If there is 

any hierarchy present in the canvas, one could almost trace a diminishing of the featured faces. Their 

softness and dullness relative to the rest of the canvas achieves a kind of receding affect, making the 

brilliance of their surroundings all the more vibrant. Furthermore, the highly structured linear 

organization of the Ingres painting is entirely absent from the Monet. Instead of outline, there is a 

chaos of color. The modeling is not done according to the lightõs falling on the well-defined figure, 

but according to the splash and merge of colors in the artistõs seemingly spontaneous perception of 

the scene. Here, the academyõs conventional idealization of the princessõs figure has been rendered 

fraudulent in light of the impressionistõs devotion to the truth of nature and perception.  

Pissarro, Cézanneõs teacher and companion through the 1870s, also painted a small number 

of portraits of his wife Julie Valey. Biomeõs contention, mentioned earlier, that the spontaneity of the 

òsketchó became a technique in impressionism is certainly illustrated in Pissarroõs 1874 portrait (fig. 

13). In a way similar to the Boston Monet, Pissarro has presented his wife sitting outside in what 

appears to be a garden. While there are discernable outlines that trace portions of Valeyõs figure, her 

form emerges primarily through the gradation and concentration of color. Pissarro uses clearly 

apparent brushstrokes throughout the entire composition, harmonizing and equalizing all of the 

paintingõs elements. While the sitter appears placid, the composition itself is extraordinarily 

dynamicña swirl of hue, light, and vibrancy that resists facile organization. For instance, the green 

bushes at the sitterõs left shoulder encroach on her figure, confusing the viewerõs sense of 

foreground and background. The overall effect is of an unfinished, chaotic glimpse, not intended for 

the disclosure of particularities and certainties. Indeed, the painting resists closure compositionally 

and chromatically but also by the presence of the bare canvas in multiple places. Through the 
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spontaneity and chaos of the sketch, the husband seems to subordinate the truth of Valey and her 

surrounding environment to the truth of his own fleeting impression.  

 
Figure 12: Claude Monet, Camille Monet and a Child in the Artistõs Garden in Argenteuil, 1875 

 

Figure 13: Camille Pissarro, Portrait of Julie Velay, c. 1874 
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Setting any of Cézanneõs portraits of his wife beside this collection of paintings would immediately 

demonstrate significant disparities. However, the portrait of Fiquet Cézanne from 1888ð90 that now 

hangs in the Metropolitan Museum of Art will provide a touchpoint for our observations (fig. 2).  

 

(III.B.) THE SPACE OF FIQUET CÉZANNE 

First of all, the space of the painting is deliberately unsettled, as Cézanne resists the conventional 

techniques of achieving the third dimension in painted surfaces: linear perspective, chiaroscuro, and 

modeling. Like Ingresõs Princesse de Broglie, Fiquet Cézanne sits in front of a wall with wainscotting. In 

the Ingres, the decorative element forms a horizontal line that splits the canvas perfectly into two 

segments, framing the face in the top half and receding behind her gown in the lower half. The 

painting is thus subtly stabilized by this organizing structure. In contrast, the wainscotting of 

Cézanneõs wall diagonally cuts through the canvas, just barely touching the center point of the 

canvas when read left to right. When followed precisely, the viewer further notices that the 

wainscoting lines that disappear behind the seated figure reappear ever so slightly beneath where 

they are expected, denying the predictability and stability of the conventional Ingres. These chaotic 

lines are further unsettled by the geometry of the chair, fireplace, and frame in the scene. These 

objects are rendered with a symmetrical precision that echoes the canvasõs own planar extremes, but 

reemphasizes the asymmetrical elements. Most centrally, Fiquet Cézanneõs own figure is rendered as 

teetering unstably. If an axis was drawn vertically through her form, it would not form a sensuous s-

curve like the princessõs shape, but tilt ever-so-slightly to the right of the canvas, echoing the 

wainscoting. This tilt is reinforced by Fiquet Cézanneõs frontal posture, in which her face, shoulders, 

waist and knees (presumably) face directly forward. There is no conventional contrapposto here like 

we see in the Ingres. Rather, Fiquet Cézanne faces her viewers with the boldness of royalty, making 

the tilt of both the room and her body more disturbing.  
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Further, these shapes are not the product of precise linear construction as in the Ingres, nor 

are they the chaotic merging of swirling brushstrokes as in the Monet, but they seem to emerge as 

tensions over primacy, like the shoulder segment of Pissarroõs portrait noted earlier. These shapes 

are fighting for the foreground in their opacity, an affect achieved through the density and contrast 

of the colors applied to the canvas. Indeed, it is colorñhighly saturated, with high contrast, and 

extremely vibrant colorñthat emerges as a fundamental and central feature of Cézanneõs work.  

Cézanne learned from Pissarro to brutally limit his 

palette to mostly brilliant, primary colors when painting, 

mixing and overlaying these to form darker or duller areas. 

This use of color was in direct contrast to the academic 

convention of establishing spatial depth through 

chiaroscuro. Rembrandt is most celebrated for refining the 

brilliant effect of chiaroscuro, in which the extremes of 

light and dark values are juxtaposed, creating a vibrant 

contrast (fig. 14). While this effect is obviously not 

generally perceived in ordinary or natural lighting 

conditions, the technique was intended to grant the 

appearance of depth on the two-dimensional canvas. Due to their intense commitment to the truth 

of the natural worldõs given beauty, and their spontaneous perception of that beauty, however, 

avant-garde artists rejected chiaroscuro, instead inventing various ways of capturing the retinal 

experience of brilliant outdoor light on their canvases. Shiff describes Pissarroõs approach in an 

instructive passage: 

The palette employed here consists almost exclusively of pigments resembling bright 
spectral colorsñultramarine blue, cadmium yellow, red lead (a strong orange-red), alizarin 
crimson (a deep red), cobalt green, and lead white. Despite the chromatic brilliance of the 
palette, the painting appears neutral in colorñògray.ó Yet it also seems uniformly luminous, 

Figure 14: Rembrandt Harmenszoon van 
Rijn, Portrait of Maria Tripp, 1639 



Chapter 3: The Vérité of Fiquet Cézanne  Christina Carnes Ananias 

 184 

for Pissarro has mixed most of his grayish tones from blue, yellow, red, and small amounts 
of green. It is as if the intensity of the component colors maintains itself even as the 
individual hues become indistinct; the brilliant luminosity remains while the hue contrasts 
disappear. The net effect is of a unified and harmonious color that doubly evokes the 
immediate impression of natural lightñboth through the absence of (artificial) chiaroscuro 
and through the presence, however subdued, of a full spectrum of hue.53 

 
After his time working with Pissarro, Cézanneõs handling of color becomes exceptionally similar, 

including in the Metõs portrait of Fiquet Cézanne. The modeling of Fiquet Cézanneõs face is not 

done with tones of value contrast, but in the mixing of brilliant shades of violet, blue, red, and small 

hints of cobalt green. An eyebrow is lined with bright yellow and the left eye circled in cobalt blue. 

The shadow cast by her oval chin is not gray but a brilliant violet-blue. The overall effect on the 

canvas is at once vibrating with brilliance and deeply homogenous. In order to paint the way that 

objects òtruthfullyó appear in nature in 1876, C®zanne describes his approach: òObjects seem to be 

silhouetted, not only in black or white, but in blue, in red, in brown, in violet. é This seems to be 

the very opposite of [chiaroscuro] modeling.ó54 The academic convention of chiaroscuro falsified the 

color relationships as they actually appeared in nature, and Cézanneõs commitment was to color 

nature truthfully. This commitment resulted in canvases that lack spatial depth as the back, middle, 

and foreground are all similarly highlighted with brilliant color. In Cézanneõs portrait, the third 

dimension is acknowledged by the depths of color but only for the sake of exploiting the 

expectation of depth. While the impressionist masters maintain the all-over saturation of color, 

Cézanneõs portrait conveys neither the sketch-like quality of the Pissarro nor the affected, blurred 

atmosphere of the Monet. In short, Cézanneõs painting is distinctively not a painting of a mere 

impression of space, but something more intentionally jarring and disjointedly measured. 

 

53 Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, 206. 

54 Cézanne to Pissarro, The Letters of Paul Cézanne, 158. 
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(III.C.) THE ôBEAUTYõ OF FIQUET CÉZANNE 

Cézanne upends the traditional conventions of feminine beauty in his portraits of his wife. For the 

academic artists of the nineteenth century, idealizing the beauty of a female subject was a given 

assumption. A woman could be many things in visual art of the nineteenth centuryña muse, a wife, 

a mistress, a mother, a temptressñbut she was always beautiful. The gender dynamic at play in art 

of the nineteenth century designated the male artist as the active creator and the feminine subject as 

the passive object of masculine creativity. An artworkõs beauty, in its many feminine forms, 

authorized and facilitated the circuit of desire and fulfillment embedded in the visual culture of the 

time.55 This is clearly at play in Ingresõs Princesse, wherein the womanõs form is idealized to the point 

of exaggeration. Her skin is radiant, her countenance inviting, and her form sensuous. In contrast, 

Cézanneõs portraits of Fiquet Cézanne demonstrate no consideration whatsoever of standards of 

conventional feminine beauty. Fiquet Cézanne does not display any softness of skin or tenderness of 

expression. Rather, she is stiffly covered up. Whatever skin is displayed is fantastically freckled with 

splotches of pure pigment: red splattered on her left cheek, yellow creeping up her neck, green 

mottled around the corner of her mouth. Further, the academic pliancy of the figural pose is 

replaced by Fiquet Cézanneõs awkward, unanchored tilting. In academic art, the modelõs posture was 

understood as the creative work of the artist to draw out the most beautiful presentation of the 

figure as possible.56 In Ingresõs Princesse, the subject is clearly posed so as to accentuate her most 

 

55 We have explored T. J. Clarkõs Marxist narration of this phenomenon as manifest in mid-

nineteenth-century Paris in chapter 2, 124-132 

56 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 56-57. 
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desirable features, to the point that the artist has exaggerated the anatomical possibilities for necks, 

shoulders, and elbows. C®zanne, on the other hand, òstrips the conventional portrait pose of its 

rhetorical power.ó57 Fiquet Cézanne is not posed in such a way that suggests any suppleness 

whatsoever, but instead awkwardly stunts the viewerõs gaze. Susan Sidlauskas elaborates, òIn the 

historical context of womenõs portraiture, her images are exercises in gracelessness.ó58 While she is 

portrayed seated and compliant, the conventions for the pliant beauty of form are absent if not 

negated. 

Further, the markers of social status and sentimental pleasure are absent from the portraits 

of Fiquet Cézanne. In the Metõs portrait and in a handful of others, she wears a red housedress with 

a shawl-collar that art historians have been unable to classify in terms of style or date.59 The dress, 

the likes of which many women of the time would have owned and not worn outside of a domestic 

setting, contrasts startlingly with the glamour of a princessõs costume. Instead of luxurious layers of 

blue satin, Fiquet wears a stiffly pleated wooly covering; instead of dripping with golden chains and 

strands of white pearls, Fiquet Cézanne appears without any apparent charms; instead of supporting 

herself on fashionable furniture draped with an embroidered shawl and gloves, Fiquet Cézanne 

floats unsteadily by her hearthõs fireplace utensils.  

Cézanneõs negation of academic conventions is easy to spot when viewed alongside the 

Ingres portrait. Many conventions of feminine beauty persisted in the impressionist works, however, 

 

57 Sidlauskas continues, òC®zanneõs apparently bland formats send a message that his wife is not 

posing.ó Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 56. 

58 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 57.  

59 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 178. 
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and, thus, provide a picture of the extent of Cézanneõs negations. Monet paints his wife in a 

fashionable and stylish dress. Moreover, her face and form are depicted in washes of soft and tender 

color, imbuing her countenance with inviting motherly kindness. Pissarro similarly uses washes of 

tender coloringñrose on the cheeks, sparkling white on the forehead, light pink just under the 

lipsñto soften his wifeõs attractive smile and demeanor. While not much can be extrapolated from 

Mme. Pissarroõs garment, it was certainly appropriate for outdoor social gatherings. Moreover, both 

impressionist women are depicted in graceful poses of leisure: their shoulders and knees are pointed 

diagonally away from the picture plane in order to create a more artful and elegant curve to the 

body. The overall effect of these portraits is soothing and beautiful, in direct contrast to the 

presentation of Fiquet Cézanne in her husbandõs portrait of her. Indeed, the consensus in the critical 

commentary on Fiquet Cézanneõs portraitsñfrom then-contemporary to present-day 

commentaryñis that Fiquet Cézanne was decidedly not-beautiful both as a subject and a wife. The 

artistõs own friends regarded her with contempt, referring to her as òla Boule.ó60 Well into the 

twentieth century, art critic Roger Fry describes her as a òsour-looking bitch of a Madameó who 

instigated a òtremendous repressionó in C®zanne. 61 A later biographer of Cézanne, Jack Lindsay, 

further claims that Fiquet Cézanneõs  òstunned stupidityó in her portraits was the sole virtue 

Cézanne saw in his wife (such that he could work her form over as a still life). These attacks on 

Fiquet Cézanne as a wife are echoed in Richard Shiffõs attack on her as a subject, when he cites 

Madame Cézanne in a Red Armchair as his primary example of what he sees as the quintessentially 

 

60 Paul Alexis to Émile Zola, quoted in John Rewald, C®zanne: A Biography (New York: H. N. 

Abrams, 1986), 77, 114. 

61 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 33. 
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modern òdiminishment of the subject.ó62 A contemporary and sympathetic interpreter, Sidlauskas 

summarizes the bald facts of the paintings: òTraditionally, a female subjectõs erotic appeal was 

trumpeted through the artistõs sensuous handling of the paint, his suggestion of lustrous skin and its 

metaphorical extensions: hair, fabric, fur. Cézanneõs portraits of his wife defy such presumptions so 

thoroughly as to be deliberately provocative.ó63 Cezanneõs choice to negate the conventions for 

feminine beauty in his portraits of Fiquet Cézanne. Cézanne confounded the expectations of the art-

viewing public.  

 

(III.D.) THE ôLIKENESSõ OF FIQUET CÉZANNE 

Most uniquely, Cézanneõs series of portraits of Fiquet Cézanne negate the convention of likeness 

that prevailed even in the most extreme forms of avant-garde visual art of the nineteenth century. In 

the Ingres, the impressionist, and almost all other portraits of the time, the success of the painting 

was predicated on a degree of resemblance between the subject depicted to the subjectõs prototype 

and to other depictions of that subject. Resemblance was a critical criterion for a portraitõs success: 

òRecognition of a visual resemblance is inseparable from a sense of the subjectõs living presence as a 

social being and explicitly concerned with admiration for the portraitist who created it.ó64 Cézanneõs 

series of portraits, however, present a woman so significantly changed from painting to painting that 

 

62 Richard Shiff, òApples and Abstraction,ó in Impressionist Still Life, ed. Eliza E. Rathbone and 

George T. M. Shackelford (New York: Phillips Collection in association with Harry N. Abrams, 

2001), 42.  

63 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 18. 

64 Woodall, Portraiture, 17. 
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the artistõs own perceptionñthe vérité of his sensationsñis thrown into question. This can be seen 

most clearly when comparing two portraits that are ostensibly similar: the Met portrait we have been 

analyzing and another portrait of Fiquet Cézanne currently housed in the Beyeler Collection (fig. 15). 

In each of the portraits, there are clear similarities: Fiquet Cézanne wears a red dress, sits in a yellow 

chair, and has her brown hair neatly pulled back. However, the person depicted seems almost 

unrecognizable from portrait to portrait. The Met portrait features a woman with a square jaw, 

round nose, dark eyes, and a tall forehead. In the Beyeler portrait, contrastingly, Fiquet Cézanneõs 

face is heart-shaped, her nose is pointy, her eyes have lightened, and her forehead has been 

shortened. All of these alterations are exaggerated by the tremendously distinct ways Cézanne has 

handled the paintñalternating between heavy layers of thick oil in the Met portrait and the faintest 

washes of color and exposed canvas in the Beyeler portrait. The effect for the viewer is disorienting: 

which portrait is truly Fiquet Cézanne?  

 

Figure 15: Paul Cézanne, Madame Cézanne a la 
Chaise Jaune, ca. 1888-1890, Foundation Beyeler, 
Basel 

 

 

Figure 2: Paul Cézanne, Madame Cézanne in a Red 
Dress, ca. 1888-90, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
NYC
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In these portraits, Cézanne reiterates a modernist technique that both Manet and 

Courbet had used in their portraits: the refusal to depict the pliancy of the model. The 

òfacingnessó of Fiquet C®zanne in each portrait echoes that of Victoire Meuret in Manetõs 

portraits of her (most famously, in Olympia [fig. 9]).1 However, even in Manetõs work, the 

standard of recognizability between portraits remained. In serious portraits, even modernist 

portraits, the costumes, settings, and poses could change, but the face remains recognizable 

from image to image. In his series of portraits, Cézanne refuses this convention, instead 

maintaining the accoutrements and changing the depicted face. In what way, a viewer might 

to ask, is Cézanneõs portrait an image of vérité? How are these paintings true to either of the 

Cézannes?  

In Cézanneõs portraits of his wife, the artist has dismantled and disrupted almost all 

possible criteria for establishing a portrait as a successñboth academic and impressionist. 

While there are milder precedents for these formal innovations, nowhere before had the art 

world encountered Cézanneõs level of outright disregard for artistic convention. Cézanneõs 

formal innovations are clearly perceived in all his mature work, especially in his abstracted 

handling of space. However, as I have shown, the portraits of Fiquet Cézanne are 

particularly extreme examples of the extent of the artistõs technical innovation and negation, 

as they invite questions about the perceptual and relational vérité of the subject and the artist 

that a still life or landscape cannot. In the next section, I will explore responses to Cézanneõs 

 

1 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 47ð50. See chapter 2, especially 124-135 and 147-143 for a 

discussion of Manetõs Olympia.  
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formal innovations as manifest in the portraits. I will show that while Cézanneõs resistance to 

the idealist realism of the École des Beaux-Arts is typical of the avant-garde, his work has 

been understood as unlocking an unprecedented set of modernist techniques and 

approachesñtechniques and approaches characteristic of what I have called modernism 

skepticism. 

 

(IV.) òHEADS LIKE APPLESó: INTERPRETING FIQUET C£ZANNE 

It is a major understatement to say that Cézanne and his artwork have been topics of interest 

in the past century and a half.2 Frequently cited as òan artistõs artist,ó C®zanneõs first admirers 

 

2 In his overview of the literature, Terry Smith notes that the artwork has prompted òthe 

scrupulous attention of the greatest writers on art of the modern era,ó a phenomenon 

òaroused by few other masters of modern art.ó Terry Smith, òC®zanne: Figuring Truth in 

Painting,ó 73.  As already noted, the younger painters and artists of Cézanneõs time were 

deeply engaged commentators: Émile Bernard, Maurice Denis, Rainer Maria Rilke, but also 

D. H. Lawrence, Samuel Beckett, and Joris-Karl Huysmans, as well as Cézanneõs childhood 

friend and novelist Émile Zola. The most celebrated art historians and critics have also 

contributed, including Cézanneõs dealer, Ambroise Vollard; the art critics Gustave Geffroy, 

Harold Rosenblum, Roger Fry, Fritz Novotny, Clement Greenberg, Lawrence Gowing, and 

John Berger; historians John Rewald (who authored an authoritative biography and 

translation of his letters), Theodore Reff, Kurt Badt, Meyer Schapiro, Alex Danchev (who 

built upon Rewaldõs work, publishing his own biography and translation of the letters in the 
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and commentators were artists themselves. Reportedly, Monet once claimed that òC®zanne 

is the greatest of us all!ó Deep engagement with C®zanneõs approach to painting was 

emerging just before the time of his death in 1906, as a small group of young artists gathered 

around the cantankerous painter, and his work began appearing more frequently in 

exhibitions. In 1900, Maurice Denis (1870ð1943) painted a tribute to the artist entitled 

Homage à Cézanne in which a reverential group of pioneering avant-garde artists gathered in 

Ambroise Vollardõs gallery to admire a Cézanne still life (fig. 3). Émile Bernard, an eager 

young artist who corresponded with both Cézanne and Van Gogh at the beginning of the 

twentieth century and became a primary interlocutor of Cézanneõs in Cézanneõs later life, 

published a feature on the artist before his death and then published their correspondence 

shortly thereafter.3 In the autumn after the artistõs death, the Salon dõAutomne hosted a 

retrospective of Cézanneõs artwork, exhibiting forty-nine paintings and seven watercolors at 

the Grand Palais. The influence of this exhibition was staggering.4 Modern masters Henri 

Matisse and Pablo Picasso both attended and testified to the exhibitõs inspiration on their 

 

last decade), and Linda Nochlin. Most uniquely, Cézanneõs work has also formed the 

centerpiece for works from philosophers as illustrious as Martin Heidegger, Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty, Jacques Derrida, Giles Deleuze, Félix Guittari, and Jean-François Lyotard. 

3 See Émile Bernard, Souvenirs Sur Paul Cézanne Et Lettres (Paris: A la r®novation esth®tique, 

1924). 

4 òThe most consequential exhibition of modern times opened in Paris on 1 October 1907.ó 

Alex Danchev, Cézanne: A Life (London: Profile Books, 2012), 1.  
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work: both are quoted as saying, òCezanne was the father of us all!ó Georges Braque, Andr® 

Derain, and Wassily Kandinsky also attended.5 The poet Rainer Maria Rilke found the 

exhibition so profoundly moving that he documented his many visits to the show in his 

correspondence with his wife, which he later published as Letters on Cézanne.6 In the century 

since the ground-breaking 1907 exhibition, a mammoth literature on the artist has amassed, 

rivaled only by that on Pablo Picasso or Jackson Pollock.  

While this Cézanne devotion is singular and widespread, accounting for the painterõs 

genius is a contested business. Denisõs attitude of mixed enthusiasm and perplexity 

summarizes the feeling one gets from surveying the literature. One year after completing his 

Hommage à Cézanne, he wrote, òI have never heard an admirer of C®zanne give me a clear and 

precise reason for his admiration.ó7 A popular interpretation celebrates the artistõs equalizing 

disinterest in his subjects, claiming that he goes so far as to treat human òheads as apples,ó 

while others have argued essentially the oppositeñthat his attention is deeply invested in the 

unique qualities of each encountered subject. Some writers celebrate in Cézanne the birth of 

pure formalism, while others argue that the artist would have rejected the twentieth centuryõs 

abandonment of the figure. Some read his repeated return to certain subjects as a Freudian 

 

5 Smith, òC®zanne: Figuring Truth in Painting,ó 72. 

6 Rainer Maria Rilke and Clara Rilke, Letters on Cézanne (New York: Fromm International, 

1985). 

7 Maurice Denis, òC®zanne,ó LõOccident 12 (September 1907): 118, quoted in òC®zannne: 

Figuring Truth in Painting,ó 72. 
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attachment, others balk at the apparent gall of such quasi-psychoanalysis. Even Cézanneõs 

personal temperament has been variously interpreted as either a reclusive, cranky, touch-

eluding, anxiety-ridden misanthrope or a cantankerous, witty, and devoted homebody. Even 

the most invested interpreters of Cézanneõs artwork admit its opacity and elusiveness. 

Richard Shiffõs essay òCaution: C®zanne at Workó references the Denis quote above and 

then observes, òFor us, a century later, the situation is hardly different. Cézanneõs technique 

converted his most banal subjects, just ôa few apples,õ into enduring provocations which 

neither commentary nor familiarity have yet to defuse.ó8 

 Perhaps the most convincing interpretations spring from a serious consideration of 

the principles of Cézanneõs work that are uncontested. Those who attend to the artistõs work 

with any depth agree on two central impulses: a distrust of the conventions of the academic 

establishment and a dedication to closely attending to his beloved ònature.ó As we have 

seen, both are impulses that characterize the avant-garde dedication to vérité. However, as I 

have shown through an examination of the portraits of his wife, the severity of the paintingsõ 

abstraction forces viewers to rethink what kind of vérité the artist was attempting to convey. 

In what follows, I will catalog both classic and new examples of Cézanne interpretation to 

argue that Cézanneõs skepticism goes beyond an iconoclastic disbelief in academic criteria, to 

a general suspicion of painting, and even a distrust in his own perceptions of his most 

intimate òother.ó In C®zanne, I argue, the òcrisis of representationó finds its visual nadir. To 

 

8 Richard Shiff, òCaution: Cézanne at Work,ó in Conversations with Cézanne, trans. Julie Lawrence 

Cochran, ed. Michael Doran (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), xix. 
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illuminate how the iconoclastic crisis is found in Cézanne, I will first sketch the predominant 

account of Cézanneõs portraits in the early-twentieth century that celebrated the 

òdiminishment of the subject,ó exemplified in the commentary that characterizes C®zanne as 

treating his subjectsõ òheads as apples.ó Then, I will show how T. J. Clarkõs interpretation of 

Cézanneõs paintings in his recent book If These Apples Should Fall alternatively gives credence 

to the artistõs stated devotion to his subject, resulting in an even more grim assessment of 

Cézanneõs practice.  

 

(IV.A.) THE DIMINISHMENT OF THE SUBJECT: CLASSIC INTERPRETATIONS 
OF CÉZANNEõS ABSTRACTION 

The majority of responses to Cézanneõs portraits claim that in them Fiquet Cézanne is used 

as an object on which Cézanne can experiment with formal organization and arrangement. 

As mentioned above, it has become a common trope in Cézanne scholarship to claim that 

the artist treated human heads as apples, suggesting a parity between the objecthood of 

Cézanneõs famous still-life subjects and his ostensibly inhuman portrait subjects. D. H. 

Lawrence, the first to comment on Fiquet Cézanneõs supposed òappleyness,ó did so to 

suggest that the artist desired the same neutrality, stillness, and passiveness in his human 

subjects as he did in his still life subjects.9 For the formalist critic Roger Fry, Fiquet Cézanne 

 

9 John Adkins Richardson and John I. Ades, òD. H. Lawrnce on Cézanne: A Study in the 

Psychology of Critical Intuition,ó The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 28, no. 4 (1970): 

441ð453.  
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was merely an opportunity for the artistõs meditations on òsignificant form.ó10 On the social 

history side of the interpretive spectrum, Meyer Schapiro suggests that Cézanneõs actual still-

life paintings of apples are quasi-Freudian symbols of eroticism and nostalgia and are, thus, 

more laden with emotional depth and feeling than his portraits of his wife.11  

The equation of his portraiture to his still-life paintings, it is important to note, is not 

derogatory. Clarence Bulliet opens his 1927 book Apples and Madonnas, for instance, with the 

following comment: òAn apple by Paul C®zanne is of more consequence than the head of a 

Madonna by Raphael. é It is the emotional power of the artist that counts, not the subject 

matter.ó12 The vérité depicted in these portraits, on this interpretation, is the truth of the 

artistõs expression. Two decades earlier, in 1904, a young artist and admirer of Cézanne 

wrote: ò[C®zanne] is a pure painter. é Of an ordinary painterõs apple, you say ôI could take a 

 

10 Roger Fry, Cezanne, a Study of His Development (London: L. & V. Woolf, 1927).  

11 Meyer Schapiro, Paul Cézanne, The Library of Great Painters (New York: H. N. Abrams, 

1952). 

12 C. J. Bulliet, Apples and Madonnas: Emotional Expression in Modern Art (New York: Covici 

Friede, 1930), 1, quoted in Shiff, òApples and Abstraction.ó The point is made even more 

directly by Kurt Badt, who writes that C®zanne expresses òan almost complete indifference 

toward his drab or uninteresting models.ó Kurt Badt, The Art of Cézanne, trans. Sheila Ann 

Ogilvie (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1965), 153ð154 quoted in Sidlauskas, 

Cézanneõs Other, 35. 



Chapter 3: The Vérité of Fiquet Cézanne  Christina Carnes Ananias 

 197 

bite out of it.õ Of Cézanneõs apple, you say, ôItõs beautiful.õó13 This young artist, Paul Serusier, 

represented a growing number of painters who celebrated what they understood to be a 

diminishment of a paintingõs subject in the artwork of Cézanne. While celebrating the 

abstraction of Cézanneõs apples as truly beautiful, Serusier disparages traditional mimetic 

forms of representation as òordinary.ó Shiff explains, òThe first apple is an illusion on 

canvas, its success dependent on affinities to real apples that lie on tables. The second ôappleõ 

evokes no contingency of this sort; its abstract beauty of form and color creates a reality ôfor 

itself.õó 14 In the few years before his death, Cézanneõs òstrange,ó òignorant,ó òweird,ó and 

òawkwardó paintings began to be celebrated for exactly these qualities. His apparent 

disregard for mimetic likeness was hailed as the emergence of òabstraction,ó a term that 

came to be associated with many twentieth-century art movements, as we will see. For many, 

Cézanneõs abstraction was a heroic rejection of convention, but also a signal of a deeper 

awareness of representational artõs limitations. 

The earliest admirers of Cézanneõs style can be found in the young symbolist artists, 

who celebrated the abstraction of the paintings as having a òprimitiveó character. £mile 

Bernard, for example, championed the abstraction of Cézanneõs paintings as a return to the 

naivety of expression that the symbolists so desired in their works.15 Similarly, Maurice Denis 

praised Cézanneõs abstraction because of its presumed spirituality and innocence. For Denis, 

 

13 Richard Shiff, òCézanne at Work,ó xxix.  

14 Shiff, òCézanne at Work,ó xxx. 

15 Bernard, Souvenirs Sur Paul Cézanne Et Lettres. 
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the abstraction was expressive in an uncontrived way, but still deeply tethered to the sensed 

experience of the world. In other words, Cézanneõs art was a kind of spiritualized 

materialism. These òspiritualó values are characteristic of intellectuals of the early twentieth 

century that observed òartists of his own age being dehumanized by the leveling effects of 

modern urban lifeñmechanization, commodification, standardization, social regulationñall 

leading to an impoverishment of both intellectual and spiritual experience.ó16 To oppose this 

dehumanization, the representational arts would serve as balm to the frenzied modern 

person, òevolving toward abstractionó as they filtered out the mechanized aspects of 

contemporary culture.17 An experience of this sort of abstraction would, in Denisõs view, 

revivify the dulled senses of the modern person by appealing to the òinner lifeó through the 

senses.18 This interpretation of Cézanneõs abstractionsñas premised upon the diminishment 

of the subject for the sake of the artistõs expression of a primitive or spiritual òtruthóñis 

characteristic of the symbolist reception of the revered painter.  

Perhaps the most prominent strand of art theory that famously cites Cézanne as its 

inspiration is twentieth-century formalism, theorized by Clement Greenberg (1909ð1994). In 

1951, Greenberg published an essay in the socialist journal Partisan Review titled òC®zanne 

 

16 Shiff, òCézanne at Work,ó xxxi. 

17 Shiff, òCézanne at Work,ó xxxi. 

18 Shiff, òC®zanne at Work,ó xxxi. 
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and the Unity of Modern Art.ó19 In this essay, Greenberg claims that, whether Cézanne 

knew it or not, òHe was making the first pondered and conscious attempt to save the key 

principle of Western paintingñits concern for an ample and literal rendition of stereo-

metric spaceñfrom the effects of impressionist color.ó20 Rescuing visual art from the threats 

of a less-intellectual style was, for Greenberg, the heroic aim of true avant-garde painters. 

This salvation took the form of a greater emphasis on the òliteralnessó of the characteristics 

of the artform itself: most basically, the flatness of the picture plane and, consequently, the 

diminishment of or complete disregard for the subject. Greenberg understands Cezanne as a 

pioneer of formalism in that his works turned painting òfrom the structure of the pictorial 

illusion to the configuration of the picture itself as an object, as a flat surface. Cézanne got 

ôsolidity,õ all right; but it is as much a two-dimensional, literal solidity as a representational 

one.ó21 In this passage, Greenberg is referencing Cezanneõs own stated aim to depict the 

subject with unprecedented òsolidity.ó Much of Greenbergõs interpretation rests on his 

contention that Cézanne got his own art the wrong way around: when Cézanne claimed he 

was attempting to communicate as exactly as possible his optical sensations in order to 

depict nature in all its fullness, what the artist really meant was that he was after the òphysical 

fact of the medium; and the shape and placing of [the marks] recalled the shape and position 

 

19 This essay can be found in the collection of essays by Greenberg, Clement Greenberg, 

òCezanne,ó in Art and Culture: Critical Essays (Boston: Beacon Press, 1984), 50ð59. 

20 Greenberg, òCezanne,ó 50. 

21 Greenberg, òCezanne,ó 54.  
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of the flat rectangle which was being covered with pigment that came from tubes.ó22 The 

achievements of cubism were the fulfillment and extension of Cézanneõs initial 

groundbreaking work. By claiming that Cézanneõs revolutionary contribution is constituted 

by his resistance to the imitative and a new recognition of the literalness of painting itself, 

Greenberg participates in and extends the interpretive history that values, above all else, 

Cézanneõs abstraction as the diminishment of the subject. While he does not mention the 

portraits in this essay, Greenberg would certainly have regarded Fiquet Cézanne as a means 

to a formalist end, as were the artistõs apples and mountains. 

Harold Rosenberg, Greenbergõs contemporary and the champion of mid-century 

American òaction painting,ó opposed the systematization of Greenbergian formalism as 

exemplified in Piet Mondrianõs geometric compositions, yet cited Cézanne as the ultimate 

inspiration for his own theories of art. In paintings by artists like Jackson Pollock and 

Wilhelm DeKooning, Rosenberg claims viewers are invited into the process of a paintingõs 

creation. For Rosenberg, Cézanneõs abstraction diminishes subject matter so that the òact of 

paintingó could emerge as the true subject of modern art.23 òThe apples werenõt brushed off 

the table in order to make room for perfect relations of space and color. They had to go so 

that nothing would get in the way of the act of painting.ó24 For Rosenberg, vérité is achieved 

 

22 Greenberg, òCezanne,ó 55. 

23 Harold Rosenberg, òThe American Action Painters,ó ARTnews (1952), 23. 

24 Rosenberg, òAmerican Action Painters,ó 23. 
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when the truth of the act of painting is released from the confines of subject matter, 

releasing the purity of paintingõs existential truth.  

Among these painters and movements, Cézanneõs abstraction of form is understood 

as a diminishment of the subject, undoing the link that tethers representational form to 

natural reality and refashions the definition and aim of vérité entirely. For the participants in 

these movements, Cézanne opened the possibility for visual form to embody the 

nonrepresentational expression of the painter, the formal constituents of painting, and the 

act of painting itself. This opening, as we have seen, is contingent upon a deep skepticism 

about the possibilities of representational imaging. Did Cézanne negate the conventions of 

space, beauty, and likeness in the portraits of Fiquet Cézanne because only an abstracted 

image could adequately (that is, truthfully) represent the intended prototype? If so, such an 

approach resonates deeply with the iconoclastic approach to proper Christian imaging: only 

abstracted images such as the cross (representing the passion of Christ) or the bread and 

wine of the Eucharist (mystically making present but also representing the body and blood 

of Christ) could properly reference Christ, while representations of an actual human body 

(such as in icons) were obstacles to truly seeing Christ. Does Cézanne see the body of his 

portrait subjects as an obstacle that requires intense abstraction, such that he or she must 

become objectified to be properly referential?  

There is, however, an important distinction that cannot be missed; it is a distinction 

that leads to an irony in Cézanne reception. On numerous occasions, Cézanne decries the 

òabstractionó that he understands Bernard and the symbolists to embody. Their abstraction, 

the abstraction of the symbolists and the later expressionists, is an intellectual theorization 

that stands in opposition to purified sensation. Shiff narrates the response of Denis: 
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With the advent of Henri Matisseõs fauvism and Pablo Picassoõs cubismñstyles 
generally perceived as deriving from CézanneõsñDenis decided that òabstractionó 
had shifted from a liberated aesthetic expression to an intellectual aberration. Adding 
a negative spin, he described such work as òpainting apart from any contingency, 
painting in itself é schematic compositions [with] marks as far removed from any 
concrete representation as possible. In 1907, Denis salvaged Cézanne from such 
associations, explaining that the painter had never òcompromisedó his pictorial 
synthesis òwith any abstractionó: his art remained rooted in nature é for better or 
worse, the art properly called òabstractó was now a product of theory, not 
sensation.25 
 

What Denisõs comments bring to the fore (and the reason they are highlighted by Shiff in the 

introduction to a volume of Cézanneõs correspondence) is the artistõs own well-documented 

obsession with his perception of the material world. For Denis, what the symbolists, 

expressionists, fauvists, and cubists miss in Cézanne is his absolute commitment to what 

Cézanne calls realization: the formõs adequate and truthful correspondence to its subject. And 

Cézanneõs subject, according to Denis and the Cézanneõs own correspondence, is his beloved 

ònature.ó Shiff notes that in contrast with the formalist, expressionist, and action painting 

traditions, Cézanneõs òartistic motivation [is] more intellectual than emotional, his aesthetic 

pleasure more mental than sensual é He plan things out, constructing an ôabstractõ pictorial 

logic with its own rules and contradictions.ó26 Shiff concludes, òI prefer to think that 

Cézanneõs fundamental concern was immediate visual sensation, which, with an intense 

physicality, he converted into tactile sensations of the brush.ó27 In other words, for all of his 

experimentation with the abstraction of formal elements in the paintings, Cézanneõs central 

 

25 Shiff, òCézanne at Work,ó xxxi. 

26 Shiff, òApples and Abstraction,ó 44. 

27 Shiff, òApples and Abstraction,ó 44. 
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aim always related to the optical experience of a material reality. Cézanneõs abstraction was 

always in some way tied to his perception of ònature.ó In what follows, T. J. Clarkõs 

interpretation of Cézanneõs work attempts to give proper credit to this stated aim, while 

taking seriously the depth of the worksõ abstraction.  

 

(IV.B.) T. J. CLARKõS INTERPRETATION: CÉZANNEõS POSITIVIST FAILURE 

In his recent collection of writings on Cézanne, T. J. Clark glosses his early provocative 

statement: òC®zanne cannot be written about anymore.ó28 What Clark claims he meant, and 

still means, is that the metaphysical commitments that Cézanneõs admirers maintained 

(however tentatively) in the early- to mid-twentieth century are no longer relevant. Thus, the 

òold styleó of writing on C®zanne should end. This old style of writing celebrates C®zanne as 

a triumph of truthful representation because painting is understood as the òlast metaphysical 

activity within European Nihilism; meaning the last practice convinced of its eventual 

difficult access to Truth.ó29 One might imagine Clark having Gleizesõs and Metzingerõs 

realism in mind as he wrote this. As I understand him, Clark now sees the world of art-

writing in the West as completely unconvinced of any practiceõs access to òTruth.ó Nor is 

there is any capital-T Truth to speak of. In various ways, Clarkõs book attempts to paint 

C®zanne as the forerunner of this skeptical perspective by dismissing earlier òmetaphysicaló 

interpretations of the paintings as naïve and overly triumphant in a romantic, Hegelian way. 

 

28 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 63.  

29 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 67.  
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In other words, interpretations that claim Cézanne has successfully achieved some sense of 

vérité are tragically mistaken about the capacities of visual representation. Instead, Clark 

understands Cézanne as an ingenious, but tragic figure, who gave his life to the pursuit of 

truthful representation in a modern key, only to find vérité endlessly, yet predictably, elusive. 

While I do not agree with all of Clarkõs assessments, I do think that his appreciation for the 

ònegativityó of C®zanneõs abstraction is a helpful corrective to accounts that deny Cezanneõs 

dedication to the subject altogether; thus, his description of Cézanneõs particular incarnation 

of the negativity of the avant-garde will guide this section. 

What especially notable about Clarkõs approach to Cézanne is that he does not 

directly oppose the art critics who champion the truthfulness, solidity, and òrealityó of 

Cézanneõs apples, tables, and mountains: Roger Fry and Meyer Schapiro are his main 

interlocutors. Clarkõs claim is more interesting than merely assigning nihilism as the 

paintingõs ultimate òmeaning.ó Instead, he claims or, better, demonstrates, through deep, 

penetrating analyses of the paintings, that Cézanne attempted to paint solidity or reality 

repeatedly and always fell short. One reviewer suggests that Clarkõs contention is that 

Cézanneõs failures were not due to òlack of talent, but because everything solid in the 

modern world melts into air. Instead of assuming emptiness, C®zanne stumbled upon it.ó30  

 

30 Jackson Arn, òT. J. Clarkõs New Book Wrestles with the Impossibility of Writing About 

C®zanne,ó Art in America, October 19, 2022, https://www.artnews.com/art-in-america/aia-

reviews/cezanne-clark-book-review-1234641985/. 
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Clark is quick to acknowledge the pervading influence of positivism on the painterõs 

practice.31 In fact, he claims òC®zanneõs is the most radical projectó of the movement in the 

nineteenth century.ó32 In the eyes of earlier critics like Fry and Schapiro, Cézanne was able to 

create paintings that produced òvividness,ó òcertainty,ó òpower,ó and òcorrespondence,ó 

because of his positivist process of accumulating units of sense perception on the canvas 

through patient attention to the structure of what appeared before his eyes. The positivism 

of Hippolyte Taine encouraged Cézanne to seek certain correspondence between prototype 

and image in a perfect formula of brushstroke and color, and Fry and other critics like him 

would hail these paintings as achievements in exactly this way.33 That Cézanne attempted 

such a positivist correspondence, Clark does not deny. However, what Cézanne found or 

òstumbled uponó in all his patient attention to appearances is not the positivist 

correspondence that would ignite vérité on the canvas. Clark argues, instead, that Cézanne 

found limitations: his own limitations, the limitations of form, the limitations of perception, 

the limitations of the modern world. Cézanneõs painting is vivid, yes. But it is the òvividness 

of defeat.ó34 

To describe why he offers such a dissident interpretation of the paintings, Clark 

points to something simple in all its obviousness: the abstraction. Why, the critic asks, has 

 

31 See the discussion of positivism on pages 114-115. 

32 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 127. 

33 Hippolyte Taine was Cézanneõs òfavorite philosopher.ó Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 6. 

34 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 129.  
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the òunfinish, disparity, and inadequacyó of the paintings coexisted so naturally with 

twentieth-century criticsõ exaltation of their òsolidity, definite value é [and] imaginative 

grasp?ó35 Why would anyone hail a painting like Cézanneõs as a paradigm of vérité? To 

understand the òC®zannoiaó as he calls it in another essay, Clark suggests we look again at 

what representation had come to mean in terms of the philosophersõ òaesthetic.ó Clark 

assumes his readers are familiar with the twenty-first century rejection of the òaestheticó as a 

relic of nineteenth-century naturalism or, perhaps, the project of twentieth-century 

formalism. But, he says, to understand Cézanne, one must understand the òaestheticõ in two 

ways. First, Clark claims there is the òaesthetic impulse,ó which is the entirely ordinary 

compulsion to make the form of oneõs expression match the intent of their concern.36 òIt 

has to do with the inherence of thinking and communicating in actual, peculiar stuff, and 

with that stuff providing irresistible opportunities for persuasion. Form is a great persuader, 

we think.ó37 This is the òineradicableó and òa priorió impulse persons have to make their 

words, images, and representations adequately convey and correspond to their intentions. 

While Clark claims that this is the most ordinary of experiences, he òwants to keep a place 

for some suspicion of the category, partly because I think Cézanne might have shared [this 

 

35 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 120. 

36 I use the term òordinaryó to reference the central concept of ordinary language 

philosophy, which I think undergirds much of Clarkõs interpretation. 

37 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 117.  
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suspicion].ó38 In the terms of the present argument, this sense of the òaestheticó resonates 

with the realism that we have been sketching: the subconscious and necessary belief in the 

ability of representations to correspond with their prototypes. By suggesting that Cézanne is 

suspicious of this category, Clark introduces a skeptical interpretation of Cézanneõs 

techniques. 

The second sense of the aesthetic is what Clark calls the òaesthetic illusion,ó which 

is, most basically, the belief that the aesthetic impulse works without qualification. It is òthe 

working assumption that the aim of the aesthetic impulse can be fulfilled, at least locally, 

once and for all: that there are moments when form embodies truth in a way unassailable by 

further challenges, and independent of the mere òpositionalityó of the speakers, describers, 

and receivers.ó39 To me, this sounds like a mild refutation of naïve realism in the key of 

Clarkõs own Marxist idealism. In a later passage, his opposition to realism comes to the fore: 

he writes, òBuilt into the very idea of the aesthetic moment is the notion of the aesthetic 

rescuing us from abstraction, or from mere material production of persuasions, and putting 

the sign back in touch with reality.ó40 Naming this as an òillusionó amounts, at the least, to a 

significant suspicion of the capacity of representationsñartistic or otherwiseñto carry, 

grasp, or convey truth in an uncomplicated way. In this study, I have referred to this 

suspicion as modernist skepticism. The òillusoryó aesthetic moment ostensibly presents the 

 

38 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 117. 

39 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 117.  

40 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 118.  
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òtourniquetó that twists together òthe texture and structure of a set of brush marks and the 

very texture and structure of being.ó41 This is the moment that, Clark argues, forever eludes 

Cézanne. 

When introducing this skeptical approach to the aesthetic, Clark denies that Cézanne 

intentionally introduces a nihilistic approach to representation, deliberately resisting the 

òtorniquetó in his own paintings. Rather, Clark suggests that the painter might have been the 

first to produce paintings that pictured the òvery twisting and grasping [that] can lead 

artworks, on occasion, to come to suspectñand to voice or envisage this suspicionñthat 

maybe what they are doing is not analogizing or ôrealizingõ ]at all.ó42 What these artworks are 

doing is not the concern. Rather, the concern is the realization of the limitation of the form, 

and the implied limitation of the artist. This suspicion is ònot anti-aestheticóñin other 

words, ònot anti-realistóñòbut it is a kind of horror, and elation, at what the work of form 

might be about. I sense that horror and elation in Cézanne.ó43 Clark senses a dawn in 

Cézanneõs work: an inevitable and uncontrollable enlightenment of oneõs own (and 

paintingõs own) limitations.  

Clark then asks the further probing question: Why did Cézanne see it fit to abstract 

what he saw if he was seriously pursuing the òaesthetic momentó? Clark is reluctant to 

hazard a thesis. The answer emerges in the course of an argument in fits and starts; in 

 

41 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 118.  

42 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 118.  

43 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 118.  
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proposals that are immediately questioned, criticisms that are reframed, and phrases that he 

admits are painfully inadequate. One reader suggests that Clarkõs style attempts to mirror the 

style of his subjectñthat is, demonstrate the thesis rather than argue it directly.44 If this 

thesis is correct, what emerges is the provocative suggestion that Cézanneõs paintings are 

attempts at the aesthetic momentñattempts to capture his perception of reality in the formal 

elements of paintñand his continual discovery of paintingõs inadequacy to fulfill that goal. 

The paintings are monuments of limitation: the limitations of painting, of representation 

generally, and of human expression. And the discovery of this limitation is, for Clark, a 

defining characteristic of the modern condition. Here is Clark on the aesthetic in the 

paintings: òDisarray and inconclusiveness either function as a kind of brilliant descant to 

totality in the pictures é or they are taken as the form totality assumes in this modern 

instance. Modern experience just is this evenness and disequilibrium in high tension.ó45 

Cézanneõs abstraction emerges as he discovers, along with the rest of the modern world, the 

edges of human expression. 

These edges, these limitations, are sometimes felt as a gap between the perceived 

subject and the constructed image. Clark understands this gap to be built into the very fabric 

of the paintings: 

The world is near in Cézanne, and it is vivid, but what that nearness and vividness 
truly areñwhat they are made from, what they amount toñremains a question. é 
Nearness and vividness are on the other side of somethingñthis is the ôsomethingõ the 
paintingõs whole structure seeks to preserve, to make present for usñthat enacts a 
separation from us. The tipping table in Cézanne, for instance, especially when the 

 

44 Arn, òT. J. Clarkõs New Book.ó  

45 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall. 120.  
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peculiar orientation is accompanied by a slight tilting from right to left (as in Apples 
and Milk Jug), is an estranging deviceñnot an edging of everything into our space. It 
gives the world a ground level on which nothing, we come to feel, could finally take 
a stand; it makes a table we could never rest our elbows on or put our knees under. 
The higher Cézanne moves in relation to the tabletop, the more profound this loss 
of bearings. [These] positions and solidities seem to cancel (or at least ironize) the 
one next door.46 
 

Cézanneõs styleñhis abstractionñemerges as an estranging device. Not as predetermined 

theory applied to subject matter, but as the very condition in which Cézanne finds himself as 

he perceives and paints. The subject matter (the artistõs beloved ònatureó), and the artistõs 

attention to its material reality, is then, essential and never left behind. But the relationship 

between form and subject, artist and subject, viewer-of-painting and subjectñthe aesthetic 

tourniquetñis comprehended as òa question mark.ó47 Thus, the paintings could be 

understood as paradigmatic of the discovery and emergence of representational skepticismñ

a hallmark of Cézanneõs modern moment. 

In this section, I have highlighted a few influential interpretations of Cézanneõs 

painting practice to show how art historians and critics of various methodological schools 

have celebrated the artistõs diminishment of the subjectñor, in our present studyõs terms, an 

extreme version of modernist skepticism. The symbolists value Cézanneõs abstraction for the 

òprimitiveó qualities they see as expressing a spirituality repressed in the modern world. 

Greenberg understands Cézanneõs abstraction as an abandonment of the project of 

representation for the sake of emphasizing, exploring, and celebrating the particular formal 

qualities of visual art. And Rosenberg understands Cézanneõs abstraction as a totem to the 

 

46 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 80.  

47 Clark, If These Apples Should Fall, 66. 
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action of the artist at work. All of these interpretations are predicated on an initial distrust of 

the conventions of traditional artistic representation and the presumption that Cézanne had 

abandoned the previously assumed artistic task of representing the subject. In these 

interpretations, Cézanne forsakes the vérité of representation for manifesting some other kind 

of truth. 

However, Denis and others have argued that this foundational assumptionñthat 

Cézanne skeptically abandoned the task of representationñdoes not resonate with the 

artistõs own stated aims. Specifically, the artistõs life-long obsession with òrealizingó his 

beloved ònature.ó In contrast, I sketched the argument of T. J. Clarkõs recent book on 

Cézanne, which claims the artist attempted, through the extremes of positivist attention to 

detail, to capture the vérité of his subjects, but failed. This failure, Clark argues, was not due 

to any fault of the artistõs ability, but simply reflects the limitations of both artistic creation 

and human perception. Clark demonstrates that in terms of realism (what he calls òthe 

aestheticó), perfect correspondence will forever remain elusive. In this way, Clarkõs 

interpretation of Cézanneõs paintings achieves a level of skepticism that transcends those 

that came before. For in Clarkõs estimation, it is impossible for the artist to achieve the vérité 

he so desires. The artistic project of visual representation is thus nihilistically doomed to 

perpetually unfulfilled realization.  

 This unhappy thesis resonates with Clarkõs diagnoses of modernism that I sketched 

in chapter two, and, as I argued there, this representational skepticism is not unfamiliar in 

theological reflection. Is it possible that Clark sees in Cézanneõs painting the same inabilities 

and limitations that the iconoclasts sensed in icons? Recall the iconoclastic emperor 

Constantine Võs theory of imaging: he claimed that for the image to succeed, it must 
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correspond to the prototype naturally. This account of the way images work was derived 

from the orthodox claim that Christ images the Father as homoousios (the same substance). 

The only natural image of Christ, Constantine points out, was the Eucharist, which is 

ontologically united with the body and blood of Christ. Regular images, icons in particular, 

could never aspire to natural unity with their prototypes. Therefore icons, Constantine 

argues, are fictions. Veneration of icons amount to veneration of pigment and wood, not the 

divine substance, entailing idolatry. 

I propose that we can see a resonance between Constantineõs trinitarian theory of 

imaging and the metaphysical psychology of Clarkõs description of òthe aesthetic.ó In both, 

there is an aspiration toward a totalizing unity between image and prototype. This unity is 

experienced by viewers (or worshippers) as a transcendent connection to the prototype that 

is revelatory, enlightening, and (in the case of the Eucharist) salvific. Because of the 

importance of this unityñClarkõs òtourniquetóñit is described in terms of access to truth, 

certainty, and reality. However, both Constantine and Clark recognize a failure of this unity 

in most imaging or representation. There is iconoclastic skepticism or outright denial in each 

thinker. For Clark, while the goal of this aesthetic unity is the ordinarily assumed successful 

reference in word and image, supposing our forms (whether words or images) are simply 

united to their content (prototype) is naïve at best and malicious at worst. As I explored in 

chapter 2, Clark believes the very condition of modernity is one of discovering the 

limitations of our representations.48 In fact, Clarkõs Marxist-inflected contention is that the 

illusion of aesthetic unity in representation is begotten and moderated in the ideology of 

 

48 I discuss this in chapter 2, pages 148-152. 
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Western consumer capitalism. The òrealitiesó that images and representations give òcertainó 

access to is a construct moderated by the powerful. Therefore, the failure of images to secure 

ontological unity with their prototypes is, for Clark, a matter of the utmost political 

importance. For Constantine, the religious case is similarly dire. Iconoclastic skepticism 

functions in both as an enlightened guardrail against indoctrination and heresy. For Clark, 

the failure of Cézanneõs realization proves that the iconoclastic skeptic is tragically correct: 

truthful correspondence between image and prototype is a malicious fiction. 

 

(V.) CONCLUSION   

In this chapter, I have sought to show that C®zanne, as the modernist òfather of us all,ó uses 

a visual language that ostensibly brings avant-garde skepticism to an unprecedented nadir in 

the portraits of his wife. In the first section, I gave a historical account of nineteenth-century 

artistsõ pursuit of vérité in their artwork, to show how Cézanne, as an avant-garde artist 

committed to vérité, pursued this through negating the visual conventions of institutionally 

authorized artworks. In the next section, I provided a detailed comparison between a 

paradigmatic academic portrait, two impressionist portraits, and one of Cézanneõs portraits 

of his wife. This investigation provided specific examples of Cézanneõs innovative negations 

of conventional techniques. Finally, I sketched some interpretive frameworks in Cézanne 

scholarship with two contrasting accounts of Cézanneõs abstraction. First, I sketched the 

various ways in which C®zanne has been said to òdiminish the subjectó for the sake of 

emphasizing the vérité of other aspects of art creation, but argued this approach failed to 

adequately account for Cézanneõs stated commitment to his subject (which he often referred 

to as ònatureó). I then sketched T. J. Clarkõs account of Cézanneõs abstraction as a failure of 
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the artistõs positivist commitment to his subject. In Clarkõs argument, the vérité expressed on 

Cézanneõs canvases is the tragic impossibility of representation. In either of these 

interpretive schemes, the fundamental work of visual artñthe representation of a subjectñ

is at the least thrown into question, if not denied outright. This skeptical approach to 

representation seems particularly tragic in paintings where the subject either objectified or 

denied is a human personñespecially a beloved human person. Such an account of the work 

of images resonates deeply with the iconoclastic skepticism I have traced in earlier chapters, 

which argues images of human persons (for worship) be proscribed.  

Is C®zanne, therefore, an iconoclast? A painter that produced a òrupture in the 

portrait traditionó that skeptically broke with what was previously a basic fundament of 

visual art: representation?49 For Clark, Cézanneõs rupture echoes throughout the 

unintelligibility that is unleashed in the twentieth-century art world, wherein there is no 

longer a standard set of criteria to authenticate or certify the truth or success of an artwork. 

Without representation, artwork simply becomes negation.  

However, there is another way of visually knowing that the iconophiles argue for in 

the image-conflicts of the eighth and ninth centuries that might shed light on Cézanneõs 

paradoxical portraits. The iconophilesõ arguments offer a way out of the realist-skeptical 

epistemology that ensnares the iconoclastõs imaginations, asking viewers of icons to 

approach them hypostatically. In other words, the way we find meaning, presence, truth, or 

reality in an artwork is similar to the way that we find these things in relationship with 

another person. In the following chapters, I will first outline Theodore the Studiteõs 

 

49 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 8. 
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iconophilic account of the work of iconic imaging as an epistemological alternative to the 

dialectic of skepticism and anti-skepticism. I will test this interpretive framework on 

Cézanneõs portraits of his Fiquet Cézanne, arguing that a hypostatic epistemology makes the 

most sense of the artistõs technical innovations and stated aims. In the final chapter, I will 

discuss a potential weakness of Theodoreõs approach and suggest an expansion of his 

interpretive framework. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  
THE PRIORITIZATION OF THE PERSON: 

THEODORE THE STUDITEõS HYPOSTATIC 
HERMENEUTIC OF RECOGNITION 

 
 
  

òThe unity named by hypostatic likeness means that the icon is more than a token, 
for it really makes present and visible the kingdom to come; and it also means the 
icon is less than (which is also more than) an idol, for it does not contain the 
kingdom nor reduce it to what can be seen. The icon is itself gripped by the 
kingdom, which becomes present and visible to the icon through the persons of 
Christ and the saints, in whom the kingdom is already manifest.ó 

ðNatalie Carnes, Image and Presence 
 

òAmong those who defended the orthodoxy and the indispensable importance of 
Chalcedonõs ôsymmetricalõ picture of Christ in this new philosophical way, the central 
issue at stake was not so much the full humanity of Christ, or the survival of what 
Grillmeier calls the ôword-fleshõ and ôword-human beingõ models of conceiving his 
unity, as it was an increasingly dominant perspective that probably had never crossed 
the minds of the drafters of the formula itself: a new sense of the paradigmatic 
importance simply of the person of Christ, in its very structure, for revealing Godõs 
way of saving and transforming humanityñfor attaining the goal of creation itself.ó 

ðBrian E. Daley, God Visible 
 

 

(I. ) INTRODUCTION  

The concern that we have been tracing in iconoclastic and modernist skepticism is, I have 

argued, a concern about the inability of viewers (and creators) of icons or artwork to verify 
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or certify the òrealityó of the prototypeõs depiction. As I am using the term, skepticism is an 

attitude of epistemological doubt premised upon the inevitable failure of criteria to guarantee 

certainty about our images, words, and representations. In the last chapter, a fundamental 

question surfaced for our inquiry: was Cézanne an iconoclast? Or, better yet, are Cézanneõs 

portraits of Fiquet Cézanne best understood through a skeptical, iconoclastic lens? In what 

follows, I will argue that there is another way of looking at these paintings that derives from 

the defense of icon veneration written by Theodore the Studite (759ð826), a monk, an 

abbot, and a theologian living at the end of the final wave of Byzantine iconoclasm. I will 

argue that Fiquet Cezanneõs portraits are best approached as instances of hypostatic likeness, 

or images of a person, rather than aesthetic formulas whose reference can be evaluated as 

certain or not. This argument will unfold in the next two chapters.  

 The present chapter will explore how Theodore revolutionizes the debate with the 

iconoclasts by introducing hypostasis into theological reflection upon iconography. We will 

see that Theodoreõs defense of icons is premised upon a commitment to the appearance of 

Christõs hypostasis in the human flesh of Jesus Christ. The criteria of his visual hermeneutic 

are the criteria of recognition. The next chapter will build upon this by considering how 

Theodore understands icons to present the likeness of Christõs hypostasis. The likeness of a 

human-made image, we will see, is similar to the likeness of Jesusõs incarnate image in that it 

is relational, formal, and apophatic. I will then apply this hermeneutic to Cézanneõs portraits 

of Fiquet Cézanne, showing its resonances with one prominent contemporary interpretation 

of the portraits.  

 The present chapter will proceed in two sections. The first section will return to the 

question of trinitarian imaging by looking once again at Gregory of Nyssaõs influential 38th 
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letter (originally attributed to Basil) focusing on his development of the term hypostasis, since 

Theodore leans heavily on Gregoryõs theological heritage to explain how Christians 

understand the presentation and representation of personhood.1 The next section will turn 

to a close reading of Theodoreõs Three Refutations, showing how he refines the visual 

implications of a Christology of hypostasis through responding to four iconoclastic challenges. 

Through this, we will begin to understand the thoroughly Christological and person-centered 

image-logic that animates Theodoreõs defense of icons, and that can grant, I will argue, a 

fresh perspective on the portraits of Cézanne.  

 

 

1 On the attribution of this letter to Gregory of Nyssa, see chapter 1, n. 28. Basil of Caesarea 

to Gregory of Nyssa, òLetter XXXVIIIó in Basil: Letters and Select Works, A Select Library of 

Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church 2, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry 

Wace (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 8:137ð138, 

https://ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf208.html. 
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Figure 16: George Kordis, Theodore the Studite, 2017 

 

(II. ) HYPOSTASES IN THE TRINITY  

 
Theodore the Studite tackled what we have been calling iconoclastic skepticism head on, 

marshalling the precision and authority of the previous centuriesõ development of 

Christology in the wake of the Council of Chalcedon. As addressed at the end of chapter 

one, Theodore spends significant time building a case for the icon as an òartificial imageó 

rather than a ònatural image,ó confirming his commitment to the doctrine of the divine 
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natureõs absolute natural difference from any created nature.2 However, Theodoreõs major 

contribution to the defense of icon veneration lies not in his exploration of iconic difference 

but in his defense of hypostatic unity in Christ and the implications of that for imaging. In 

this chapter, we will see that Theodore defends the practice of icon veneration by shifting 

the hermeneutical center of gravity away from consubstantial imaging toward hypostatic imaging. 

In other words, the criteria for understanding how it is that we truly recognize Christ in an 

image are derived from what Christians have claimed is important to recognizing God in the 

body of Jesus: to see an icon, a portrait, Theodore claims, is to see a person. 

 Many who reflect on the Christological developments of the first Christian 

millennium have noted that òintroductions to the classical doctrine of the Incarnation fall at 

the first hurdle when they begin by attempting to explain how two can be one, or how Jesus 

may be said to possess two things of various kindsñnatures, wills, minds, personalities. é 

Rather, we must begin with a narrative.ó3 In other words, the central character of the 

Christian scriptures is not, first and foremost, a logical puzzle to be solved with advanced 

metaphysical claims but is instead a person. Or, in the original Greek, which took on ever 

greater degrees of theological precision in the teeth of the trinitarian and Christological 

 

2 See chapter 1, 89-98. 

3 Lewis Ayres, òNot Two Things: Introducing the Incarnation in Eight Steps,ó Church Life 

Journal, The McGrath Institute for Church Life, December 14, 2021, 

https://churchlifejournal.nd.edu/articles/not-two-things-introducing-the-incarnation-in-

eight-steps/. 
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debates, he is a hypostasis. Theodoreõs great achievement in the iconoclastic debates was to 

remind his readers of the divine-human person of Jesus Christ and to situate this 

Christological concept of hypostasis centrally in his theory of images. The narrative of 

scripture testifies to òeyewitnessó encounters with Jesus Christ (see Lk. 1:2), to òwhat we 

have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our 

handsó (1 Jn. 1:1). In his defense of icons, Theodore insists on the truth of these encounters 

with a visible personñJesus Christñand the subsequent implications for imaging: òSight 

precedes hearing both in the location of its organs and in the perception by the senses. For 

one first sees something and then transmits the sight to the sense of hearing. é Even the 

divine-voiced disciples first saw the Lord and later wrote out the message.ó4 For Theodore, 

the observable person of Christ is central not only to an approach to imaging but belongs to 

the very core of Christian proclamation. 

As already explored in chapter 1, the trinitarian debates of the fourth century were 

sources of endless theological inspiration for both sides of the controversy over icon 

veneration in the eighth and ninth centuries.5 The Cappadocian FathersñBasil of Caesarea, 

Gregory the Theologian, and Gregory of Nyssañwere cited repeatedly as authorities to 

support arguments both for and against the practice. The reader will recall that the 

iconoclasts, Constantine V in particular, relied upon the fathersõ insistence on the 

 

4 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, trans. Catharine P. Roth, Popular Patristics 

Series (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimirõs Seminary Press, 1981), III.A.2, 78. 

5 See chapter 1, 53-89 
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consubstantiality of the image (the Son) and prototype (the Father) (Col. 1:15) to demand 

consubstantiality for all imagingña criteria that human-made images could never meet.6 In 

his defense of icons, Theodore predictably draws upon the same resources as his opponents, 

but interprets these through the lens of centuries of subsequent Christological development. 

Indeed, a term that emerges as fundamental in the heat of the earlier trinitarian controversies 

becomes central for Theodoreõs Christological case for icons: hypostasis. In a letter originally 

attributed to Basil of Caesarea and later compellingly attributed to his younger brother 

Gregory of Nyssa, hypostasis is refined in terms of circumscription or perigraphein, another 

important term in iconoclastic arguments.7 As we will see, the lexicon put to work by 

Gregory in this letter will become extremely influential for Theodoreõs concept of hypostatic 

likeness in the icon. A brief analysis of Gregoryõs development of hypostasis in the letter will 

contribute to our understanding of Theodoreõs later use of the term. 

 In distinguishing hypostasis from ousia, Gregory attributes properties to eachñthose 

that are ògeneral and commonó to ousia (variously referred to as òessence,ó òsubstance,ó and 

ònatureó) and those that are òspecial and peculiaró to hypostasis. The hypostasis is òthe 

nature subsistingó: a concretized and definite expression of that nature. It is not òhumanityó 

in general, but that which is singled out by the names òPeter, Paul, Timothy, or Andrew.ó It 

is òthe conception which by means of the expressed peculiarities gives standing and 

 

6 See chapter 1, 63-73 

7 Basil of Caesarea (Gregory of Nyssa), òLetter XXXVIII.ó  
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circumscription to the general and uncircumscribed.ó8 Gregoryõs use of circumscription 

(perigraphein) in defining hypostasis is of particular note for our inquiry. We will recall from 

the discussion in chapter one, that circumscription delineates the individual, the hypostasis. It 

ògives standingó to the concept of the general in and through the specific contours of the 

unique.9 Christoph Schönborn notes that perigraphein òliterally means ôto draw the 

contours,õ ôto sketch.õ The words graphein and graphő still preserve the echo of the artisanõs 

craft that forms the common root of writing and painting: to etch, to carve, to engrave.ó10 It 

was this sense of circumscription that the iconoclasts took issue with when considering 

 

8 Basil of Caesarea (Gregory of Nyssa), òLetter XXXVIII,ó Ä2, Ä3.  

9 It is important to note, though, that the circumscription of the hypostasis is not a merely an 

outline to be filled in with the properties of the nature. Rather, the circumscribed hypostasis 

expresses its unique properties that are not common and instantiates those properties that are 

common. In his exegesis of Gregoryõs text, Schönborn is not as clear as one would hope on 

this point. As Gregory puts it, in the unique name of Paul or Timothy òthere is no extension 

to what is common in the nature; there is a separation of certain circumscribed conceptions 

from the general idea é but the same words which have been employed in setting forth the 

essence or substance of Paul will apply to the others also.ó Basil (Gregory), òLetter 

XXXVIII,ó §2. Circumscription, in this sense, then helps to establish a hypostasis, or the 

concrete individual, as primary for Christian anthropology and epistemology.  

10 Christoph von Scho↓nborn, Godõs Human Face: The Christ-Icon (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 

1994), 20. 
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depictions of Christ, whose natures, they claimed, could not be circumscribed without 

resulting in heresy. However, Schºnborn clarifies, òWhat is captured by the graphő of the 

artist is what is particular, individually distinctive, and specific, so that the one depicted is 

circumscribed as this individual human being; the image is the record of the person, not of the 

general essence.ó11 Circumscription as a property of a personña hypostasisñis exactly what 

Theodore will prioritize in this rebuttal of iconoclasm. 

 Gregory demonstrates the work of the distinction between ousia and hypostasis 

anthropologically by using scriptureõs specific historical, geographical, and narratival 

description of Job. The term Gregory uses for this very concrete specificity is charakterizein, 

or to characterize, which could designate even more specific individual qualities than 

circumscription. Indeed, in some cases, to òcharacterizeó means to òrender an exact 

likeness.ó12 Gregory points out, for example, that scripture does not describe Job as a mere 

human essence, but as a òcertainó man with unique properties that distinguish him as an 

individual.13 These insights will become crucial in the centuries subsequent to Chalcedon, as 

the definition of Christõs hypostasis is debated. 

 Gregory recognizes that, in his time, it is dangerous to emphasize the differentiating 

qualities of hypostases when considering the triune God. Arian and Eunomian forms of 

subordination still posed a serious threat to the churchõs proclamation of the homoousios of 

 

11 Schönborn, Godõs Human Face, 21 (italics original). 

12 Schönborn, Godõs Human Face, 21.  

13 Basil (Gregory), òLetter XXXVIII,ó §3. 
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the Godhead. Nonetheless, he extends this logic of particularity to the hypostases of the 

Trinity, suggesting that each personõs unique charaktőr or òdesignationó is found in its 

particular way of relating to the other persons.14 Thus, the designating marks of the 

hypostases of the Trinity are relational all the way down. òFor He (the Son) who eternally 

exists in the Father can never be cut off from the Father, nor can He who works all things 

by the Spirit ever be disjoined from His own Spirit; for it is in no wise possible to entertain 

the idea of severance or division, in such a way as that the Son should be thought of apart 

from the Father, or the Spirit be joined from the Son.ó15 This is brought into sharp focus by 

Gregoryõs exegesis of a potentially contradictory passage from Hebrews 1:3, which says that 

Christ is òthe brightness of His glory, and the express imprint [charaktêr] of His person 

[hypostasis].ó16 For how could Christ as an individual differ in a meaningful way from the 

Father if Christ is characterized by the Fatherõs hypostatic properties?17  

 In his defense, Gregory first notes that Hebrews is certainly emphasizing the unity of 

nature between Father and Son in this passage. However, even here one can illustrate and 

elaborate on the uniquely relational distinction of persons in the Trinityñand, interestingly 

enough, in visual terms. Gregory leans into the language of vision and contemplation in the 

Hebrews passage, suggesting other visualizable metaphors to explain the difference and 

 

14 Basil (Gregory), òLetter XXXVIII,ó §4. 

15 Basil (Gregory), òLetter XXXVIII,ó §4. 

16 Basil (Gregory), òLetter XXXVIII,ó §6. 

17 Basil (Gregory), òLetter XXXVIII,ó §6. 
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connection between the two. In one example, Gregory associates the differentiating quality 

[charaktőr] of the hypostasis with a bodyõs unique form.18 While the body and its form are 

entirely inseparable (the body can only ever be observed and understood with and in its 

form), conceptually they can be understood as unique. Just as form has been imprinted in an 

observable body, so has the charaktőr of the Father been imprinted in His Son. Such is the 

representational theory marshalled by the iconoclasts (and agreed upon by the iconophiles) 

in regard to the form of God being imprinted in the elements of the Eucharist.19 Concerning 

the Hebrews passage, Gregory writes, òAnd this he [the Apostle] states, not as though the 

Only-begotten has not also a hypostatic being, but in that the union does not admit of 

anything intervening between the Son and the Father, with the result that he, who with his 

soulõs eyes fixes his gaze earnestly on the express image of the Only-begotten, is made 

perceptive also of the hypostasis of the Father.ó20 The question remains, however, whether 

this sublimation of charaktőr within the concept of form leaves differentiating qualities of 

hypostasis empty of content for the receptive Son. In the body-form metaphor, what is the 

unique property of the body and how is this reflected in the hypostasis of the Son? 

 To bring his detractorõs attention back to the relational, yet differentiating qualities of 

the triune personsõ hypostatic character, Gregory reintroduces another familiar passage, 

Colossians 1:15, where Christ is called the òimage of the invisible God.ó In this passage, the 

 

18 Basil (Gregory), òLetter XXXVIII,ó §7. 

19 See 63-89 

20 Basil (Gregory), òLetter XXXVIII,ó §7. 
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image does not differ from the prototype in òinvisibility and goodness.ó It is the òsame as 

the prototype, even though it be different.ó21 For, if the image did not differ from the 

prototype in some respect, it would cease to be an image at all; instead òthere would be 

complete identity and no distinction.ó22 Gregory claims that the image functions by way of 

likeness: ( ǪǭǝǷǪǟ) òFor the idea of an image would be lost were it not to preserve 

throughout the plain and invariable likeness.ó23 He continues: 

So he, who has as it were mental apprehensions of the form of the Son, prints the 
express image of the Fatherõs hypostasis, beholding the latter in the former, not 
beholding in the reflection the unbegotten being of the Father é but gazing at the 
unbegotten beauty in the Begotten. Just as he who in a polished mirror beholds the 
reflection of the form as plain knowledge of the represented face, so he, who has 
knowledge of the Son é receives in his heart the express image of the Fatherõs 
person [hypostasis].24 
 

The mirror is not the prototype, nor is the image the prototype. However, it is the very 

quality of both a mirror and an image to reference that which is not itself by virtue of likeness. 

As we have seen, the Father and the Son share a nature, but their hypostases are different. 

However, the hypostases of the Father and Son (and Spirit) are still deeply bound together 

by the referential and relational quality of likeness, in addition to their consubstantiality. To 

be a person in the Godhead is to be tethered (uniquely) to the other persons in the Godhead 

in likeness. Gregory expands this relational principle: òThus the hypostasis of the Son 

 

21 Basil (Gregory), òLetter XXXVIII,ó §8. 

22 Basil (Gregory), òLetter XXXVIII,ó §8. 

23 Basil (Gregory), òLetter XXXVIII,ó §8. 

24 Basil (Gregory), òLetter XXXVIII,ó §8. 
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becomes as it were form and face of the knowledge of the Father, and the hypostasis of the 

Father is known in the form of the Son, while the proper quality which is contemplated 

therein remains for the plain distinction of the hypostases.ó25 The hypostases of the Trinity, 

therefore, showcases a characteristic of hypostases that we will trace in future sections: the 

deeply relational quality of hypostatic properties. 

 In sum, Gregoryõs letter paved the way for Theodoreõs image-logic by refining and 

highlighting the term hypostasis and its behaviors. First, hypostasis is distinct from ousia as 

the specific is distinct from the generalñthat is, a hypostasis is circumscribed and 

characterized by specific properties that cannot be predicated of the general. As such, the 

triune persons are united by both their consubstantiality and their deeply relational yet 

differentiating hypostatic properties. Naturally, they are one; hypostatically, they are different 

in their ways of relating to one another (in their manner of demonstrating likeness). Gregory 

thus provides an account of the Trinity that claims hypostatic difference is relational, 

circumscribable, and characterized by likeness. The subsequent pro-Nicene affirmation of 

the homoousios of the trinitarian hypostases generated further questions about the incarnate 

hypostasis of Christ, eventually leading to the Christological statement of the Council of 

Chalcedon (451) and subsequent debates. In his Christological response to the iconoclasts, a 

conceptual thread can be traced from Theodore, back through these debates, through 

Chalcedon, and directly to Gregoryõs development of the notion of hypostasis.  

 

 

25 Basil (Gregory), òLetter XXXVIII,ó §8. 



Chapter 4: The Prioritization of the Person  Christina Carnes Ananias 

 229 

(II. ) HYPOSTATIC LIKENESS: THEODORE õS THREE REFUTATIONS   

As I have said, the introduction of a distinction between an òartificial imageó (which is not 

consubstantial with its prototype) and a ònatural imageó (which is consubstantial with its 

prototype) in iconophile writing dramatically shifted the conversation in the ninth century.26 

This is certainly the case in Theodoreõs On the Holy Icons. However, it is Theodoreõs emphasis 

on the artificial imageõs operation in terms of hypostatic likeness (by means of Christology) 

that enables him to acknowledge the obvious (natural) differences and the strong unity 

between image and prototype. One way to understand this is to say that Theodore brought 

economic considerations of Christõs incarnation to the fore when describing and defending 

icons of Christ. He says as much in his second refutation: òWe are not talking about 

theology, sir, in which there is no question of resemblance or likeness; but about the divine 

economy, in which we see the prototype and the copy, if indeed you confess that the Word 

assumed flesh and became like us.ó27 Theodoreõs basic contention is one that is central to 

Christian confession: that Jesus Christ is God made flesh for us. Divinity and humanity have 

been united perfectly in the one personñthe one hypostasisñof the Son, of Christ. And if 

the Son takes on humanity, Theodore claims, he takes on observability, as it is a property of 

humanity to be observable. In denying Christõs depictability, the iconoclasts deny Christõs 

 

26 See 89-98.  

27 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, II.4, 45. 
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full humanity, mimicking various forms of Gnosticism.28 In other words, iconoclastic 

skepticism is not simply a representational problem, but a Christological problem. 

In a move that is reminiscent of Gregoryõs interpretation of Hebrews 1:3, Theodore 

claims that what is depicted in Christõs icon is the likeness of Christõs hypostasis. This entails 

a theory of representation that stands in stark contrast to Constantine Võs theory of 

consubstantial representation. Theodore is clear: òWhen anyone is portrayed, it is not the 

nature but the hypostasis which is portrayed.ó29 He continues in another place: 

The prototype is not essentially in the image. If it were, the image would be called 
prototype, as conversely the prototype would be called image. This is not admissible, 
because the nature of each has its own definition. Rather, the prototype is in the 

image by the similarity of hypostasis, [Ǩǟǲ ǲǫ ǲǰ ǮǭǱǲǚǱǣǷǰ ǪǭǧǺǲǥǲǟ] which does 
not have a different principle of definition for the prototype and for the image. 
Therefore, we do not understand that the image lacks equality with the prototype 
and has an inferior glory in respect to similarity, but in respect to its different 
essence. The essence of the image is not of a nature to be venerated, although the 
one who is portrayed appears in it for veneration. Therefore there is no introduction 
of different kind of veneration, but the image has one and the same veneration with 
the prototype, in accordance with the identity of likeness [homoiosis].30 
 

 

28 òBut if he assumed humanity in truth, as we confess, then the hypostasis of Christ is 

circumscribable: not according to its divinity, which no one has ever beheld, but according 

to the humanity which is contemplated in an individual manner in it. For how could one be 

the mediator of God and mankind if He did not preserve intact the properties of both 

natures from which He consists?ó St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.24, 87. 

29 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons., III.A.34, 90. 

30 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.C.1, 102 (italics original); PG 99:390. 
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In this passage, Theodore draws a sharp distinction between the nature of an image and the 

nature of that imageõs prototype. He is clear that veneration is not given to the essential 

qualities of an image. However, his point is to present a strong sense of unity between image 

and prototype through the principle of hypostatic likeness. Indeed, the prototype òis inó or is 

made present in the image by the likeness.31 The shared òprinciple of definitionó of the 

image and prototype is the likeness of hypostasis.32 The image and prototypeõs veneration 

can be òoneó because they share an òidentity of likeness [homoiosis].ó33 The appearance of Christ 

in the icon reflects the appearance of Christ in the flesh. The entirety of Theodoreõs defense 

of Christõs icon stands on this point.  

 Theodore contends that artificial images convey the properties of a subjectõs 

appearance, which enables him to argue for Christõs depictability. Drawing on scriptural 

descriptions of Christ, he writes:  òIf every image is an image of form, shape, or appearance 

and of color, and if Christ has all these, since the Scriptures say, ôHe took the form of a 

servant é and was found in human shape,õ and had an ôignoble and inferior appearance,õ 

which signifies the body: then he is portrayed in just such a circumscription in his likeness.ó34 

For humans, one aspect of hypostatic circumscription is depictable appearance. Therefore, if 

the Son has really united his self to humanity in the incarnation, then his circumscription is 

 

31 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.C.1, 102. 
 
32 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.C.1, 102. 
 
33 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.C.1, 102 (italics original); PG 99:390. 
 
34 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.11, 81. 
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portrayable in an imageõs likeness. To deny Christõs depictable appearance, therefore, is to 

implicitly deny his full humanity.  

 When it comes to Christõs image, however, just what is similar between his image and 

his person is far from a simple matter. The relation of hypostatic circumscription and 

appearance becomes fraught when considered in terms of the compoite person of Jesus 

Christ.35 In On the Holy Icons, Theodore addresses four Christological challenges presented by 

his opponents: First, does the icon imply two hypostases in Christ? Second, does the icon 

imply that Christõs hypostasis is human? Third, does the circumscription of the person in the 

icon imply the observability of the hypostasis? And fourth, how could an image represent 

 

35 òComposite Person (hypostasis)ó is employed by Maximus the Confessor to describe the 

hypostatic union of divine and human natures in Christ: òHe who is now human was 

incompositeó and simple both in his nature and hypostasis, for he was òsolely God,ó naked 

òof the body and all that belongs to the body.ó Now, however, through his assumption of 

human flesh possessing intellectual soul, he became the very this òthat he was not,ó that is, 

composite in His hypostasis, òremainingó exactly òwhat He was,ó that is, simple in nature, in 

order to save mankind.ó  St. Maximus Confessor, On Difficulties in the Church Fathers: The 

Ambigua (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2014)., 3.2. This is echoed in 

Maximusõs great expounder and defender of icons, St. John Damascus: In the incarnation, 

òthe subsistence of the Word, which was formerly simple, became compound.ó St. John of 

Damascus, On the Orthodox Faith: A New Translation of an Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, 

trans. Norman Russell (Yonkers, New York: St Vladimirõs Seminary Press, 2022), III.7. 



Chapter 4: The Prioritization of the Person  Christina Carnes Ananias 

 233 

the divine?36 While these are not addressed systematically in his writing, I will outline his 

responses thematically below. In this dialogue, his theory of representation, his Christology, 

and, derivatively, his anthropology are refined and shown to be extraordinarily 

interconnected. As we will see, Theodore claims that the possibilities for and obstacles to 

recognizing Christ in the icon reflect the possibilities and obstacles to recognizing Christ in 

the flesh. Theodore thereby reframes the visual hermeneutic away from the criteria deployed 

in iconoclastic skepticism and toward the recognition of a person.   

 

(III.A. ) CHALLENGE 1: òSOME ABOMINABLE KIND OF DIVISION WOULD BE 
INTRODUCED.ó37 DOES THE ICON IMPLY TWO HYPOSTASES IN CHRIST? 

As we have seen, a central challenge posed by the iconoclasts to the defenders of icons is 

that images of Christ necessarily divide him into two persons in a Nestorian fashion.38 The 

circumscribable human person of Jesus is presented in oil on the board, while the divine 

person of the Logos is absent because of the Logosõs uncircumscribability. In response to 

this claim, the iconophiles reminded their opponents of the unity of Christõs natures. The 

 

36 òHow could formlessness appear in one who has received a form?ó St. Theodore the 

Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.41, 93. 

37 The voice of the iconoclastic òheretic,ó Theodoreõs imagined interlocutor in St. Theodore 

the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.3, 21. 

38 See p. 73-79. 
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theologians at the Second Council of Nicaea marshalled the authority of the Fathers in 

describing the danger of overemphasizing natural difference to the point of division: 

And all our holy Fathers, avoiding the confusion of natures, say that the natures are 
distinct conceptually by reason of difference, not of division from each other. é 
Nestorius divides the natures in reality é but the catholic Church confesses the 
union without confusion and only conceptually divides the natures indivisibly, 
confessing Emmanuel to be one and the same also after the union.39 
 

The indivisible union described in this statement is the union of natures in Emmanuelõs 

hypostasis. By shifting the conversation back to the narratable and visualizable person of Jesus 

Christ, Theodore similarly draws upon trinitarian and Chalcedonian logic, emphasizing the 

unity of natures established in Christõs one hypostasis.  

 Because of the iconoclastõs emphasis on the uncircumscribability of the divine nature 

in Christ, Theodoreõs defense includes myriad affirmations of this principle: òIt is obvious to 

everyone that the Godhead is incomprehensible and uncircumscribable, and I may add 

boundless, limitless, formless, and whatever adjectives signify the privation of what the 

Godhead is not.ó40 Uncircumscribability is a property of the divine nature of Christ. 

 

39 The Horos of the Second Council of Nicaea, quoted in Ambrosios Giakalis, Images of the 

Divine: The Theology of Icons at the Seventh Ecumenical Council, rev. ed., Studies in the History of 

Christian Traditions (Boston: Brill, 2005), 109 (Giakalisõs translation; italics mine). 

40 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, 20, I.2. Theodore seems at the end of his rope 

with the iconoclastsõ insistence on the divineõs uncircumscribability: òYou seem to be talking 

complete nonsense when you keep bringing up your favorite word, ôuncircumscribable!õó St. 

Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.4, 23. 
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However, Theodore argues that the narratable history of Jesus Christ demands that the 

iconoclasts reckon with the visualizable reality of the incarnation. As Tollefsen puts it, 

òBefore we encounter the problem of painting, we encounter the mystery of the Economy 

as such.ó41 Orthodox Christology that follows Chalcedon affirms that in the person of Christ 

there is a unity of the uncircumscribed and the circumscribed. To gesture to the enigma of 

this hypostatic unity, Theodore punctuates the otherwise analytic and precise text of his Three 

Refutations with jolts of paradox reminiscent of St. Cyrilõs anti-Nestorian writing.42 For 

example, he writes, the heretics claim that òif the divinity is united to the flesh by a 

hypostatic union, the uncircumscribable divinity must be co-circumscribed in the 

circumscription of the flesh. Neither can be separated from the other, or else some 

 

41 Torstein Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons: Theology and Philosophy in Ninth-

Century Byzantium (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 71.  

42 See, for instance, Cyrilõs most famous paradoxical statement: òHe who as God transcends 

suffering, suffered humanly in his flesh.ó Cyril, De Symbolo, 24, trans. Wickham, Cyrilõs Select 

Letters, ed. L. R. Wickham (Oxford: Clarendon, 1983), 123.  Various forms of this statement 

are found in multiple texts. See, for example, òSecond Letter to Nestorius 5,ó òThird Letter 

to Nestorius 6,ó and òSecond Letter to Succensus 4ó in Cyril, Cyrilõs Select Letters, 6ð7, 201ð

221, 90ð91. For further discussion on this topic, see J. Warren Smith, òSuffering Impassibly: 

Christõs Passion in Cyril of Alexandriaõs Soteriology,ó Pro Ecclesia 11, no. 4 (2002): 463ð483; 

and Paul L. Gavrilyuk, The Suffering of the Impassible God: The Dialectics of Patristic Thought 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), esp. 135ð172. 
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abominable kind of division would be introduced [Nestorianism].ó43 Theodore responds to 

the heretics by arguing, 

According to the word-play which you call an argument, neither could the Godhead 
remain incomprehensible in being comprehendedñbut it was wrapped in swaddling 
clothes! Nor could it remain invisible in being seenñbut it was seen! Nor could it 
remain intangible in being touchedñbut it was touched! Nor could it remain 
impassible in sufferingñbut it was crucified! Nor could it remain immortal in 
dyingñbut it was put to death! In the same way you should understand that the 
Godhead has also remained uncircumscribable in being circumscribed. For these are 
properties just as those others are; but the properties of the uncircumscribable nature 
are those in which Christ is recognized to be God, while the properties of the 
circumscribed nature are those in which He is confessed to be man. Neither one 
makes the other into something new, nor departs from what it was itself; nor is one 
changed into the other (for such a change would produce the confusion which we 
have refused to admit); but He is one and the same in His hypostasis, with His two 
natures unconfused in their proper spheres. Therefore you must either accept the 
òcircumscribed,ó or if not, then take away the òvisibleó and òtangibleó and 
ògraspableó and whatever adjectives are in the same category. Then it would become 
obvious that you utterly deny that the Word became fleshñwhich is the height of 
impiety.44 
 

This paradox is absolutely essential to maintain for Theodore because it entails the 

circumscribability of the human man Jesus Christ and therefore His depiction in an image. 

But, most crucially, Theodore recognizes that it is essential because this is the enigma at the 

heart of Christõs hypostatic unity. 

 

43 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.3, 21. Actually, this is the reverse of the 

iconoclastic argument against icons, which claims the circumscription of Christõs humanity 

cannot be depicted because it cannot be divided from the uncircumscribability of the 

divinity.  

44 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.3, 22. 
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 Ironically, the iconoclast charge of Nestorianism actually circles back upon itself. By 

suggesting, in denying Christõs ability to be depicted, that the property of circumscription is 

not proper to Christ, they also suggest that Christõs historical visibility belonged to 

something other than Christõs person. Theodore rejects this division, holding the orthodox 

tension in play: òFor this is the novel mystery of the dispensation, that the divine and human 

natures came together, which maintains the properties of both natures in the indivisible 

union.ó45 In fact, Theodore notes that the denial of the circumscribability of Christõs person 

inevitably implies other Christological heresies: òIf, because a second person is not admitted 

in the hypostasis of Christ, they should say that the hypostasis is uncircumscribable in 

respect to its humanity, they must necessarily say that there is one nature of the Word 

compounded from two natures, and therefore uncircumscribed, because the property of one 

of the two natures has been eliminatedñwhich is related to the opinion of the Acephaloi 

and Apollinarius.ó46 Alternatively, the iconoclasts might uphold divinity as uncircumscribed 

by denying the incarnation altogether: òHe would not have assumed this humanity in truth, 

but only in the likeness and form of flesh, which is the Montanistõs teaching.ó47 Theodore 

shows, echoing the voices of orthodox tradition, that the fullness of Christõs humanity and 

the fullness of Christõs divinity must be paradoxically united in the one person of Jesus 

 

45 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.4, 22. 

46 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.23, 86.  

47 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.24, 87. 
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Christ in order for the work of Christ to be fully efficacious.48 The uncircumscribable 

Creator must take on the fullness of created circumscription in paradoxical unity in order for 

the two to be reconciled properly.  

 In sum, in line with Chalcedonian Christology, both the iconoclasts and the 

iconophiles must admit that there is some kind of circumscription in Christ. If not, the 

fullness of Christõs human nature will be threatened. However, the iconoclasts argue that if 

circumscription is admitted in Christ, it must be utterly divided from the 

uncircumscribability of the divine nature. Theodore argues that to do so leaves Christõs unity 

severed in a Nestorian fashion. Thus, alongside Cyril, Theodore demands a recognition of 

the paradoxical unity of these differing natures in the person of Christ. They are not 

confused, nor are they divided, but united. Theodore understands the icon of Christõs 

visualizable circumscription as a crucial testimony to this paradox. 

 

48 òThat which is not assumed is not healed.ó Gregory of Nazianzus, òTo Cledonius the 

Priest Against Apollinariusó in Cyril of Jerusalem, Gregory Nazianzen, A Select Library of Nicene 

and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church 2, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 7:439ð443, 

https://ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf207/npnf207.iv.ii.iii.html. 
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Such is the iconophilic interpretation of Chalcedon. However, one question that 

remained unanswered after the council that echoes in the iconoclastic writing is, òWho?ó 

Who is this person, Christõs hypostasis?49  

 

(III.B.) CHALLENGE 2: òCIRCUMSCRIPTION IS CHARACTERISTIC OF A MERE 
MAN.ó50 DOES THE ICON IMPLY THAT CHRISTõS HYPOSTASIS IS HUMAN? 

In the Three Refutations, Theodoreõs iconoclasts charge iconophiles with making Christ into a 

òmere man.ó51 Tollefsen clarifies what this could mean:  

A ômere manõ is a singular human being with a hypostasis of his own. He is an entity 
in his own right, the subject of his own actions. In this case human nature exists as 
the nature of a particular man, i.e. in an individualized condition, and not as some 
universal. The Logos, however, did not assume a mere man, for instance the man 
Jesus of Nazareth, because if He did, He would not be one hypostasis but would 
comprise both a divine and a human hypostasis in a way that would be branded 
Nestorianism.52  
 

 

49 For an excellent treatment of these issues, see Sarah Coakley, òWhat Does Chalcedon 

Solve and What Does It Not? Some Reflections on the Status and Meaning of the 

Chalcedonian ôDefinitionõ,ó in The Incarnation: An Interdisciplinary Symposium on the Incarnation of 

the Son of God, ed. Stephen T. Davis, Daniel Kendall, SJ, and Gerald OõCollins, SJ (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2002). 

50 The voice of the iconoclastic òheretic,ó Theodoreõs imagined interlocutor in St. Theodore 

the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.4, 22. 

51 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons., I.4, 23; III.A.42, 93. 

52 Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 73.  
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Because circumscription is not a divine property but a human property, the iconoclasts claim 

that it is òcharacteristic of a mere man,ó which means that the iconõs presentation of Christõs 

circumscription entails the presence of a òmere manó in Christ. Theodore resolutely denies 

that the icon makes Christ into a mere man in this sense. òFor Christ did not become a mere 

man, nor is it orthodox to say that He assumed a particular man, but rather that He assumed 

man in general, or the whole human nature.ó53 But Theodore is quick to qualify: òIt must be 

said, however, that this whole human nature was contemplated in an individual manner (for 

otherwise how could He be seen?), so that He is seen and described, touched and 

circumscribed, eats and drinks. é Therefore we must admit that Christ is circumscribed, 

although not a mere man.ó54 In his defense, his task is to show how the person of Christ is 

individuated in a human (circumscribable) way, without implying a second, human 

hypostasis in Jesus. Theodoreõs sophisticated Christology in this section reflects the neo-

Chalcedonian developments of the sixth and seventh centuries. He claims, with Leontius of 

Byzantine, Leontius of Jerusalem, and Maximus Confessor, that the one hypostasis of Christ 

is the second person of the Trinity simultaneously and asymmetrically actualizing and 

individualizing divine and human natures.55  

 

53 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons., I.4, 23. 

54 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.4, 23. 

55 òThe agenda for the theology of the centuries immediately following Chalcedon was 

unmistakably the clarification of the vocabulary an assumptions of the definition, so as to 

underline the asymmetry of the relation between the single hypostasis and the divinity and the single 
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 As Rowan Williams observes in Christ the Heart of Creation, there is an interpretation 

of Chalcedonõs affirmation of the single hypostasis of Christ relating to each nature that is 

potentially problematic. He observes, òThe difficulty is that, taken at face value, this would 

mean either that the hypostasis somehow pre-exists both ônaturesõ or at least is independent 

of them in some sense, or that two abstract sets of attributes somehow come together to be 

unified in one agent.ó56 An interpretation of Chalcedonian language that suggests a 

hypostasis is external to natural characterization is problematic in various ways, but 

Williamsõs point is to bring attention to the symmetrical treatment the language gives to that 

which is divine and that which is created. In other words, the problematic interpretation 

assumes equalized agency of both the human and the divine in the incarnation of Christ. 

 

hypostasis and the humanity, and to avoid anything which might suggest that either hypostasis or 

essence could exist in a purely abstract way.ó Rowan Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation 

(London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 88 (italics mine). The way that the òasymmetryó of Christõs 

hypostatic union should be understood is not uncontested. Consider Christopher A. Beeley, 

òChristological Non-Competition and the Return to Chalcedon: A Response to Rowan 

Williams and Ian Mcfarland,ó Modern Theology 38, no. 3 (2022); and Jordan Wood, òAgainst 

Asymmetrical Christology: A Critical Review of Rowan Williamsõs Christ the Heart of 

Creation,ó Eclectic Theology (blog), August 4, 2019, 

https://afkimel.wordpress.com/2019/08/04/against-asymmetrical-christology-a-critical-

review-of-rowan-williamss-christ-the-heart-of-creation/. 

56 Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation, 87. 
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Considered in abstraction from the rest of his argument, Theodoreõs paradoxical language of 

unity could be taken in just this way. Does the paradoxical Christian confession that Jesus is 

Lord claim that there is a òsingle saviour in whom two kinds of abstractly identifiable life are 

equally operative?ó57 Are the divine and human natures equivalent sets of attributes that fill 

the container of a preexisting hypostasis? The absolute asymmetry of Creator and creation in 

Christian cosmology and Christology requires a resolute ònoó in answer to these questions. 

But how, then, are we to understand the hypostatic unity of asymmetrical natures in the 

person of Christ? These are the questions that led to centuries of Christological revision and 

precision in the wake of Chalcedon. These are the questions that led back, again and again, 

to the question, òWho do you say that I am?ó For Theodore, the icon is one way the Church 

answers Christõs question: the human circumscription of the Son of God.58 

 

57 Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation, 88. Here, Williams is channeling Christopher Beeleyõs 

arguments. See Christopher A. Beeley, The Unity of Christ: Continuity and Conflict in Patristic 

Tradition, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 282. 

58 In response to the iconoclastic òheretic,ó Theodoreõs imagined interlocutor, òTherefore 

you must either accept the òcircumscribed,ó or if not, then take away the òvisibleó and 

òtangibleó and ògraspableó and whatever adjectives are in the same category. Then it would 

become obvious that you utterly deny that the Word became fleshñwhich is the height of 

impiety.ó St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.3, 22. 
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 In the sixth century, two theologians, both confusingly named Leontius, grappled 

with the Chalcedonian language of hypostasis and ousia in debate with the Monophysites. 59 

Leontius of Byzantiumõs great achievement was in refining how Christõs humanity could be 

individuated without being a human hypostasis. He argues that ònatureó cannot be imagined 

outside of its actualization within an individual or individuals: there is no nature without 

hypostasis.ó60 While properties of general natures can be abstractly conceived (to use 

Williamsõs phrasing) there is no such thing as an independently subsisting nature òin the 

sense of actualizations of some kind of being that are not individuated by anything other 

than natural characteristics.ó61 There is no substantial deposit of òhumanityó or òdivinityó 

that exists ontologically outside of its subsistence in individual hypostases.  

 Leontiusõs point seems to be overlooked by Theodoreõs iconoclasts. They claim, òIf 

Christ miraculously assumed flesh in His own hypostasis, but flesh without distinguishing 

features because it does not indicate a particular man but rather man in general: how then is 

 

59 Leontius of Byzantium, òContra Nestorianos et Eutychianosó in Complete Works, trans. 

Brian E. Daley, SJ (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017). See also Christopher A. Beeley, 

The Unity of Christ: Continuity and Conflict in Patristic Tradition (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2012), ch. 7; Eric David Perl, Methexis: Creation, Incarnation, Deification in Saint Maximus 

Confessor (Ph.D. diss., Yale University,1991), ch. 5; and Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation, 

92-99. 

60 Leontius, òContra Nestorianos et Eutychianos,ó 1.1, 133. 

61 Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation, 93 (italics mine). 
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it possible for this flesh to be found tangible and to be portrayed in various colors?ó62 

Theodore echoes Leontiusõs point in his response. He writes, òGeneralities have their 

existence in particular individuals: for example, humanity in Peter and Paul and other of the 

same species. If the particular individuals did not exist, man in general would be eliminated. 

Therefore humanity is not in Christ, if it does not subsist in Him as in an individual: and in 

that case we would have to say that He became incarnate in a fantasy, and could not be 

touched or circumscribed with various colors.ó63 And again in a later section he writes, 

òGeneralities are seen with the mind and thought; particular individuals are seen with the 

eyes, which look at perceptible things. If, therefore, Christ assumed our nature in general, 

not contemplated in an individual manner, He can be contemplated only by the mind and 

touched only in thought. But é He is circumscribed.ó64 According to Leontius and 

Theodore, there is no such òthingó (ontologically) as a natural human nature in general that 

hypostases òtake onó or òassumeó: only individuals that exhibit common properties that 

abstractly identify this individual as a kind. 

 As the iconoclasts perceived, however, this complicates matters when considered 

Christologically. If human nature can only ever be known (epistemologically) and truly 

existent (ontologically) in individuals, then isnõt it logically necessary that Christ, if truly 

òhumanó epistemologically and ontologically, has a human hypostasis? A òmere manó? Such 

 

62 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.15, 82ð83. 

63 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.15, 83. 

64 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.16, 83. 
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an objection is rehearsed in the iconoclast passage quoted earlier: òIf the Word assumed 

human nature in His own hypostasis, since this nature is invisible and formless, if it should 

be given form by circumscription, a second person will be admitted in the hypostasis of 

Christ.ó65 In his defense, Theodore reiterates Leontius of Byzantiumõs second important 

contribution to the development of orthodox Christology: the principle of en-

hypostatization. As Tollefsen puts it, while òno nature can be without hypostasis, it is not 

necessary for it to have a hypostasis of its own kind.ó66 Or in Williamsõs words, òLeontius is 

clear that a nature can be made actual by an agency that is not exclusively its own. A 

particular kind of life, a nature, may as a matter of fact be real in the way it is real in virtue of 

another agent causing it to be characterized by the features that mark it out.ó67 This was 

absolutely crucial to clarify because in the case of Jesus Christ, humanity (the òkind of lifeó 

that is human) is òactualizedó by the divine hypostasis of the second person of the Trinity. 

There is therefore no necessity to bow to a Nestorian duality of persons when considering 

the necessary individuation of natures in Christ. Jesus Christ is a human individual in the 

sense that he has properties that distinguish him from Peter or Paul and in the sense that he 

has properties that are common to humanity. However, the generation of this 

actualizationñthe mobilizing energy of Jesusõs human lifeñis the hypostasis of the Logos. 

Williams clarifies what this accomplishes: òIt allows us to leave behind once and for all the 

 

65 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.22, 86. 

66 Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 73. 

67 Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation, 93. 
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confusing language implying that a ônatureõ is itself a thing, and so to clarify that whatever has 

to be said about the union of divine and human in Jesus cannot be understood as the putting 

together of two pre-existing subjects or subsistents. é Ultimately, [Jesusõs] distinctiveness 

from other human subsistents depends on the fundamental fact of its unique relation to the 

Word.ó68 Further, òLeontius clears the way for affirming that the human nature of the 

incarnate Christ possesses integrity as, formally speaking, a finite human subject constituted 

as an activated, hypostasized kind of life concretely identified by a set of finite markers.ó69 

The fact that in the incarnation the person of Christ can be òidentified by a set of finite 

markers,ó meansñfor Theodoreñthat Christ can be depicted in the icon, as it is a property 

of humanity to be depictable.  

 The òwhoó of Jesus Christ is further refined by another Leontius (of Jerusalem) who 

was most likely writing around the same time as the first.70 While Leontius of Byzantiumõs 

Christological developments have anthropological implications (for instance, all human 

nature must be hypostasized as individuals like Peter and Paul), Leontius of Jerusalem 

concentrates his arguments on the development of this principle Christologically. Williams 

claims that Leontius of Jerusalemõs major contribution is his insistence on the òasymmetry of 

 

68 Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation, 94.  

69 Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation, 95.  

70 For a sampling of edited and translated texts and an introduction to the theologianõs life 

and work, see Leontius of Jerusalem, Leontius of Jerusalem: Against the Monophysites: Testimonies of 

the Saints and Aporiae, trans. Patrick T. R. Gray (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).  
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the Christological mystery.ó71 That is to say, his absolute affirmation that the one hypostasis 

that actualizes the human life of Jesus Christ (that en-hypostasizes the human nature) is none 

other than the Logos. While Christõs divinity and identification with the Logos can be traced 

back to apostolic teaching (to John and Paul, in particular), putting the case in these neo-

Chalcedonian terms is innovative.72 Williams observes, òOnly because there is a single divine 

hypostasis involved as the ground and condition of what makes this human nature what it 

actually is, is there a single, genuinely finite, phenomenon in the world that is the incarnate 

Son.ó73 The incomprehensible mystery of the incarnation is that the eternal second person of 

the Godhead en-hypostasized human nature, generating and activating the entirety of Jesusõs 

human life, death, and resurrection. The incarnation is not simply the co-operation of two 

sets of natural properties, nor is it an origination of a person out of the union of these 

natural properties. It is the asymmetrical, free choice of the second person of the Trinity to 

actualize a human life for the sake of the worldõs salvation. Theodore echoes this in order to 

make a point about circumscription in his Refutations: 

If we said that the flesh assumed by the Word had its own hypostasis, your argument 
[that the icon implies two hypostases in Christ] would be plausible. But since, 
according to the Churchõs judgment, we confess that the hypostasis of the Word 
became a common hypostasis of the two natures, hypostasizing the human nature in 
it, with the properties which differentiate it from the others of the same species, we 
may with reason say that the same hypostasis of the Word is uncircumscribable 
according to the nature of His divinity but circumscribed according to His essence 
like ours. This human nature does not have its existence in a self-subsisting and self-
circumscribed person, apart from the hypostasis of the Word, but has its existence in 

 

71 Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation, 98 (italics original). 

72 John 1:1 is, of course, the key text here. 

73 Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation, 98 (italics original). 
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that hypostasis (lest there should be a nature without a hypostasis), and in it is 
contemplated in an individual manner and is circumscribed.ó74 
 

While Theodore draws upon Leontius of Byzantium to assert the complex 

interconnectedness of nature and hypostasis generally (for both that which is created and that 

which is uncreated), he relies upon Leontius of Jerusalemõs developments to identify the 

circumscribable humanity of Jesus Christ with no other person but the hypostasis of the 

Word. As Tollefsen asserts, for Christians, the fundamental plane for epistemological and 

ontological consideration is the plane of the hypostatic agentñfor the hypostatic agent can 

only secondarily be considered in terms of properties that are common. The developments 

of Leontius help Theodore to show that when contemplating the imaged face of Jesus Christ 

in the icon, the activating hypostasis of the imaged is, paradoxically, none other than the divine 

Logos. 

 

(III.C.) CHALLENGE 3: òIT IS A DEGRADATION AND A HUMILIATION, TO 
DEPICT CHRIST IN MATERIAL REPRESENTATIONS.ó75 DOES THE 

CIRCUMSCRIPTION OF THE PERSON IN THE ICON IMPLY THE 
OBSERVABILITY OF THE HYPOSTASIS? 

 
Theodoreõs argument thus far stands on the authority of centuries of Christological 

development to assert that two things are true: 1) Christ had an observable body, and 2) 

Christ is not a òmere man.ó On the one hand, Christ has the particular, individuating 

 

74 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.22, 86. 

75 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.7, 26. 
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characteristics of a human person. Theodore confirms that the incarnate Christ was 

circumscribed for at least three reasons: First, because, as Leontius observes, generalities are 

only ever shown in individuals as particularities (a ònatureó is an abstraction without true 

hypostatic individuality).76 Second, because the Bible describes discrete acts of Christ as a 

historical individual.77 And third, because Christõs individual human existence is not a gnostic 

fantasy, but a true, saving, reality.78 However, Christõs one hypostasis is none other than the 

divine Logos and therefore òuncircumscribable according to the nature of His divinity.ó79  

When considering the relationship between hypostasis, circumscription, and observable 

appearance, the assertion that Christ possesses the particular, individuating characteristics of 

a human person seems to conflict with this assertion of his divine hypostasisõs 

uncircumscribability. How exactly does Theodore understand the relationship between these 

three terms?  

 Theodore offers a more detailed description of his understanding of hypostasis in his 

Third Refutation, implicitly referencing generations of trinitarian and Christological 

developments of the distinction between the general and the individual. Here, he asserts, 

òWhen I say ômanõ I mean the common essence. When I add ôa,õ I mean the hypostasis; that 

is, the self-subsisting subsistence of that which is manifest, and (so to speak) the 

 

76 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.16, 83. 

77 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.20, 85. 

78 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Hoy Icons, III.A.15, 83. 

79 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.22, 86 (italics mine). 
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circumscription compounded from certain properties by which those who share the same 

nature differ one from another, for example Peter and Paul.ó80 òMan,ó in general, refers to 

the common nature shared by Peter and Paul, whereas òa manó refers to their specific 

individual existence. As many have pointed out, this distinction is sometimes flagged by the 

use of something for the general and a someone for the individual.81 A something is an 

abstraction of common properties that must be isolated to be observed and contemplated. 

Theodoreõs description of the someone (hypostasis) indicates the independent subsistent life 

of the hypostasis and its entailed circumscription òconsisting of certain properties.ó82 While 

it is clear that Theodoreõs use of òcircumscriptionó to describe a someone always implies that 

personõs individual subsistence, it is not yet clear if Theodore also always intends 

circumscription to indicate that someoneõs observability. 

 In the case of anthropology, the answer is clear: hypostatic existence implies 

circumscription which implies observable appearance. Theodore writes, 

Generalities are seen with the mind and thought: particular individuals are seen with 
the eyes, which look at perceptible things. If, therefore, Christ assumed our nature in 
general, not contemplated in an individual manner, He can be contemplated only by 

 

80 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.17, 83. 

81 See the discussion of Gregory of Nyssaõs òLetter XXXVIIIó above, p 231-241. For an 

excellent treatment of this distinction in connection with Theodoreõs iconophilia, see Ian A. 

McFarland, òWhat Does It Mean to See Someone? Icons and Identity,ó in The Image of God in 

an Image Drive Age: Explorations in Theological Anthropology, ed. Beth Felker Jones and Jeffrey W. 

Barbeau (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2016), 157ð172. 

82 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.17, 83. 
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the mind and touched only by thought. But he says to Thomas, òBecause you have 
seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe.ó é 
Thus He associates perceptible things with perceptible things. So Christ is 
perceptible, tangible, and visible with bodily eyes; and therefore He is 
circumscribed.83 
 

Scripture witnesses to Christõs body continuing to the be perceptible even after Christõs 

resurrection, which, Theodore argues, points to his continued individuation as a human.84 

His observable appearance confirms the reality of his human nature, entailing that it is a 

property of human circumscription to be observable.  

 This brings us back to question that has prompted Theodoreõs writingñcan Christ, 

whose hypostasis is the divine Logos, be depicted? Theodore answers this affirmatively time 

and again in his text by drawing upon the logic of hypostatic observability in humans:  

When anyone is portrayed, it is not the nature but the hypostasis which is portrayed. 
For how could a nature be portrayed unless it were contemplated in a hypostasis? 
For example, Peter is not portrayed insofar as he is animate, rational, mortal, and 
capable of thought and understanding; for this does not define Peter only, but also 
Paul and John, and all those of the same species. But insofar as he adds along with 
the common definition certain properties, such as a long or short nose, curly hair, a 
good complexion, bright eyes, or whatever else characterizes his particular appearance, 
he is distinguished from the other individuals of the same species.85  
 

 

83 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.16, 83. 

84 Another way that the iconoclasts put their objection is in terms of the supposed 

òuncircumscribabilityó of Christõs post-resurrection body. Among other arguments, 

Theodore references Thomasõs interaction with the risen Christ in Luke 24:39 to counter this 

claim. See St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, II.41ðII.47. 

85 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.34, 90. 
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The particular appearance of Peter is thus inextricably associated with his hypostatic 

existence. He is characterized both by the òcommon definitionó (general properties) of a 

something and the òcertain propertiesó of a someone, some of which are depictable. One 

might venture to say, in line with this, that according to Theodore, it is a property of 

common human nature to be observable and therefore portrayable in a portrait. However, this 

must be immediately qualified by the fact that human nature is only ever depictable on the 

level of hypostatic existence.  

 But if it is a property of human nature to be depictable, and this can only happen on 

the level of an individuated hypostasis, is hypostatic circumscription equivalent to the 

observable properties that differentiate one member of a species from another without 

remainder, or is hypostatic circumscription more than that which is observable? Theodore 

shows glimmers of an answer in the rest of the passage quoted above: 

Moreover, although he [Peter] consists of a body and soul, he does not show the 
property of soul in the appearance of his form: how could he, since the soul is 
invisible? The same applies to the case of Christ. It is not because He is man simply 
(along with being God) that He is able to be portrayed; but because He is 
differentiated from all other of the same species by His hypostatic properties. He is 
crucified and has a certain appearance. Therefore Christ is circumscribed in respect 
to His hypostasis, though uncircumscribable in His divinity; but the natures of which 
He is composed are not circumscribed.ó86 
 

For Theodore, being a òman simplyó means to be a composite of body and soul, observable 

and invisible. Peter is a òman simplyó and thus comprised of invisible and visible qualities. 

Theodore asserts that Peter (and also Christ) is portrayable not because he is òsimplyó a 

human (generally) but because he has hypostatic individuation in observable qualities. This 

 

86 St. Theodore the Studite, III.A.34, 90ð91. 
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echoes our earlier contention that while observability is proper to humanity generally, 

individuals are only ever portrayable in their specific differentiated appearance. However, 

this passage adds the recognition of the invisible human soul. Is the soul a hypostatic property 

that is also a part of individuation and circumscription? Or does hypostatic circumscription 

only òskin-deepó? 

 Tollefsen argues that this passage indicates the òinwardnessó and òoutwardnessó of 

Theodoreõs theological anthropology. The iconoclast problem raises the issue: 

If it is the hypostasis of Christ that is painted, it cannot be painted as such, if this 
same hypostasis is the hypostatic being of the divine Logos himself. His hypostasis is by 
nature definitely not visible. But if human nature is hypostasized in concreto, i.e. with 
particularizing properties in His (invisible) hypostasis, He may be painted as the one 
who carries such properties. Here we should note the necessary differentiation 
between two aspects of an hypostasis, viz. its inward and outward being. Its inward 
being is not visible as such, but its outward being is. However, this outwardness is 
not just an accidental collection of disjoined properties. Here I think Theodore is 
working out a rather sophisticated doctrine of the particular beingõs concreteness as 

an entity in the world. It appears as a whole, an ǢǛǟ, which it probably only can be 
because the hypostatic inwardness regulates its outward appearance. In the case of 
Christ, this hypostatic inwardness is the divine Logos as subject of a concrete human 
psychophysical (i.e. invisible as well as visible) presence.87 
 

In Tollefsenõs terms, hypostatic life for Theodore has both an inward and outward òaspect,ó 

an invisible and a visible quality.88 It would be easy to map òoutwardó onto body and 

 

87 Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 93; italics original. 

88 Schºnborn makes a similar point: òôPerson,õ then, is defined by Theodore under two 

aspects: for one, it is an ôintrinsic existenceõ and secondly, it is characterized by specific 

properties. Theodore, more clearly than Gregory of Nyssa, is aware of the difference but 

also the convergence of these two aspects: on the level of being, and on the level of 
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òinwardó onto soul when considering the human individual. And in one sense, this is not 

unhelpful. However, this could put the wholeness or unity of the hypostasis in danger of 

being divided and potentially hierarchically ordered, into interior and exterior properties. 

Indeed, Tollefsen himself might fall victim to this in the quoted material above when he 

writes that òthis hypostatic inwardness,ó that is, only the inward, òis the divine Logos as the 

subject of a concrete human psychophysical (i.e., invisible as well as visible) presence.ó What 

this distinction between the inward and outward of the hypostasis enables us to see is that 

the hypostasis is the subject and organizing principle of the totality of a psychophysical 

presence. To use one of Tollefsenõs phenomenological terms from the quoted material, the 

inward and outward can be thought of as òaspectsó through which the hypostatic subject can 

be considered. When thought of as aspects, the distinction between inward and outward in 

the hypostasis enables us to understand that the person (both human and divine), while truly 

 

knowing. On the level of being, a person has to be defined as a subsistence; on the level of 

knowing, we can reach a person only through particular ôdescriptiveõ properties. Icon 

theology, of course is mainly interested in the ôknowableõ aspect of a person. The ultimate 

ontological core of a person, its independent being, its subsistence, can obviously be known 

only indirectly, through a personõs outward behavior, through his properties and specific 

qualities. The icon, indeed, mediates such knowledge, too. But beyond that, it should be 

pointed out that only the presupposition of the ultimate ontological core of a person can 

sustain and explain the visible expressions of this person.ó Scho↓nborn, Godõs Human Face, 

221ð222. 
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encounterable and knowable, is ultimately ineffable. There is a hypostatic immanence that 

establishes a set of properties (both general and specific, visible and invisible) as a whole that 

can never be completely comprehended or cataloged as merely a set of properties. But 

Theodore would demand this immediate qualification, (human) persons are only ever known 

through their outward individuation. Indeed, it is true that a (human) personõs properties 

change throughout time, whether those properties be physical, emotional, or mental. 

However, persons are nonetheless recognized as individual persons extended throughout space 

and time.  

 Tollefsen and Giakalis agree that this is exactly how Theodore understands the 

(human) hypostatic subject: as a whole and concrete life (circumscribable), composed of soul 

and body, more abundant than can ever be fully comprehended (ineffable), yet active and 

observable in the space and time of the world (apparent).89 To unpack this, it is important to 

return to a term that has already played an important role in our discussion thus far: form. 

Tollefsen points out that Theodore often uses the term òeidosó when describing the 

circumscribed life of the hypostatic subject. This can alternatively be translated as òformó 

and òappearance.ó As we have seen, form is an extremely complex term with a rich and 

complicated philosophical heritage. Aristotle distinguished between òformó and òmatter,ó 

but there is debate about whether the term should be associated with the general and 

 

89 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.34, 90. 
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common properties of a kind or the particular properties of an individual.90 The iconoclasts 

(Constantine V in particular) perpetuated this ambiguity by repudiating the form of Christ in 

the matter of the icon, but affirming the form of Christ in the matter of the Eucharist.91 In 

accord with his Trinitarian theory of representation (there must be consubstantiality between 

the image and the prototype), one might assume that Constantine intends form to mean a 

nature. This would square with the approval of the Eucharist as a proper òimageó of Christ. 

However, the Eucharist is put in contradistinction to the iconñnot because of its 

consubstantiality with Christñbut because it does not claim to depict the òbodily formó of 

Christ.92 We saw this demonstrated by the iconoclastic approval of the òfigureó of the cross 

as a sacramental image. The depiction of the bodily form of Christ is what the iconoclasts 

repudiate. 

 Theodore takes up the question of form multiple times in his Refutations, sometimes 

echoing this ambiguity. In his Third Refutation he provides three aspects of the term: it is a 

general signifier of a species (nature); the òexact shapeó of the individual (hypostasis); and 

 

90 For a fascinating discussion of this, see Jonathan Lear, Aristotle: The Desire to Understand 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 16ð22. 

91 See S. Gero, òThe Eucharistic Doctrine of the Byzantine Iconoclasts and Its Sources,ó 

Byzantinische Zeitschrift 68, no. 1 (1975): 4ð22. 

92 See Charles Barber, Figure and Likeness: On the Limits of Representation in Byzantine Iconoclasm 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 103. 
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that which enables recognition throughout time.93 Though the first two definitions seem to 

clash, Theodore draws upon this ambiguity to suggest a close relationship between the 

visualizable properties of both general human nature (nose, mouth, etc.) and individual 

humanity (hooked nose, thin mouth, etc.). The final definition, form as that which provides 

continuity and recognition throughout time, seems to reference the lived, active, continuing 

presence of a recognizable individual (hypostasis) in a concrete individuation. When 

considered in light of Theodoreõs larger argument, these definitions help us understand 

Theodoreõs use of the term form as the unifying, observable properties of an individualñ

both the general properties of the species, the individuating properties of the person, and the 

immanent principle in these observable properties that enables their recognition throughout 

time. Tollefsen argues that Theodore understands form as òthe entityõs showing itself as a 

particular entity of this kind. In the ôshowingõ itself as a countenance the entity makes a certain 

self-presentation as a hypostasis of the human species.ó94 Formal appearance, in humans, then, 

is not simply a collection of general and individual visualizable properties but is the unifying 

wholeñthe identityñthat organizes these properties throughout space and time. Thusly, 

formal appearance is a necessary quality of hypostatic presence in the world, but hypostatic 

presence cannot be reduced to one or another particular property accessed at a particular time. 

For example, I can identify my mother by her short blonde hair and blue eyes; and yet her 

hypostatic life goes beyond these apparent signifiers. Hypostatic presence must be taken as a 

 

93 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons. III.D.13, 113-114. 

94 Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 95 (italics original). 
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totality that is shown in formal appearance. I will come back to this rich passage in the next 

chapter to draw out its implications for the recognition of imaged òlikeness.ó 

 Human hypostases, then, are always shown in formal appearance, but not circumscribed 

by the appearance. They are inward and outward, and they are revealed throughout time and 

space. This principle is actually outlined by Theodoreõs contemporary iconophile 

Nikephoros when he states, òFor while a man is certainly painted in the icon [his 

appearance], he is not circumscribed in it, as it is not the place proper to circumscription.ó95 

Theodore echoes this clearly in Schönbornõs translation of this passage in the Third Refutation: 

òWhen I say ôman,õ I refer to a general essence. Adding, ôthis,õ I refer to the person 

[hypostasis], that is, the intrinsic existence of the one so referred to, and as it were his 

ôcircumscriptionõ, composed of specific properties through which he is distinct from other 

individuals of the same nature.ó96 Giakalis calls this the òapophatic elementó of each person, 

and relates this directly to Christõs iconic representation: 

As a result, the answer of St. Theodore does not identify the visible character with 
the uncreated hypostasis of Christ, but with a property of his hypostasis which 
because of the Incarnation is present also in the icon and permits a unity between 
archetype and icon, avoiding any possibility of division. It has to do, in fact, with the 
supremely apophatic elements of each person: the uniqueness, exclusiveness and 
incomprehensibility of its mode of existence which make it ôincommunicableõ and 
inaccessible to rational analysis and understanding. We do not really know what 
ôpersonõ or ôhypostasisõ is, not only in Christõs case but also in the case of the Father, 
of the Holy Spirit, and of every human being. We recognize persons, however, who 
hypostatize the human nature common to all, thanks to the natural capacity we 

 

95 Nikephorus (PG, 100:357B-D), quoted in Barber, Figure and Likeness, 117 (Barberõs 

translation).  

96 Scho↓nborn, Godõs Human Face, 221 (italics mine). 
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possess for marking our natural individuality wherever and however it may be 
hypostatized.97 
 

In other words, persons are always more than their appearances in the world of space and 

time (both their general appearance and individual characteristics), but never less than their 

appearance. Theodore claims that this must be true of Christ if he indeed took on human 

nature, and builds upon this to connect Christõs appearance in the world with his 

uncircumscribable, divine hypostasis.98 Giakalis elaborates on this: òIt must be admitted that 

it is difficult for one to appreciate with the same realism as the iconophiles the immanence of 

the ôincommunicableõ hypostasis of the prototype in the imitative icon. It is an immanence 

which is not proved in any way, yet it does confirm the ôineffabilityõ of the person. The 

iconophiles appear to be dominated by the certainty of Godõs demonstratable yet living 

immanence ôamongst themõ (mt 18:20) a certainty which in the last analysis coincides with 

the very essence of the Christian faith.ó99 This complex understanding of hypostasis enables 

Theodore to claim that the likeness of Christõs appearance in the icon is the likeness of 

Christõs hypostasis.  

 

 

97 Giakalis, Images of the Divine, 112. 

98 Again, the foundational passage for this is St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, 

III.A.41, 93. 

99 Giakalis, Images of the Divine, 113 (italics mine). 
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(III.D. ) CHALLENGE 4: òHOW COULD FORMLESSNESS APPEAR IN ONE WHO 
HAS RECEIVED A FORM?ó100 HOW COULD AN IMAGE REPRESENT THE 

INVISIBLE GOD? 

Theodore is unambiguous throughout his Three Refutations that the Godhead is 

uncircumscribable.101 However, as our exploration of his Christology of hypostasis has 

shown, Theodore demands that this same Logos has been circumscribed in the incarnation 

(and therefore is able to be depicted in the icon). How are we to understand this paradox 

without falling into either of the iconoclastic charges: either the complete separation of 

natures and therefore the introduction of a second person in Christ (Nestorianism), or the 

overcoming of one of the natures by the other or a mixture of natures? In other words, how 

can it be explained that in the circumscribed, bodily appearance of Jesus, we see the 

uncircumscribed divine hypostasis of the Logos without dividing his person or mingling the 

natures? 

 One answer is provided in the neo-Chalcedonian development of what came to be 

called the communicatio idiomatum, or the communication of properties. While this principle 

has a long heritage in early Christianity, it was in the aftermath of Chalcedon that it was most 

 

100 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.41, 93. 

101 òIt is obvious to everyone that the Godhead is incomprehensible and uncircumscribable, 

and I may add boundless, limitless, formless, and whatever adjectives signify the privation of 

what the Godhead is not.ó St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.2, 20. 
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fully elaborated.102 Chalcedon asserted, in opposition to Monophysitism, that in Christ òthe 

distinction of natures [is] by no means taken away by the union, but rather the property of 

each nature [is] preserved.ó103 Theodore enthusiastically affirms the preservation of the 

natures in his writing: òBut if, because He is circumscribed in one nature (the created), the 

other nature (the uncreated) should also be circumscribed: then the one must change from 

uncircumscribable to circumscribed, and the other from circumscribed to uncircumscribable. 

Each nature must exchange with the other its own character, and lose the natural and 

 

102 McGuckin on this principle (in the context of his discussion of Cyrilline Christology) is 

instructive: òThe exchange of properties meant linguistically associating both sets of 

attributes (eg. divine attributes such as raising the dead and human attributes such as being 

weary, or weeping) indiscriminately as a result of the incarnation whereby they were 

concretely associated in the life of Christ. For Cyril, and for later theology after Chalcedon, 

this was permissible on the basis that both sets of differing characteristics could be radically 

associated on the basis of the single personality who stood as the active subject of them 

both. The viability of the entire method, however, stood or fell on this matter of single 

subjectivity.ó John Anthony McGuckin, St. Cyril of Alexandria: The Christological Controversy: Its 

History, Theology, and Texts (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 153n45. 

103 òThe Definition of the Faith of the Council of Chalcedonó in The Seven Ecumenical Councils, 

A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Father of the Christian Church 2, ed. Philip 

Schaff and Henry Wace (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 14:262ð265. 

https://ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf214/npnf214.xi.xiii.html. 
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inalienable property which belongs to it; and in sum neither remains truly itself because of 

the vain alternationñwhich is absurd.ó104 

This òabsurdó kind of exchange is unthinkable in Christ because Christ must remain 

consubstantial with both God and humanity to affect salvation. Therefore, the 

uncircumscribable nature must remain as it is even after the incarnation. 

 However, the testimony of scripture and the witness of the church demands that the 

hypostasis of the Logos is indeed embodied as Jesus of Nazareth, and that his work in the 

body was done as God for humanity. Reflection on the communicatio idiomatum attempts to 

reconcile this definite distinction and definite union of natures through consideration of the 

sharing of natural properties in the hypostasis of the incarnate Son. In Tollefsenõs words: 

òThe doctrine of the communicatio idiomatum states that the properties of the two natures of 

Christ, even if distinct, interchange, so that the divine nature may achieve human properties 

and the human may assume divine properties. The interchange takes place in the hypostasis, 

and is basically to be understood as the penetration of the natural activities of the natures 

into one another.ó105 There is a sharing, interpenetration, or interchange of those things 

proper to the divine in the human and the human in the divine in and through the hypostasis 

of Christ.  

 

104 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, 80. 

105 Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 78. 
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 Multiple scholars have noted Theodoreõs implicit reliance upon Maximusõs 

development of the communicatio idiomatum.106 In his Ambiguum 5, Maximus elaborates a rather 

complex account of the principle that he summarizes by quoting Dionysius: òéhe [Christ] 

performs human activities in a way beyond the human.ó107 To put it another way, Christ 

does human things in a divine way and divine things in a human way. This possibility is 

entirely reliant upon Maximusõs larger account of tropos as a unique mode or way of being and 

Logos as the activating principle of an entityõs being.108 For Christ to do human things 

divinely is to do them in a divine mode or tropos, which implies an exchange of properties 

between the natures. Maximusõs prime example of this is Christ walking on water. As 

Tollefsen describes it, òWalking is a typical human activity, but Christ executes it in unity 

with the divine power that acts in such a way that water functions in the mode of being 

unyielding.ó109 Theodore references this exact example in his discussion of Christõs 

circumscription post-resurrection: 

For they [the apostles] did not say to us that it is not possible for us to see with such 
eyes as they used; although even before the passion, when they were about to sink in 
the boat, suddenly Christ appeared walking on the sea: a phenomenon 
uncharacteristic of human nature, that unstable water, as the divine Dionysius says, 
supported the weight of material and earthly feet and did not yield, but held together 
by supernatural power as if it were solid. é He revealed his supernatural powers 
before his resurrection. é Thus also after the resurrection é when he wished he 

 

106 See, for instance, Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 78-87. 

107 St. Maximus Confessor, òDifficulty 5,ó in Andrew Louth, Maximus the Confessor (London: 

Routledge, 1996), 1049B, 171.  

108 For an excellent discussion of the theme of logoi in Maximus, see Perl, Methexis, ch. 5. 

109 Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 83.  
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showed properties as if He were solid. He was seen and touched, and He shared 
food; these are properties of evident circumscription.110 
 

The Logos, as the actualizing individuation of the life of Jesus, freely wills to share and 

exchange properties between the human and divine natures, both before and after the 

resurrection. The free willing of the Logos ensures the asymmetry of the communicatio. By 

walking on water, the Logos chooses to release a new, divine mode of walkingñone in 

which the water will not yield to human feet. As Theodore argues in the lines preceding this 

passage, when Christ asks Thomas to touch his wounds, the Logos does a divine thing 

(showing resurrected flesh) humanly (in embodied solidity).111 It is possible to trace this 

òexchangeó throughout Theodoreõs refutations, but I will highlight just a few. 

 This principle is seen in the paradoxical statements that Theodore makes throughout 

his work, but perhaps most clearly in the following quotation: 

But because of His great goodness one of the Trinity has entered human nature and 
become like us. There is a mixture of the immiscible, a compound of the 
uncombinable: that is, of the uncircumscribable with the circumscribed, of the 
boundless with the bounded, of the limitless with the limited, of the formless with 
the well-formed (which is indeed paradoxical). For this reason Christ is depicted in 
images, and the invisible is seen. He who in His own divinity is uncircumscribable 
accepts the circumscription natural to His body. Both natures are revealed by the 
facts for what they are: otherwise one or the other nature would falsify what it is, as 
your opinions imply.112 
 

Theodore is unambiguous in describing Christõs person here in terms of both human and 

divine properties. In Christ, òthere is mixture,ó òa compound.ó Later on, he will describe 

 

110 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, II.46, 72. 

111 St. Theodore the Studite, II.45, 72. 

112 St. Theodore the Studite, I.2, 21. 
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Christ as òdouble and composite,ó in his being both uncircumscribable and circumscribed.113 

But notice that there is always the qualification that the natures retain their particular 

character. Theodore is drawing upon the principle of the communicatio in order to describe the 

radical unity of the natures, in distinction to their confusion (to use a Chalcedonian term). For 

there cannot be a sharing of properties if there is not a distinction of properties. A òsharingó 

or òinterpenetrationó implies two different things that are doing the sharing, that are 

interpenetrating. There cannot be a unity of natures if there is not a distinction between 

natures. This understanding of unity reflects our earlier discussion of the trinitarian 

considerations of ousia and hypostasis.114 Hebrews proclaims that the Son is òthe character of 

the hypostasis of the Father,ó which designates deep unity of nature and likeness but also 

implies the distinction of persons through their relational predication as Son and Father. 

They are two hypostases that share nature and character. In the person of the Logos, he is 

two natures that share a single hypostasis. The Christological entailment of these unities is 

that Jesusõs human properties can, in some qualified sense, point back to the Father through 

the incarnate Son.  

 Theodore reflects on this in particular in his response to the iconoclastsõ musing on 

John 14:9: 

If it was in reference to His bodily appearance, as you say, that Christ said, òHe who 
has seen me has seen the Father,ó then He must necessarily have by nature all those 
qualities which the Father has; for thus the imprint is accurate. But the Father is 
formless, shapeless, uncircumscribable; so Christ must be the same. For how could 
formlessness appear in one who has received a form, or shapelessness in one who 

 

113 St. Theodore the Studite, III.A.44, 94. 

114 See p 231-241. 
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has received a shape, or uncircumscribability in one who is circumscribed? But if this 
is heretical, then it would also be heretical to say that Christ is speaking of His bodily 
appearance when He says, òHe who has seen me has seen the Father.ó The 
remaining alternative is to say that He is speaking of the form of divinity; and this is 
true.115 
 

Notice Theodoreõs careful wordingñthe Son must have all the same properties that the 

Father has including formlessness, shapelessness, and uncircumscribability. This is nothing 

new in Theodoreõs (nor in the iconoclastsõ) argument. But he then asks a rhetorical question 

that initially appears to describe a heretical position but upon reflection is simply describing 

the enigma of the incarnation: òHow could formlessness appear in one who has received 

form?ó It would be hard to understand Theodore as labeling such a position as heretical, 

since he has affirmed such formulas repeatedly in his refutations. This makes the further 

statementñòIf this is heretical, it is also heretical to say that Christ is speaking of His bodily 

appearanceóñeven more interesting: Could it be that Theodore does indeed think that 

Christ is speaking of His bodily appearance when Christ says, òHe who has seen me has seen 

the Fatheró? He doesnõt answer this, but does affirm, quite clearly, that Christ is speaking of 

òthe form of divinity.ó As we saw above, Theodore understands òformó as the identifying 

qualities of a person (both seen and unseen) that enable recognition of that person 

throughout time. If understood in terms of the strong unity Theodore outlines throughout 

his Refutations, one could assume that Theodore is suggesting that what is seen in Christõs 

body is none other than the form of divinityñthe form of the divine hypostasis of the Word. 

We will take up what a likeness of this form might look like in an icon in the next chapter. 

 

115 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, 93. III.A.41. 
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But for now, it is enough to note that Theodoreõs claim here can only make sense if the 

uncircumscribed has been circumscribed in the incarnate unity of the Logos. 

 This exchange of properties that enables the human body of Jesus to show the form 

of divinity is further affirmed in a later passage in Theodore, where he references the imago 

dei: òThe fact that man is made in the image and likeness of God shows that the work of 

iconography is a divine action. But since an image can be copied from an image, inasmuch as 

Christ is man, though also God, He can be portrayed in an image, not in spirit but in body. 

But if He is portrayed in one of the two then obviously He has an image exactly resembling 

Him which reveals the shared likeness.ó116 Theodore plays explicitly with trinitarian and 

anthropological metaphors to describe the kind of unity shared between different sets of 

partners. Humanity is the image of God, and therefore as a human, Christ shares in this 

imaging. And since òan image can be copied from an image,ó a depiction of Jesusõs body can 

be made. (Not Jesusõs spirit, which we will recall is invisible and therefore undepictable.) This 

depiction shares unity with the person it representsñit òreveals the shared likeness.ó This is 

interesting in that Theodore is showing how God can be referenced through Christõs shared 

humanity in the imago dei, rather than Christõs divine hypostasis and nature. However, one 

could venture to suggest that Theodore intends the reference to imaging to conjure 

trinitarian imaging in the minds of his readers: that is, the imaging of Christ as the Son of 

God, the image of the Father (Col 1:15) and the prototype of humanity. The likeness that is 

revealed in the image or icon of Jesusõs body could therefore be understood, under the 

 

116 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons., III.B.5, 101. 
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banner of the communicatio, as revealing the Logosõs òshared likenessó with the Father, which 

are those properties natural to divinity. 

 

(IV.) CONCLUSION  

To summarize what we have seen unfold in Theodoreõs argument thus far, the defender of 

icons argues that the historical observability of the personñthe hypostasisñof Christ in the 

body should be the guiding conviction for a theology of imaging. For if the disciples can 

view Christõs feet walking on water, if Thomas can inspect the wound in Christõs torso, if the 

Theotokos can gaze on Christõs body in swaddling clothes, if Christ can be crucified, then the 

hypostasis of the Logos can be seen in the observable and depictable face of Jesus. 117  The 

criteria for a successful icon that Theodore brings to an image of Christ are derived from the 

experience of the disciplesõ encounter with the second person of the Trinity in the body of 

Jesus Christ.  

 In this chapter, I first returned to the question of trinitarian imaging by exploring 

Gregory of Nyssaõs influential 38th letter, focusing on his development of the term hypostasis 

as a subsistent (circumscribed), yet indelibly relational personal identity. In shifting the 

hermeneutical center of gravity from consubstantial imaging to the imaging of hypostases, 

Theodore draws from the wells of Gregoryõs theological heritage to explain how Christians 

understand the presentation and re-presentation of personhood. Then, I focused the rest of 

 

117 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, II.46, 72; III.A.16, 83; I.3, 22; III.A.27ð29, 88ð

89. 
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the chapter on the intricacies of Theodoreõs account of the hypostatic presence of the Word 

in the appearance of Jesus Christ to show the ways that Theodore uses orthodox criteria for 

recognizing Christ in Jesus to defend the recognition of Christ in his icon. I introduced this 

section by briefly sketching an account of hypostatic likenessñor the way in which 

Theodore understands iconic imaging to work. I then presented four iconoclastic challenges, 

which Theodore responds to by returning to theologies of hypostatic Christology. First, 

Theodore counters the iconoclastic charge of Nestorianism by insisting, with scripture, on 

the paradoxical unity of two natures in the one hypostasis of Christ. This central mystery of 

the Christian faith forms the basis and central criterion for seeing Christ in his image. 

Second, I explored Theodoreõs response to the question of òwhoó is present in the icon. We 

saw that Theodore affirms, with the neo-Chalcedonian theologians that came before him, 

that the activating hypostasis of Jesus Christ is none other than the second person of the 

Trinity; Christ is not a general human nature, nor a òmere man,ó but the Logos incarnate. 

The criterion of recognition entailed by this is Christõs particular, unique, circumscription in 

time and space. Third, I unpacked Theodoreõs response to the iconoclastic rejection of any 

depiction of Christõs bodily appearance. I showed that Theodoreõs account of hypostases 

affirms the ineffability of both divine and human hypostases, but simultaneously affirms the 

adequacy of embodiment for the disclosure of hypostatic life. This position entails apophatic 

criteria for recognition. And finally, we sketched Theodoreõs response to the iconoclastic 

challenge of divine circumscription, showing that Theodore insists, with the orthodox 

tradition, on the communicatio idiomatum or the exchange of properties in the person of Christ. 

In other words, Theodore affirms that Christ is able to do human things divinely or divine 

things humanly. The criterion of recognition entailed by this is the affirmation of the Wordõs 
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free choice to submit to the paradoxical circumscription of the uncircumscribed. The 

uncircumscribed Word can beñmust beñseen in Jesusõs circumscribed body.  

 Theodoreõs stunning retrieval and expansion of the breadth of orthodox theologies 

of hypostasis offers theologians a rich new terrain for considering Christological 

conundrums. However, it is his application of this Christology to the defense of icons that 

unlocks new vistas in both Christology and visual arts criticism. In what follows, I will sketch 

how Theodore understands icons to function in terms of hypostatic likeness, focusing the 

insights of this chapter more closely on Theodoreõs account of iconic imaging. I will then 

bring this account of hypostatic likeness to bear on the portraits of Cézanneõs wife, as an 

alternative to what undergirds the iconoclastic skepticism of the interpretations we have 

previously charted. In the final chapter, I will highlight a weakness of this approach to 

imaging and suggest an expansion of Theodoreõs account of imaging that, I argue, brings the 

fullness of Christõs work to bear on the project of iconic imaging. 
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CHAPTER FIVE  

òFORMED IN THE FACE OF HORTENSE 
FIQUETó1: 

HYPOSTATIC RECOGNITION IN ICONS AND 
CÉZANNEõS PORTRAITS 

 

 

òYou canõt paint souls. You paint bodies, and when bodies are well painted, then, 
damn it, the soul, if they have one, the soul radiates and shows through everywhere.ó 

ðPaul Cézanne, Conversations with Cézanne 
 
òIf the best portrait of a particular subject is the one òmost like,õ then what is it ôlikeõ?  

ðJohn Gage, òPhotographic Likenessó 
 
òPaintings obviously do not make discursive truth claims, but great works of art 
clearly aspire to a kind of nonconceptual or preconceptual or not wholly or 
predominately conceptualémanifestation of truth. At the most basic level, the 
existence of an artwork alone assumes the possibility of some sort of defeat of 
skepticism about the shareability of meaning.ó 

ðRobert Pippin, After the Beautiful 
 

(I.) INTRODUCTION  

Let us retrace our steps so far. In the first three chapters of this dissertation, I described the 

crisis encountered in iconoclasm, modernism, and Cézanneõs portraits of his wife. I claimed 

that the problem manifest in these dramatically different circumstances could be understood 

 

1 T. J. Clark, òC®zanneõs Portraits,ó London Review of Books, Jan. 15, 2018, accessed March 21, 

2024, https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v40/n02/t.j.-clark/relentless-intimacy 
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as variations on skepticism toward visual representation. Skepticism, as I have been using the 

term, is an attitude of epistemological doubt premised upon the inevitable failure of criteria 

to guarantee certainty about our images, words, and representations. In the first chapter, I 

argued that iconoclasm could be understood as an instance of visual skepticism, as eighth-

century iconoclasts denied the ability of icons to fittingly represent their prototype, Christ. I 

further showed how these iconoclasts preferred the imaging of the Eucharist and the cross 

because they are abstract, or lack Christõs bodily form. Christõs circumscribed bodily form 

was deemed an obstacle to worship of the uncircumscribed God. The Eucharist and the 

cross reference Christõs incarnation indirectly and therefore, affirm Christõs divinity without 

seeming to circumscribe God. In the second chapter, I drew a parallel between the image 

skepticism of the iconoclasts and the image skepticism of nineteenth and early-twentieth 

century modernism. Michael Fried and T. J. Clarkõs narrations of the emergence of 

modernism showed that artists (and critics) in this period had grown to distrust traditional 

modes of visual representation, instigating modernism as a reactionary movement that 

operated, for the most part, by negating formerly accepted artistic conventions of 

representation. In the third chapter, I brought my focus to Paul Cézanneõs portraits of his 

wife, which, I argued, embody the extremes of modernist image skepticism. These portraits 

express most pointedly the aspects of Cézanneõs oeuvre that proved to exercise the greatest 

influence on the direction of art and art criticism in the twentieth century. I showed that the 

majority of Cézanneõs most influential critics understood his art to be fundamentally 

concerned to negate traditional representation, though these disagreed about Cézanneõs 

purpose in doing so. In the last chapter, I brought my attention back to the iconoclastic 

struggle, to present what I understand to be an alternative to this image skepticism: the 
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Christological account of iconography by Theodore the Studite. I showed that Theodore 

answered the skepticism of the iconoclasts by showing that it was possible to fittingly 

represent Christ in images and, indeed, such imaging is proper to the Christian confession of 

the incarnate Sonõs full humanity and communicated divinity.  

The reader will remember from the last chapter that the foundational tenet of 

Theodoreõs iconographic hermeneutic is that the visibility of portraits is akin to the visibility 

of a human person. The painted likeness in an icon is the likeness of a hypostasisñboth are 

able (and unable) to show the fullness of a hypostasis. In the context of iconoclastic and 

modernist skepticism, Theodoreõs hermeneutic reminds those who behold icons (and 

artwork) that judging the success of a portrait (or the success of any work of art) is less akin 

to identifying the referent of an object with certainty and more like the recognition of a 

person. 

In this chapter, I will explore Cézanneõs paintings of his wife through the lens of 

Theodoreõs hypostatic visual hermeneutic to claim that hypostatic recognition was, likewise, the 

impulse and goal of Cézanneõs portrait series. In the first section, I will unpack what I mean 

by recognition, putting this relational and personal approach in contrast to the skepticism 

present in both iconoclasm and modernism. Following this, I will bring out what I 

understand to be the central tenets of this visual hermeneutic, showing how they appear in 

Theodoreõs defense of iconography and then applying this hermeneutic to Cézanneõs 

portraits of his wife. These central tenets, I argue, are embodiment, partiality, and 

relationality. While Cézanneõs approach to painting his wife will exemplify these factors, my 

account of these paintings will also reveal a weakness of Theodoreõs account: Theodoreõs 

does not acknowledge the tragic possibility of misrecognition. At the end of our exploration 
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of Cézanneõs paintings in the light of Theodoreõs Christological account of hypostatic 

recognition, we will be left with the question, Is it possible to recognize someone? 

(II.) HYPOSTATIC RECOGNITION  

The kind of seeing that Theodoreõs account of imaging describes and fosters in icons is not 

best understood in terms of the skeptical versus anti-skeptical approach. Because Theodore 

insists on the centrality of the hypostatic life of Jesus the Son of God as the model for all 

imaging, I propose that Theodoreõs approach to seeing and imaging is best understood as 

recognition. Recognition is a kind of seeing that is premised upon hypostatic connection. That 

is to say, recognition presupposes the possibility of a personal encounter, with all of that 

encounterõs entailments.  

My account of recognition relies heavily on Stanley Cavellõs concept of 

acknowledgement.2 Like acknowledgement, recognition is concerned with identifying and 

responding to a human person. Acknowledgement goes beyond skeptical strategies of 

verification by requiring òthat I do something or reveal something on the basis of my 

knowledge.ó3 Acknowledgement is not simply the application of propositional knowledge or 

 

2 Cavellõs theme of acknowledgement is developed throughout The Claim of Reason and Must 

We Mean What We Say? See Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality, 

and Tragedy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999) and Must We Mean What We Say? A 

Book of Essays (New York,: Scribner, 1969), chapter 9, òKnowing and Acknowledging,ó 220ð

45. 

3 Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 237.  
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behavior patterns but is the personal response to the other. For the purposes of this 

dissertation, I use the term òrecognitionó for a few reasons. By my lights, recognition retains 

the sense of hypostatic encounter when applied to visual art in a way that the term 

acknowledgement canõt quite match. Further, I want to retain the responsiveness of 

acknowledgement while putting the primary emphasis on the moment of personal 

identification. Lastly, recognition can falter, something I will call misrecognition, but there is 

no suitable parallel term for an incorrect or unfitting acknowledgement. 

As we have seen, skepticism and anti-skepticism are equally founded on the 

(in)ability to epistemologically anchor the certainty of a correspondence between 

representation and prototype. The anti-skeptic judges an image (utterance, gesture, etc.) as 

successful or unsuccessful by analyzing that image in terms of particular criteria. The anti-

skeptic believes that I can verifiably see my dog Frida in a painting of a dog if that painting 

matches Fridaõs visual criteria: dark eyes, medium build, brown fur, pink tongue. The skeptic 

claims that this correspondence is always inadequate to secure certainty about the paintingõs 

referent. What if it is, in fact, another goldendoodle that is represented? What if the painting 

is actually representing a breed of wolf that I have never seen? The possible 

misidentifications are innumerable, and no renewed set of criteria will be able to account for 

all possibilities. Absolute and certain knowledge, the skeptic claims, is unobtainable.  

Recognition, on the other hand, does not conceive of a painting, utterance, or 

gesture as a puzzle to be mastered with certainty, but rather as a kind of life to be 

encountered, discovered, received, explored, and contended with. Recognition implies a 

relational exchange built upon an embodied and, therefore, social history. Calling this approach 

to seeing paintings recognition is, in a sense, a phenomenological way of describing what 



Chapter 5: òFormed in the Face of Hortense Fiquetó  Christina Carnes Ananias 

 276 

Cavell and his contemporaries would call an ordinary approach to seeing images (especially 

images of people). Recognition describes an ordinary approach to a portrait because it makes 

the most sense of the ordinary experience of portrait-viewing. In suggesting that the 

depiction of Jesus Christõs bodily form will obstruct rather than illumine the person of 

Christ, the iconoclasts allow theory to occlude the ordinary ways that humans recognize 

other persons with a human nature, which is to say that (usually) humans recognize persons 

in their bodily appearance.  

More to the point, recognition is ordinary in the Cavellian sense in that it 

acknowledges that imaged representation is adequate to the task of human communication.4 

In an article that argues that Godõs mystery is not òa reality about which language cannot 

adequately speak,ó Jonathan Tran provides a Cavellian reproach to linguistic apophaticism: 

òIt very well may be a tenet of Christian belief that God subsists in some realm beyond 

human language, and that God existed before there were humans to speak of God. Yet 

language with all of its stammerings and perfectionsñwhich is to say, we with all our 

stammerings and perfectionsñis adequate to the task of saying as much. We might 

understand life with others, where we speak of and for one another, where we speak to one 

 

4 The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality, and Tragedy, 47. Consider also Wittgensteinõs 

words, òIt is only in a language that I can mean something by something.ó  Ludwig Wittgenstein, 

Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe, P. M. S. Hacker, and Joachim Schulte, eds., P. M. 

S. Hacker and Joachim Schulte, Rev. 4th ed. (West Sussex: Blackwell, 2009), §35. 
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another, as living into this adequacy.ó5 Ordinary human life is lived by, through, and in 

language and representation. And while it is true that these linguistic and imaged 

representations are engineered through agreement in convention, those conventions are 

utterly human and do not pose a threat to human understanding. Recognition reinstates 

representation as an utterly human (and therefore ordinary) means of expression; the 

representation of imaging is as proper to the project of human communication as a face-to-

face conversation. Skepticism understands viewing a portrait as a project of establishing 

certainty about a referent; recognition understands viewing a portrait as encountering a 

person. Skepticism is about the imagined scarcity of knowledge and control; recognition is 

about the abundance found in relationship and acknowledgement. 

The final way in which recognition is ordinary in the Cavellian sense flows from the 

last point: recognition is ordinary in that it is fundamentally about a particular mode of 

attention. Cavell writes:  

A failure so to perceive, to persist in missing the subject, which may amount 
to missing the evanescence of the subject, is ascribable only to ourselves, to failures 
of our character; as if to fail to guess the unseen from the seen, to fail to trace the 
implications of thingsñthat is, to fail the perception that there is something to be 
guessed and traced, right or wrongñrequires that we persistently coarsen and 
stupefy ourselves.6 

 

 

5 Jonathan Tran, òLinguistic Theology: Completing Postliberalismõs Linguistic Task,ó Modern 

Theology 33, no. 1 (2017): 50 (italics original). 

6  Stanley Cavell, Themes out of School: Effects and Causes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1984), 14. 
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Rather than take a critical distance from the subject of concern in order to analyze and judge 

its efficiency as a representation, recognition demands a posture of expectation. For 

attending closely and expectantly to a painting, icon, or person makes one vulnerable to that 

same kind of close attention. I recognize my dog Frida in her portrait (setting aside, for a 

moment, the question of the possibility of dog hypostases) because I have made myself 

present to her by attending to her daily. It commands the same attention as a human gesture 

might and, therefore, is as ordinary and extraordinary as a best friendõs wave of greeting. 

Recognition, as a mode of ordinary perception, does not deny convention and 

criteria as a way of evaluating oneõs knowledge or as a way of identifying a representation. 

Recognition acknowledges the truth of the skepticõs concern: that these criteria and 

conventions will never provide absolute certainty about correspondence.7 However, 

recognition does not identify certainty as the goal of the encounter; recognitionõs goal is 

human communication and connection. 

 

7 According to Cavell, Wittgensteinõs view òdoes not negate the concluding thesis of 

skepticism, that we do not know with certainty of the existence of the external world (or of 

other minds). On the contrary, Wittgenstein, as I read him, rather affirms that thesis, or 

rather takes it as undeniable, and so shifts its weight. What the thesis now means is 

something like: Our relation to the world as a whole, or to others in general, is not one of 

knowing, where knowing construes itself as being certain. So it is also true that we do not fail 

to know such things.ó Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 45. 
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In what follows, I will outline what I perceive to be the contours of an iconophilic 

account of recognition, guided by Theodoreõs concept of hypostatic likeness. I will then 

show how I see Paul Cézanne engaging in something that closely exemplifies this account of 

recognition in his portraits of his wife. This section will draw together the threads I have 

been tracing throughout this dissertation, bringing Theodoreõs hypostatic response to 

iconoclastic skepticism in conversation with Cézanneõs response to modernist skepticism. I 

will conclude with the argument that, while Theodore and Cézanne are both optimistically 

oriented toward the hope of recognition, Cézanneõs paintings of his wife nonetheless expose 

a weakness of Theodoreõs account. 

(III.) THEODORE AND CÉZANNE: ICONOPHILIC RECOGNITION  

In the last chapter we saw that at every turn, Theodoreõs reflections on icons are determined 

by the Christological underpinnings of a Christian account of personhood: a personõs 

particularity, tangibility, and (ultimately) ineffability are reflected in his account of what 

images do and what they are for. Whereas the iconoclasts center their account of re-

presentation in the icon around nature, Theodore centers his account around person. By 

recentering the debate on Christõs hypostasis rather than his natures, Theodore changes the 

fundamental iconographic question from, What is this (naturally)? to, Who is this? This subtle 

shift, I contended, makes the project of icon veneration less like the suspicious judgement of 

a depictionõs correspondence to its prototype, and much more like the recognition of a 

person. By tethering this approach to the disclosure of the Son of God in Jesus Christ, 

Theodoreõs approach, in its optimism, can be described as realist regarding the possibilities of 

imaging (in contrast to the skepticism of the iconoclasts). Giakalis comments on this: òIt must 

be admitted that it is difficult for one to appreciate with the same realism as the iconophiles 
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the immanence of the ôincommunicableõ hypostasis of the prototype in the imitative icon. 

éThe iconophiles appear to be dominated by the certainty of Godõs undemonstrable yet 

living immanence ôamongst themõ (Mt 18:20) a certainty which in the last analysis coincides 

with the very essence of the Christian faith.ó8 The iconoclasts seek a natural correspondence 

between an image and its prototype to confirm a certainty that they will never obtain, but the 

iconophiles seek the person of Christ and recognize him in the veneration of the icon. 

If the recognition of the second hypostasis of the Trinity in the life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ is central to Theodoreõs argument for icons, how does this shape 

a hypostatic visual hermeneutic? Because the likeness painted in the icon is the likeness of 

hypostasis, recognition of a person in an icon will function similarly to the recognition of the 

Son of God in his body. So how is a hypostasis recognized? Drawing from my exploration 

of Theodoreõs Christological convictions, I will contend that Theodore shows that a 

hypostasis is recognized bodily, partially, and relationally, in both body and icon. Following 

this, I will claim that this approach can be traced in Cézanneõs portraits of Fiquet Cézanne. 

Before we explore Theodore and Cézanneõs overlapping concerns with recognition, a 

note about an ambiguity in Theodoreõs approach. Because Theodoreõs account of 

recognition in an icon reduplicates the account of recognizing Christ in his body, there are 

two òmomentsó of recognition that can be discerned throughout his work: the moment of 

 

8 Ambrosios Giakalis, Images of the Divine: The Theology of Icons at the Seventh Ecumenical Council, 

rev. ed., Studies in the History of Christian Traditions (Boston: Brill, 2005), 113 (italics 

mine). 
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recognition before the human Jesus and the moment of recognition before the icon. The 

actor in the first moment might be a character in the gospels (Mary, a disciple, the 

centurion), a Christian proclaiming Jesus as Lord, or an artist painting a likeness of Christõs 

appearance. The actor in the second moment beholds an image of Christ. For Theodore, 

much of what can be said about the first recognition can be said of the second recognition. 

What it is like to recognize a person (hypostasis) is much like what it is like to recognize a 

portrait of a person. A similar duplication of recognition occurs in Cézanneõs painting 

practice. As we will see, he discusses these two moments as the moment of sensation in front 

of Fiquet Cézanne and moment of realization of the motif on the canvas. 

 

(III.A) HYPOSTATIC RECOGNITION ENTAILS EMBODIMENT 

(III.A.1) THE PARTICULARITY OF EMBODIMENT IN ICONOGRAPHY 

Because humans disclose their hypostatic life in bodily form, Theodore would expect a 

successful icon to attend to the particular, bodily appearance of Jesus Christ. Because the 

incarnate Son is human, this hypostasis will be disclosed in a particular, visible bodily 

appearance, which is represented in an icon: òIf every image is an image of form, shape, or 

appearance and of color, and if Christ has all these, since the scriptures say, ôhe took the 

form of a servant é and was found in human shape,õ and had an ôignoble and inferiorõ 

appearance, which signifies the body: then he is portrayed in just such a circumscription in 
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his likeness.ó9 The Christian confession that Christ is fully human ensures that his body will 

be materially perceptible (visualizable) and particular. An entailment of Christõs humanity is 

his òcircumscription,ó which, as we saw, implies the visible appearance of a hypostatic 

form.10 In other words, the confession of Christõs full humanity implies the observability of 

Christõs person (the divine-human Logos) in his body (the body of Jesus). Scripture testifies 

to the true humanity of Jesus Christ, which squashes any gnostic claims against the Logosõs 

observability in the incarnation. òSo Christ is perceptible, tangible, and visible with bodily 

eyes; and therefore He is circumscribed.ó11 Scripture and the tradition claim that the second 

person of the Trinity can be recognized in the observable human body of Jesus Christ, and 

therefore this divine hypostasis can be recognized in that bodyõs depiction, just as any other 

person might be recognized in a depiction of their appearance.  

 

9 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, trans. Catharine P. Roth, Popular Patristics 

Series (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimirõs Seminary Press, 1981), III.A.11, 81. Theodore 

discusses the importance of Christõs bodily form in many places, for instance: òIf Adam the 

first man was circumscribed by his bodily form, then also Christ the second Adam, as he is 

both God and man, can equally be portrayed in his bodily form.ó III.B.6, 102. See also: òIf 

Christ cannot be circumscribed, then neither can he suffer. But he is able to suffer, as the 

scriptures say. Therefore he is also circumscribable.ó III.A.6, 79, et al.  

10 Chapter 4, page XX.  

11 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.16, 83. 
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Moreover, as the means of revelation and salvation, the incarnation of God in Jesus 

Christ as a visible reality demands the utmost attention of the Christian. God has chosen to 

make Godself known through the visible life of Jesus Christ, so attention to this specific 

appearance of this specific man is attention to the manifestation of God. God revealed 

Godself and healed Godõs people through material means before Christ: for example, 

Theodore acknowledges Godõs use of the bronze serpent in Numbers 21:8ð9 to cure those 

afflicted by snake bites. However, he argues, òIf the symbol (of God) in animal form (the 

serpent) cured those who had been bitten by its sight alone, how could the holy 

representation of Christõs very form do otherwise than hallow those who see it?ó12 Theodore 

argues that the skeptical iconoclasts are missing a fundamental aspect of the incarnation by 

decrying representations of this material circumscription, this particular human body, this 

hypostatic life, which enable the faithful to recognize the most glorious image in human 

history. 

Further, Theodore channels the neo-Chalcedonian thinker Leontius to argue for the 

importance of Christõs particular hypostatic appearance. It is worth quoting this passage again 

at length: 

When anyone is portrayed, it is not the nature but the hypostasis which is portrayed. 
For how could a nature be portrayed unless it were contemplated in a hypostasis? 
For example, Peter is not portrayed insofar as he is animate, rational, mortal, and 
capable of thought and understanding; for this does not define Peter only, but also 
Paul and John, and all those of the same species. But insofar as he adds along with 
the common definition certain properties, such as a long or short nose, curly hair, a 

 

12 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I. 5, 25. 
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good complexion, bright eyes, or whatever else characterizes his particular appearance, 
he is distinguished from the other individuals of the same species.13  
 

Peter, Paul, and Jesus are recognized as such because of the hypostatic particularity of their 

appearances. Indeed, they can only be recognized at all (even as creatures that share a general 

òhuman natureó) as their particular, embodied, and observable selves. There is no self-

existent òhuman nature.ó There is only a Peter who has curly hair, a Paul who has a short 

nose, and, as Theodore will later point out, a ò[Jesus] who is crucified and has a certain 

appearance.ó14 The unique attributes of each hypostatic life enable recognition of that unique 

subject. Therefore, an icon that claims to represent an individual would do well to attend to 

the unique aspects of their subject, to establish a likeness that enables the recognition of that 

hypostatic life.  

It is a rather commonplace observation to note that persons are recognized by their 

physical attributes and portraitists or iconographers should portray the unique qualities of 

their subjects. However, an inevitable question arises: how can an icon claim accuracy of 

òhypostatic likenessó when the historical person is no longer present? How can the iconic 

unity that depends upon likeness of appearance be certified if the artist cannot gaze upon its 

subject? Art historians and theologians are quick to remind those who bring up this question 

that the òvisual accuracyó of a Byzantine artist would have most likely looked much different 

than our modern, photographic understanding. Likeness, as Barber says, òis [not] called 

upon to invoke a naturalistic canon of artistic imitation exemplified in a Zeuxian 

 

13 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.34, 90. 

14 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.34, 90-91. 
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illusionism.ó15 Rather, the iconoclasts are getting at a particular theory of imaging (and 

anthropology): òIf there is an entity, say a man, then this man is potentially the prototype of 

his image. é The question of whether the icon delineates the likeness of the particular 

instance of Christ accurately is so far not relevant. é Icon painting is in a sense an ôabstractõ 

art in which a limited set of idiomata are needed in order to present a certain person.ó16 

However, there is a standard by which the likeness is measured, and this has become the 

canon of images that are authorized by the Orthodox Churches. The representational 

formula for Christõs icon, while different from òrealisticó images from our own time, has 

always been coded very precisely. Indeed, a specific genre of theological writing, 

òdelineation,ó offered òprecise accounts of the physical and nonphysical features by which 

one might identify anyone. It was a carefully coded system built upon a narrow range of 

descriptive terms.ó17 The truth of the divine hypostasis of the Logos could be recognized, 

according to this tradition, if these particular idiomata are present in the depicted likeness of 

Jesusõs appearance. 

Theodoreõs approach to recognition, then, is centered on appearance of Jesusõs 

bodily form, which stands in utter contrast to the disparagement of that form by the 

 

15 Charles Barber, Figure and Likeness: On the Limits of Representation in Byzantine Iconoclasm 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002), 115.  

16 Torstein Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons: Theology and Philosophy in Ninth-

Century Byzantium (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 113. 

17 Barber, Figure and Likeness, 108.  
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iconoclasts. Rather than repudiate the embodied, apparent, and therefore depictable qualities 

of Christõs incarnate life as the iconoclasts did, these qualities are honored and worshipfully 

attended in the iconographerõs work, in hopes that, in the generation of Jesusõs likeness, the 

Son will be recognized by the beholder. 

 

(III.A.2) THE PARTICULARITY OF EMBODIMENT IN CÉZANNEõS PORTRAITS 
OF FIQUET CÉZANNE 

Iõve argued that the modernism in which Cézanne emerged as a leading figure was laden with 

an image-skepticism that was similar to that of Theodoreõs time. Artists and critics had lost 

faith in the ability of traditional artistic conventions to adequately convey the truth of their 

prototypes, which left artists scrambling to develop new criteria that would meet the ever-

developing need for artistic vérité. In the last chapter, I showed that critics and artists 

representing formalism, primitivism, and action painting all lauded Cézanneõs approach to 

painting because they perceived a òdiminishment of the subjectó in his technique. In other 

words, rather than attempting to create a true depiction of a prototype, these critics 

understood Cézanneõs aim as the attempt to capture the truth of paintingõs very essence 

(formalism), the artistic impulse (primitivism), or the activity of the paintingõs generation 

(action painting). These critics valued the portraits of Mme. Cézanne because of the way that 

the artist treated her òhead like an appleó or valued her visage as an opportunity for artistic 

experimentation alone. In these accounts, the artistõs attention to Mme. Cézanneõs 

appearance was equivalent to his attention to any other object he portrayed. Formalism, in 

particular, smacks of the òOrigenisticó iconoclastõs preference for the mental contemplation 

of Godõs uncircumscribability over and against the veneration of Christõs material body. 
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Another school of thought, represented most especially by Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 

prized Cézanneõs works because of their ability to capture the òsolidityó and òsubstanceó of 

their subjects.18 In the terms we have been using, these critics celebrated their ability to 

recognize the particular, embodied subjects (or objects) in Cézanneõs artworks. Cézanneõs anti-

skepticism about painting could be discerned in his cantankerous comment, òYou canõt paint 

souls. You paint bodies, and when bodies are well painted, then, damn it, the soul, if they 

have one, the soul radiates and shows through everywhere.ó19 In her ground-breaking 

monograph, Cézanneõs Other, Susan Sidlauskas claims that the portraits of Mme. Cézanne are 

best interpreted as òprotracted meditations on the relation of self and other,ó realizations (to 

use a favorite term of Cézanneõs) of a most intimate òother.ó20 Sidlauskas considers the 

artistõs well-documented devotion to the sensation of the motif within the domestic space, 

where Cézanne was confronted with the hypostatic reality of his wife, manifest in her 

appearance. She concludes from her analysis of the volume of paintings, of their unique 

formal qualities and their distinctiveness within the art historical moment, that Cézanne 

pursued what we have been calling recognition when observing his wife. And the portraits are 

 

18 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, òCézanneõs Doubt,ó in Sense and Non-Sense (Evanston, IL: 

Northwestern University Press, 1964), 12. 

19 Cézanne to Joachim Gasquet in Joachim Gasquetõs Cézanne: A Memoir with Conversations (New 

York, New York: Thames and Hudson, 1991), 131. Quoted in Susan Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs 

Other: The Portraits of Hortense (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009), 211. 

20 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other: The Portraits of Hortense, 19. 
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attempts at reduplicating this moment of recognition for the beholder. Within the terms of 

our argument, Cézanne did not approach his wife skeptically, as if she were an inaccessible 

òother,ó locked away in an impenetrable body separate from his own (and ultimately best 

understood as an object to experiment upon). Instead, his painstaking practice of attention 

to her particular appearance and his belief in the possibilities of her representation resonate 

with the hypostatic anti-skepticism of Theodore and the iconophiles.  

A prominent theme in Cézanneõs correspondence regarding his artistic practice is his 

slavish dedication to the observation of his subjectsõ appearance. òI canõt tear my eyes away,ó 

he once reported to a younger artist, òtheyõre so tightly glued to the point I am looking at 

that it seems to me they are going to bleed.ó21 Clark suggests that òin Cezanneõs art, ôseeingõ 

is certain that it takes possession not just of straws of colour but of objects made out of 

them; it believes that it has the world, in all its fullness and articulation, and that the world is 

present in seeing, strictly and narrowly conceived.ó22 Cezanneõs art does not easily resolve the 

difficulties in representing the world in modernity, but in his painting, òthe task of 

representation becomes twofold: to demonstrate the fixity and substance of the world out 

there, but also to admit that the seer does not knowñmost probably cannot knowñhow his 

 

21  Joachim Gasquet, Joachim Gasquetõs C®zanne : A Memoir with Conversations (New York: 

Thames and Hudson, 1991), 121. 

22 T. J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His Followers (New York: 

Knopf, 1984), 17n. 
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or her own sight makes objects possible.ó23 From Pissarro, Cézanne learned to tune his eyes 

to his subject as might any impressionist worth his or her salt. His practice was in all ways 

dictated by his obsessive perceptions of his subjectsõ particular appearance in the particular 

light, color, and shape of the moment. Yet, while the impressionist technique of close 

attention to surfaces continued to undergird Cézanneõs approach to his subjects, scholars 

notice that the aim of this perception was focused instead on the discovery and conveyance 

of a òsolidityó and òmaterial substanceó that goes beyond impressionist depiction.24 As 

Merleau-Ponty puts it, C®zanne òwants to represent the object, to find it again behind the 

atmosphere.ó25 The skepticism manifest in impressionismõs combination of a late-romantic 

taste for subjective perceptions and a latent materialism proved inadequate for Cézanneõs 

aim to capture his motif. And impressionism was especially inadequate for the motif of a 

personal òother.ó C®zanne writes: òIf I paint all the little blues and all the little maroons, I 

capture and convey his glance. Who gives a damn if they want to dispute how one can 

sadden a mouth or make a cheek smile by wedding a shaded green to a red.ó26 Merleau-

Ponty elaborates:  

Oneõs personality is seen and grasped in oneõs glance, which is, however, no more 
than a combination of colors. Other minds are given to us only as incarnate, as 
belonging to faces and gestures. Countering with the distinctions of soul and body, 

 

23 T. J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life, 17n. 

24 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 12. 

25 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 12. 

26 Émile Bernard, Souvenirs Sur Paul Cézanne Et Lettres (Paris: A la r®novation esth®tique, 

1924). 
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thought and vision is of no use here, for Cézanne returns to just that primordial 
experience from which these notions are derived and in which they are inseparable. 
The painter who conceptualizes and seeks the expression first [as the academic or 
impressionist painter might] misses the mysteryñrenewed every time we look at 
someoneñof a personõs appearing in nature.27  
 

Cézanne also notes in his correspondence that the act of perception itself is, for him, 

inseparable from the act of painting. òJe vois, par taches (I see in touches)ó he famously 

claims.28 Impressionist artists similarly used their painting to focus their visual attention but 

in short bursts of en plein air sessions that would later be finished in the studio. In contrast, 

reports from portrait subjects indicate that Cézanne required hours of persistent looking at 

the subject, in the presence of the subject, to satisfy his perceptual needs.29 Moreover, 

scholars argue that the paintings themselves encourage this gradual and patient looking in 

beholders as well. Merleau-Ponty understands Cézanneõs paintings as òdepicting matter as it 

takes on form, the birth of order through spontaneous organization.ó30 The paintings depict 

the òprimordial processó of coming to know the world as it gives itself to be known. òWhen 

 

27 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 15. 

28 Clark writes that C®zanne is saying òôI see in touchesñpatchesñdabsñstains.õ Or I 

see by touches. I see by means of coloured marks; I see by making them.ó T. J. Clark, 

òStrange Apprentice: T. J. Clark on Pissarro and C®zanne,ó London Review of Books 42, no. 19 

(October 2020): https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v42/n19/t.j.-clark/strange-apprentice 

(italics original). 

29 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other: The Portraits of Hortense, 57. 

30 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 13. 



Chapter 5: òFormed in the Face of Hortense Fiquetó  Christina Carnes Ananias 

 291 

the over-all composition of the pictures is seen globally, perspectival distortions are no 

longer visible in their own right, but rather contribute, as they do in natural vision, to the 

impression of an emerging order.ó31 Following the logic of Cézanneõs paintings, Merleau-

Ponty notes that the true density of the world shows itself as a mass of colors rather than 

outlines: òThe spatial structure vibrates as it is formed.ó32 Therefore, in the artistõs own 

language, òwhen the color is at its richest, the form has reached plentitude.ó33 This plentitude 

is understood primordially as a unity, a center, a whole, a presence, òwhich is for us the 

definition of the real.ó34 I would argue, something like a hypostatic life. The physiognomy of 

objects and faces is not abandoned but depicted as it emerges from the color. In other 

words, Cézanne seeks to capture the experience of the recognition of the subject, a recognition 

that he has sought for himself through attending to the subjectõs appearance. 

While we have no testimony from artist or subject about the circumstances of the 

production of the portraits, Cézanneõs paintings of Fiquet Cézanne express this anti-skeptical 

attention to a subjectõs appearance that can be understood as seeking recognition. òMy eyes,ó 

he tells Gasquet, òmy wife tells me they jump out of my head, they get all bloodshot.ó35 In 

chapter three, I noted that Cézanne threw off academic chiaroscuro, preferring to use the 

 

31 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 14. 

32 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 15. 

33 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 15. 

34 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 15. 

35 Gasquet, Joachim Gasquetõs C®zanne, 125. 
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impressionistõs all-over color method. This method involved mixing pure pigments of ultra-

vivid colors, rather than black and white, to achieve light and dark. This impressionist 

technique was, ostensibly, more òtrueó to the actual coloration of objects and things in the 

world, which would provide the viewer of the painting an opportunity to catch the same 

òimpressionó of the subject originally given to the artist. Impressionist works, like Monetõs 

portrait of his wife in the garden (fig. 12) appear atmospheric and calm because the artist 

manipulates the all-over color for the sake of balance and affect, halting the collection of 

colors when the surface of the canvas matches the impression that the artist caught in the 

initial glanced observation. The subject of this portrait, then, is the light and color that struck 

the retina of the eye of the artist, not necessarily the subject herself, or the wife, of the artist. 

However, as weõve seen, Cézanne took this technique to a new extreme, as manifest in the 

Metõs portrait of Mme. Cézanne. In this portrait there is no balance of colors, but a 

seemingly endless piling of hues that comes with patient and persistent attention to the 

subject in a particular time and space. The canvas is saturated with dense color, most likely 

built up over many days of mapping each pure hue as it met the artistõs gaze. This is not the 

projection of balanced color that is seen in academic use of chiaroscuro, nor is it the all-over 

atmosphere of impressionist color, but a stubborn collection of observed colorsñall the 

colors that Cézanne could possibly find in his sensation of his wife. Cézanneõs sustained 

attention to the deeply particular coloration of his wifeõs countenance and its reduplication 

on the canvas is evidence of an anti-skeptical approach to paintingõs possibilities for 

recognition. He believes, as the iconophiles do, that the body is the visual access-point for 

the plenitude of hypostatic life, and so is devoted to sensing and realizing her every minute 

detail.  
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My argument is that these portraits show an idiosyncratic attention to the subjectõs 

body as a bodyñin Christological terms, the visible form of a hypostatic existence that reflects 

a positively realist (anti-skeptical) approach to the subject. This is not to say that Cézanneõs 

attention to his wifeõs appearance was unique within his oeuvre, or even that this kind of 

attention to appearance was unique to persons as subjects, but that his sustained devotion to 

her particular, bodily form, coupled with his commentary on sensation, suggests the 

expectation of true encounter with a living other. Sidlauskas clarifies Cézanneõs approach by 

contrast with the modernist tendency to objectify: òC®zanne did not objectify his human 

subjects; rather he injected into everything he paintedñbe it sugar bowl, skull, or artificial 

fruitña capacity for near-human empathy and response.ó36 Contextualized within the 

modernist crisis of representation, wherein the proposed recognition of persons was met 

with objectifying skepticism, Cézanneõs paintings suggest the artistõs unique hope for 

communion through attention to the appearance of a hypostatic life. 

  

(III.B.) HYPOSTATIC RECOGNITION ENTAILS PARTIALITY 

(III.B.1) PARTIALITY AS ABSTRACTION IN ICONOGRAPHY 

The approach charted above sounds like a rather ordinary, realist approach to art, which 

assumes a set of visible, appearance-based criteria to generate a correspondence between 

image and subject. However, anyone who observes an icon or a portrait of Mme. Cézanne 

will see that these are not simply photo-realist depictions of their subject. These are subtle 

 

36 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 18. 
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and complex images. In both icons and Cézanneõs portraits, I see a use of abstraction that 

signals the imageõs limitations. In addition to the expectation of encounter, a second 

expectation for imaging in Theodoreõs Three Refutations is the acknowledgement of that 

imageõs partiality. The images are not partial, of course, in the sense of favoring one 

perspective over another, but partial in that these images present but one aspect, perspective, 

moment, or view. Theodoreõs argument shows that the iconõs hypostatic subjects are 

ultimately ineffable, and an icon can only ever represent the subject partially, and yet the 

partial view provided in an image is adequate to the task of representing a whole person. 

This partiality, I will argue, presents as abstraction in both icons and Cézanneõs portraits of 

his wife. 

First of all, icons are partial in that they are not consubstantial with their prototypes. 

òWhen anyone is portrayed, it is not the nature but the hypostasis that is portrayed. For how 

could a nature be portrayed unless it were contemplated in a hypostasis?ó37 As we have seen, 

the failure of the natural unity between image and prototype, Theodore does not deny. In 

fact, Theodoreõs affirmation of the natural disunity between image and prototype is stated in 

no uncertain terms time and time again in his refutations. He agrees with the iconoclasts that 

to imagine such unity would be nothing short of idolatrous; furthermore, he contends it 

would be simply òinsane.ó38 However, as we have explored, the iconophile claims it is 

 

37 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.24, 90. 

38 The passage where this remark is found reads, òNo one could ever be so insane as to 

suppose that shadow and truth, nature and art, original and copy, cause and effect are the 
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necessaryñChristologicallyñto defend a different kind of unity in the icon and prototype. 

A kind of unity that has this natural difference built in, as it were. Theodore distinguishes 

between a natural image and an artificial image to show that some images can refer to their 

prototypes in certainty and truth without maintaining natural unity. In fact, it is the very 

disunity with the prototypes that makes them images at allñand not simply another instance 

of the prototype.  

Because it confirms the failure of the image to naturally reproduce the prototype, 

Theodoreõs account of images also confirms the integrity of the iconõs nature as icon. The 

image is built of the stuff of painting: not only oil, board, and pigment, but all the formal 

aspects of visual art (line, color, light, texture, etc.). This formal integrity necessarily entails 

the natural limitations of those forms, and the partiality of their re-presentation of the 

prototype. In other words, the picture plane will always be two dimensional and never three 

dimensional; the yellows used to depict light will never warm our shoulders as the sunshine; 

the glaze that visually softens the subjectõs complexion will never replicate our belovedõs 

actual skin. This is not what images do. The desire for ontological unity between an image 

and its prototype is a categorical failure. It is ònonsenseó in the Wittgensteinian sense.  

Secondly, icons, which for Theodore manifest hypostatic likeness of their 

prototypes, are partial because hypostases always present themselves partially. In challenge 

 

same in essence; or to say that òeach is in the other, or either one is in the other.ó That is 

what one would have to say if he supposed or asserted that Christ and his image are the 

same in essence,ó St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, I.11, 31. 
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three of chapter 4, I traced the complex anthropology that undergirds Theodoreõs approach 

to the hypostatic likeness in an icon. To use Tollefsenõs terms, Theodoreõs account of 

hypostatic life has both an òinwardó and an òoutwardó aspect. The outward is constituted by 

the formal appearance of a hypostasis at any given place or time; the inward is the soul, will, 

and spirit. Hypostatic life is a unified whole that transcends space, time, and appearance, but 

nevertheless is made manifest within space and time by particular appearance. òAlthough he 

[Peter] consists of a body and soul, he does not show the property of soul in the appearance 

of his form: how could he, since the soul is invisible?ó39 The realm of the image is the realm 

of the visible, and so the hypostatic likeness presented in the image will always be limited to 

the visible qualities of the person. The hypostasis cannot be comprehensively presented in an 

icon because a hypostasis can never be comprehensively observed. As I wrote in the last 

chapter, humans are always revealed in formal appearance, but they are not circumscribed by 

that appearance. The showing that is done in an icon, then, is similarly limited and partialña 

sort of abstraction. 

More to Theodoreõs point, Christõs hypostatic presentation in the world is more 

partial still, as his divine nature remains uncircumscribable in the incarnation. Theodore 

acknowledges this throughout his text: òIt is obvious to everyone that the Godhead is 

incomprehensible and uncircumscribable, and I may add boundless, limitless, formless, and 

whatever adjectives signify the privation of what the Godhead is not. é In regard to the 

doctrine of theology, so far from inventing some kind of circumscription or comprehension 

 

39 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.A.24, 90ð91. 
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(perish the idea! For this was an invention of pagan thought), we do not even know that the 

Godhead exists at all, or what sort of thing it is, as it alone understands about itself.ó40 This 

basic uncircumscribability is what makes the Sonõs unity with humanity so paradoxical. The 

divine nature is not simply an invisible or inward òaspectó of Christõs hypostatic life, but the 

fundamental reality of Christõs identity as the Son of God. The Son is uncircumscribable 

because he is begotten from the uncircumscribable Father. He is also uncircumscribable 

because it is his will to eternally, kenotically image the uncircumscribable Father. The 

enormity of this mystery is not lost on Theodore. And yet, resounding with the tradition of 

the Church, he claims, òBut because of His great goodness one of the Trinity has entered 

human nature and become like us. There is a mixture of the immiscible, a compound of the 

uncombinable: that is, of the uncircumscribable with the circumscribed, of the boundless 

with the bounded, of the limitless with the limited, of the formless with the well-formed 

(which is indeed paradoxical.)ó41 The abstraction of the icon signals the luminous mystery of 

this hypostatic union.  

As we have seen, icons do not proceed, though, by negating all conventions of the 

representation of human beings. Close attention to the particular embodied characteristics of 

the hypostatic subjects of these portraits is of paramount importance. However, when 

viewed in contrast to the Greco-Roman paintings and statues that populated the era of art 

that preceded the Byzantine era, icons are dramatically and pointedly abstracted. Look, for 

 

40 Ibid. I.2, 21. 

41 Ibid. I.2, 21. 



Chapter 5: òFormed in the Face of Hortense Fiquetó  Christina Carnes Ananias 

 298 

instance, at the marble statue of Augustus of Prima Porta (fig. 17) in comparison to an icon 

of St. Demetrios and donors.42 While the emperorõs appearance is most likely not rendered 

with historical accuracy, the artist has used all means at his disposal to depict a naturalistic, 

yet idealized human form. These Greco-Roman artists studied anatomy and geometry 

obsessively and were meticulous about using proportions that most accurately reflect their 

ideal of a beautiful human body. Some scholars even see prototypical forms of linear 

perspective and modeling used in the paintings of Greco-Roman period, suggesting that the 

Renaissance artists who perfected these illusionistic conventions had merely rediscovered the 

ancientsõ use of the convention. Moreover, these artists posed their figures in an S-curve to 

show their strength and beauty at the most readily apparent angle.  

 

 

 

42 I recognize that there are many centuries between the production dates of these artworks. 

However, I believe the pointñthat Byzantine iconographers could have chosen to use more 

naturalistic techniques, but chose a more abstracted style insteadñstill stands. 
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Figure 17: Augustus of Prima Porta, 1st century 
AD 

 

Figure 18: St. Demetrios with Donors, 7th century 
AD

 

In contrast, the icon (fig. 18) gives a distinctly different impression. The human faces 

are elongated and narrowed, as if stretched. The mouths and noses are almost cartoonishly 

small, while the eyes and foreheads are comparatively large. There is no hint of the 

conventions that depict a third dimension, traditional modeling, or linear perspective but, 

rather, a kind of perspective that, as many have noted, seems to open out to the horizon of 
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the viewer rather than to the vanishing point on the paintingõs definite horizon.1 The human 

person is not posed to reflect strength or beauty of body; indeed, the figure sometimes 

appears to be awkwardly floating or unstably seated. When this painting is put in the context 

of the style of art that is subsequent to Greco-Roman representations, it is difficult to avoid 

the language of abstraction or negation. There are wide spaces of emptiness as in Courbetõs 

works, a lack of concern for creating the illusion of a three-dimensional space as in a Manet, 

and a rejection of the established artistic conventions for establishing the reality of a 

proportional human body. Icons, to use somewhat anachronistic language, are formally 

abstract. 

In her article that traces image anxieties in early Christianity, Natalie Carnes brings 

our attention to this important theme in much of twentieth-century writing on 

iconographyñwhat she calls the òapophatic reserveó of the icon. This principle, which she 

describes as òa word of silenceña negation of itself as visual formñis built into (an iconõs) 

pictorial rhetoric.ó2 Orthodox theologians Leonid Ouspensky, Vladimir Lossky, and Pavel 

Florensky all comment on the iconõs rejection of naturalistic resemblance as a virtue of 

 

1 Pavel Florensky, òReverse Perspective,ó in Beyond Vision: Essays oyn the Perception of Art 

(Chicago: Reaktion Books, 2006) and Leonid Ouspensky, trans. Anthony Gythiel, Theology of 

the Icon, vol. 1 (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimirõs Seminary Press, 1992), 492ð93. 

2 Natalie Carnes, òHow Love for the Image Cast out Fear of It in Early Christianity,ó 

Religions 8, no. 2 (2017): 20. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel8020020. 
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apophatic reserve.3 For Carnes, the iconõs apophatic reserve is reflective of a wider theme in 

Eastern Christian writing, and she grounds this point in Gregory of Nyssaõs treatment of 

metaphors, names, and images for the divine. Carnes writes, òRather than condemn images, 

Gregory instead commends an apophatic reserve. Images and concepts of God must always 

be interpreted against the background of the luminous darkness that warns us not to confuse 

image with imaged. Gregory does not ban poets or forbid images; he wants to resituate them 

for us, to mitigate this temptation to confuse image with prototype.ó4 Apophatic reserve is 

the ever-present qualification of all created predications of the divine. It is the note of 

hesitation, the resistance to closure, that reflects the incomprehensibility and 

uncircumscribability of God. Carnes writes, ò[The icon] is an image that telegraphs its own 

visual dissimilarityñin space, line, and color.ó5 And what is another name for the iconõs 

visual dissimilarity to its prototype? Abstraction. Like the modernist negation of academic 

convention for the sake of vérité that resulted in abstracted images, icons formally negate 

 

3 See Leonid Ouspensky, Theology of the Icon, vol. 1 and 2., trans. Anthony Gytheil (Yonkers, 

NY: St. Vladimirõs Press, 1992); Vladimir Lossky, In the Image and Likeness of God, ed. Thomas 

E. Bird, trans. John H. Erickson (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimirõs Seminary Press, 1985); and 

Pavel Florensky, Iconostasis, trans. Donald Sheehan and Olga Andrejev (Yonkers, NY: St. 

Vladimirõs Seminary Press, 1996).  

4 Carnes, òHow Love for the Image Cast out Fear of It in Early Christianity,ó 7. 

5 Carnes, òHow Love for the Image Cast out Fear of It in Early Christianity,ó 14.  
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perfected, idealized human form for the sake of protecting the uncircumscribability of the 

divine nature, resulting in abstraction. 

The abstraction in iconography is of a different sort than that sanctioned by the 

skeptical iconoclasts. The reader will recall that the iconoclasts did not repudiate all 

òimages,ó but lauded the representation of God in both the Eucharist and the cross. In the 

surviving iconoclastic literature, the lack of òbodily formó set the Eucharist and the cross 

apart from iconography as uniquely suited for imaging the divine. Iconoclastic skepticism 

understood the represented human body as an obstacle for representation and an 

overwhelming temptation toward idolatry and thus only approved images that could 

reference the incarnation in a visually indirect way. Alternatively, Theodoreõs approach to 

icons regards the human body of Christ as fundamental to Godõs revelation in Jesus Christ 

and so insists on its representation, while simultaneously insisting on the partiality of 

hypostatic appearance. This abstracted approach contrasts with iconoclastic skepticism 

because, like apophatic theology, it believes truth will be made known in the 

acknowledgement of the partiality. God is not mortal, but mortals can imagine the other side 

of our finitude as describing an aspect of who God is. The torn corner of the photograph 

reminds me that my mother is not only her short blonde hair and blue eyes, but these cues 

still open up the world of her life to my imagination. The abstraction in the icon reminds me 

that God is not only a human figure hanging on a cross, but this figure still enables us to can 

imagine the life of a God who might be seen in this way in one time and place. Abstraction 

of the appearance of Jesusõs human body, then, is fitting with Theodoreõs anti-skeptical 

concept of an iconõs hypostatic likeness. 
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(III.B.2) PARTIALITY AS ABSTRACTION IN CÉZANNEõS PAINTINGS OF FIQUET 
CÉZANNE 

A year after Cézanneõs death, reflecting on the legacy of his former mentor, Maurice Denis 

expressed frustration at what he perceived as flagrant misuse of Cézanneõs name to authorize 

the òtheoretical abstractionsó of Matisse and the Cubists, which he saw as òpainting apart 

from any contingency, painting in itself é schematic compositions [with] marks as far 

removed from any concrete representation as possible.ó6 The abstraction of these artists 

contrasted with Cézanneõs painting, in Denisõs opinion, in that it was not perceivably rooted 

in the perception of nature. As we have already seen, Cézanneõs devotion to perceiving and 

representing nature is at the core of his painting practice. Then why, one might conceivably 

ask Denis or another defender of Cézanneõs objectivity, are the paintings so massively 

abstracted? In this section, I argue that Theodoreõs theory of hypostatic likeness can 

illuminate the abstraction of these portraits as manifestations of the partiality of hypostatic 

knowledge and representation. In Cézanneõs choice terms, the abstraction is the result of the 

partiality of both the sensation (perception) and realization (painting) of the motif (subject).  

First of all, Cézanneõs works are partial because the sensation (perception) of the 

hypostatic other is always partial. Many scholars have commented on Cézanneõs devotion to 

the purity of his perceptions, but none so passionately as Merleau-Ponty. Merleau-Ponty 

contends that Cézanneõs abstraction is a quality of the artistõs own idiosyncratic method of 

perception and the reduplication of that perception on the canvas. According to the 

 

6 Richard Shiff, òIntroduction,ó in Conversations with Cézanne, ed. P. M. Doran (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2001), xxxi. 
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philosopher, this is Cézanneõs paradoxical aim: to pursue reality òwith no other guide than 

the immediate impression of nature.ó7 By attending to his perceptions in a sustained and 

patient way, the artist òabandoned himself to the chaos of sensations.ó8 In other words, he 

resisted premature stabilizing judgements and attended only to what made itself present to 

his vision in each moment, without neglecting his intellectõs organizing role. The artist shook 

off these preconceived categories for the sake of perceiving the wholeness of his subject 

with complete purity. The phenomenologist argues that in everyday life humans do not give 

sustained attention to the appearances of things. Rather, we put the world of tools, houses, 

streets, and cities to use. Cézanneõs paintings suspend this active organizing for use in an 

attempt to see through and beneath the òimposed order of humanity.ó9 This does not mean 

that the artist neglected science or traditions: on the contrary, he was very well educated in 

geology, anatomy, geometry, and the artistic traditions. Yet, Cézanneõs necessary first step 

was forgetting this knowledge momentarily in the apprehension of the unity of the landscape 

(or another subject), before recapturing the apprehended subject. 

When asked to return to the realm of human intelligence, C®zanne replied: òI am 

oriented toward the intelligence of the Pater Omnipotens.ó10 In other words, the artist 

attempted to apprehend his subjects with what he imagined to be the purity of Godõs 

 

7 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 14. 

8 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 13. 

9 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 16. 

10 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 19. 
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apprehending.  As perceived beyond the human systems of òuse,ó Merleau-Ponty contends 

Cézanneõs subjects were apprehended and expressed as if for the first time.11 He suggests 

that this unique attention to perception manifests itself in what appear to be òdifficultiesó in 

the paintings themselvesñsaucers that arenõt shaped as we would expect, horizons that 

donõt behave according to the rules of linear perspective, resting glasses and bottles that 

appear unstable. Merleau-Ponty argues that the expression of art is similar to the function of 

words to name or ògrasp the nature of what appears to us in a confused way and to place it 

before us as a recognizable object.ó12 Just as words to do not seek to imitate what they 

designate, artworkõs aim is not imitation, but rather a conversion of the apprehended into the 

visible. Merleau-Ponty describes this primordial apprehension that is expressed visibly in art 

as the òvibration of appearances which is the cradle of thingsóñwith the image of a cradle 

evoking the sense of a new birth.13 Therefore, the artist must be persistently attentive to this 

òcontinual rebirth of existence.ó14 

While it is clear that such a simplified approach to perception and representation 

resulted in artworks that look different than those of his contemporaries, I contend that 

Cézanneõs artwork emerged as abstract because in the intention of this òpurified 

perception,ó he was confronted by the partiality of his subjectõs hypostatic manifestation. 

 

11 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 19. 

12 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 17. 

13 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 18. 

14 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 18. 
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Throughout his working life, Cézanne expressed extraordinary frustration with his own 

ability to perceive and represent his beloved nature. In a letter written a month before his 

death at 67 he worries, òWill I ever arrive at the goal, so intensely sought and so long 

pursued? I am still learning from nature, and it seems to me I am making slow progress.ó15 

To the end, Cézanne doubted his own perceptions. Merleau-Ponty centers the artistõs 

òdoubt,ó arguing that rather than understanding the conditions of C®zanneõs life as 

determining the work, it is the work that òcalled for this life.ó16 Suspending the òexpressive 

valuesó that normally organize a lifeõs unity, Merleau-Ponty argues that in Cézanne these 

values formed an unstable and nervous character in the painter, just as the perceptual 

technique formed abstraction on the canvas.17 However, the artistõs own frustration with his 

perceptions suggest to me that his òdoubtó emerged from his inability to comprehensively 

perceive his subjects with perfect clarity.18 Why, for instance, if he had achieved a purified 

perception and representation of a subject, would he see fit to paint that subject again? And 

 

15 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 9.  

16 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 20. 

17 Merleau-Ponty, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó 20. 

18 Between 1866 and 1869, Cézanne recorded his responses to a questionnaire titled Mes 

confidences. In response to the question, òWhat, in your opinion, is the ideal earthly 

happiness?ó he replied: òTo have a good formula.ó And in response to the question, òWhat 

is your main hope?ó he wrote: òLa certitude.ó See P. M. Doran, ed., Conversations avec Cézanne, 

(Paris: Macula, 1978), 102ð103. 
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again? Cezanne is famous for his repeated return to his favored subjects: Mont Saint-

Victoire, arrangements of apples, bowls, and bottles, and of course his wife, Hortense Fiquet 

Cézanne.  

Unlike academic artists, impressionist artists often returned to the same subject time 

and again. Claude Monet famously rented a room across from Normandyõs Rouen Cathedral 

so he could paint the churchõs façade over thirty times. This serializing of subject matter was, 

for the impressionists, an opportunity to capture the changing effects of atmospheric light 

and color on an unchanging scenic object. When surveying the paintings of Fiquet Cézanne, 

however, it becomes clear that Cézanneõs serializing of this subject was provoked by a 

different purpose. There is a distinct lack of concern for the changing qualities of 

atmospheric light in these paintings, as they are almost entirely composed indoors. There is 

little concern for variation in costume or accoutrements, as Fiquet Cézanne is often clothed 

in a plain housedress and often in a repeated style without any additional objects of 

particular interest. As Sidlauskas points out, the effects of time on Fiquet Cézanneõs 

countenance are also of little concern, as Cézanne does not portray her with any qualities 

that suggest the process of aging throughout the series.19 The perception and representation 

of his subject seems to be his primary concern, and, over the course of the series, the subject 

appears stubbornly opaque. As argued in chapter 4, there is no pliancy in Fiquet Cézanneõs 

expression that would suggest the artist has a unique acquaintance with her personality. In 

the portraits, the subject of Cézanneõs penetrating concern is Fiquet Cézanne, but she is 

entirely resistant to comprehensive disclosure. She shows her hypostatic appearance, and 

 

19 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other: The Portraits of Hortense. 56. 
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also withholds. As Theodoreõs Christological anthropology would maintain, Cézanneõs 

perception (and therefore realization) of his wife will always be partial.   

Could it be that Cézanne returned to his wife as a subject because he sought a 

purified and therefore comprehensive perception of her hypostatic existence but was met 

with partiality? Is it possible that this partial perception expressed itself in the abstractions on 

the canvas? T. J. Clarkõs interpretation of Cézanneõs work helps us answer these questions in 

the affirmative. Moreover, Clark brings to the fore the second aspect of hypostatic likeness 

that Cézanne encounters in his practice: the partiality of realization or representation. The 

reader will recall that Clark, whose interpretation of Cézanne we closely surveyed in chapter 

3, argues that the abstractions in the artistõs works are signals of the failure of a positivist 

quest for certainty. Clark claims for Cézanne what the artist seems unable to face: that there 

is no way to positively secure a representation. In a late letter to his son, the year before his 

death, Cézanne expressed his frustration with the limitations of the medium of painting: 

òFinally, I must tell you that as a painter I am becoming more clear-sighted in front of 

nature, but that with me the réalisation of my sensations is still very laboured. I canõt achieve the 

intensity that builds in my senses. I donõt have the magnificent richness of colour that 

enlivens nature.ó20 Réalisation, for Cézanne, was the manifest expression of his perceptions 

on the canvas. This theme of realization retains, too, the character of achieving the potential 

of the perception that would mark a unity or a fullness or a completion. Cézanneõs admirers 

 

20 Paul C®zanne to his son, Aix, September 8, 1906, The Letters of Paul Cézanne, trans. Alex 

Danchev (London: Thames & Hudson, 2013), 370. 
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and interpreters celebrated this ambiguity as suggesting a kind of realism about 

representationõs potential; yet, as seen in this passage, the artist laments his own inability to 

realise his perceptions in painting. He does not gloat about his own achievement of a 

purified expression, or his overcoming of the limitations of the medium, as a man who has 

dedicated himself to the practice of painting for a lifetime might do. Rather, he seems 

confounded by his own and the mediumõs limitations, almost despairing over the limitations 

of the process he has spent his life refining.  

When one looks closely at Cézanneõs paintings of his wife, guided by Clarkõs account 

of modernityõs skepticism, one can sense the artistõs discovery of the natural limitations of 

the medium. Pissarroõs impressionism promised the truthful conveyance of a fleeting 

moment of perception. Yet, Cézanne discovers there is no amount of attention that can 

transform his brushstrokes into blood and breath. It is as if the painter is surprised to hit a 

wall as he composes an image and must begin again. Accounts of the painterõs process, not 

to mention the layers of reworking done on the paintings themselves, testify to this sort of 

compositional behavior. The abstraction of the images is the result of coming to know, 

intimately, the limitations of the medium. This is why Greenbergian formalists so admired 

the painterõs approach. The paintings are bluntly paintingsñthey do not try to hide their 

painting-ness. That is, they do not attempt to conceal their two-dimensionality with illusory 

tricks of perspective or modeling. Rather, the abstraction, by always recognizing paintingõs 

limits, gives painting back its integrity as painting, much to Greenbergõs delight. 

Cézanneõs discovery of these limitations does not mean painting is inadequate to the 

task of representation, or that the appearance of a human cannot convey a hypostatic life 

effectively, but it does indicate that they both do these things partiallyñwhich is 
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understandably frustrating for Cézanne. The limitations that Cézanne presses against and 

inevitably conveys on the canvas are the same limitations that Theodore recognizes in the 

body and representation of Christ: the metaphysical limitations of both the representation or 

realization and the perception or sensation of hypostatic life. In the context of academic and 

impressionist skepticism, Cézanne still believes that representations can communicate their 

prototypes. They are abstracted, not because he has objectified his subject for the sake of 

communicating the truth of the form or the artistic experience, and certainly not to give a 

òprimitiveó expression, but because he is attempting to encounter and depict the hypostatic 

ôotherõ that is his subject through that subjectõs appearance: these are the limitations of 

perception and representation Cézanne encounters. These paintings are, inevitably, partial 

and imperfect not only because painting itself is partial and imperfect but because human 

sight and knowledge is partial and imperfect. Clark is right, then, that these paintings 

represent the failure of Cézanneõs positivistic quest for formulating certainty, but this failure 

doesnõt justify the claim that the artist is the ultimate modernist skeptic or nihilist. Rather, 

this failure reveals his optimism about the task of representation. Cézanne never gave up on 

representing the body, in spite of the limitations inherent to both perception and painting.  

I have shown the deep parallels between Theodoreõs approach to icons and 

Cézanneõs approach to painting his wife, understood under the hermeneutic of recognition. 

However, when it comes to the partiality of hypostatic disclosure and representation, 

Cézanne clearly displays far more discomfort than Theodore. Cézanne is discontent with the 

limitations of his perceptions and of painting. Theodore, however, is utterly confident that 

Christõs likeness in an icon, however partial, can adequately represent the hypostatic life of 

its prototype. Is Cézanneõs extraordinary disappointment with perception and representation 
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another variation of modernist skepticism? Is this fervent quest for the disclosure of 

hypostatic life a manifestation of anti-skepticism? By my lights, no. Rather, Cézanneõs 

practice shows us what seeking recognition looks like under the conditions of modernism. 

As I have outlined in earlier chapters, there are unique stresses that press upon both 

representation and perception in modernism, stresses with which Cézanne is surely 

grappling. In Cézanneõs approach to hypostatic partiality, recognition begins to appear as less 

than guaranteed. As we continue to map Theodore and Cézanneõs resonances, these cracks 

will grow in size and scope. 

 

(III.C.) HYPOSTATIC RECOGNITION ENTAILS RELATIONSHIP 

(III.C.1) RELATIONSHIP AS THE FOUNDATION AND TASK IN ICONOGRAPHY 

Because of what Christology has taught him about hypostatic existence, Theodore 

will expect to encounter a relational and personal presence in the icon. The iconoclasts were 

skeptical about the iconõs ability to make present their prototypes consubstantially and, thus, 

they understood icon veneration as idol worship: the board, oil, and form that constituted 

the material of the icon could never be anything other than deaf, dumb, and blind.21 

 

21 òThe aforesaid creator of evil, not wishing to see her [the church] being comely, did not 

refrain from using at different times different means of wicked ingenuity in order to subdue 

the human race to his power; thus, with the pretext of Christianity, he reintroduced idolatry 

unnoticeably by convincing, with his subtleties, those who had their eyes turned to him not 

to relinquish the creation but rather to adore it, and pay respect to it, and consider that 
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Alternatively, for Theodore, the icon makes present the prototype by hypostatic likeness: a 

relation that connects the icon to its prototype, and, derivatively, the viewer to the iconõs 

prototype. In the icon, the worshipper recognizes the likeness of her savior. As such, the icon 

presents a hypostatic encounter that discloses a circuit of relationships that is personal and 

dynamic.  

Throughout iconophilic literature, a relationship between the iconic image and the 

prototype (Christ or the saint) is defended as the channel by which iconic veneration passes 

on to the prototype. As weõve seen, Theodore characterizes this relation as the likeness of 

hypostasis, in contrast to the iconoclastic relation of consubstantiality. Here is one of many 

relevant passages: 

Rather, the prototype is in the image by the similarity (тǪǭǝǷǱǧǰ) of hypostasis, 
which does not have a different principle of definition for the prototype and for the 
image. Therefore, we do not understand that the image lacks equality with the 
prototype and has an inferior glory in respect to similarity, but in respect to its 
different essence. The essence of the image is not of a nature to be venerated, 
although the one who is portrayed appears in it for veneration. Therefore there is no 
introduction of different kind of veneration, but the image has one and the same 
veneration with the prototype, in accordance with the identity of likeness (ǲǟǳǲǺǲǥǰ 

тǪǭǝǷǱǧǰ).22 
 

 

which is made as God, calling it with the name, ôChrist.õó From the horos of the Synod of 

Hieria, trans. Daniel Sahas in Icons and Logos: Sources in Eighth-Century Iconoclasm (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1986), quoted in Marie-Jos® Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy: The 

Byzantine Origins of the Contemporary Imaginary, Cultural Memory in the Present (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2005), (9221C-D) 229. 

22 Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.C.1, 103 (italics mine); PG 99:390. 
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As noted in chapter 2, the concept of òlikenessó or òimitationó has not always been treated 

positively in the history of Western thought. For Platonists, an imitative object was 

disparaged because of its ostensibly deceptive removal from the original on which it 

depended. Barber suggests that there is a sense of distance and removal implied by 

iconophile use of these terms, but that this distance is the difference of nature that we have 

discussed above. Torstein Tollefson has shown that the ninth-century iconophilesõ use of 

likeness samples more heavily from Aristotelian logic, and therefore likeness is granted a 

more positive light as a kind of òrelation.ó23  

Relation is one of Aristotleõs famous categories that describe the kinds of 

predications that can be made of beings. The relative (pros ti) is one such category. In the 

Categories, he describes it as such: òAll those things are spoken of as relative which, whatever 

they themselves are, are said to be ôofõ other things, or in some relation to another thing.ó24 

Poryphory expands this to say that this description òconveys that relatives are not absolute, 

 

23 Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, chapter 3. Tollefsen does qualify this by 

noting that òwe cannot just take it for granted that Theodore knew the details of Aristotleõs 

Categories or the tradition of the commentators. é On the other hand, turning to Aristotelian 

tradition may make us aware of features of Theodoreõs argumentation and reasoning that we 

would miss without this background knowledge.ó Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of 

the Icons, 101ð102. 

24 Aristotle, quoted in Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 102.  
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but exist in relation of one thing to another.ó25 For example, the Son is the Son of the Father, 

and the Father is the Father of the Son; they are therefore relative to one another. Tollefson 

highlights the substantial implication: òWhatever the two might be in themselves as 

substances, when the one is the prototype of the other qua image, the being of the two 

related items consists in the relation of the one thing to the other.ó26 Theodore says as much: 

òThe prototype and the image have their being, as it were, in each other.ó27 This substantial 

relation is, as we have seen, what the iconoclasts understood as the threat of idolatry, and 

they therefore rejected any consideration of relation between Christ and his image.  

Marie-José Mondzain, however, describes the relationship between icon and 

prototype in terms of iconic economy (oikonomia). òIt is because the relation between the 

natural image and the icon is a function of the charismatic economy established on the 

model of the Incarnation that the iconic shadow takes on colored hue, that the copy 

(homoiôma) becomes mimetic.ó28 In the iconic economy, established on the model of the 

Incarnation, the icon or image discloses hypostatic knowledge because God has disclosed 

knowledge of Godself to humanity in Jesus Christ. To create a likeness of Christõs hypostasis 

is to generate a likeness that points to the incarnate Christ, who points to the Father. 

Therefore, it is proper to claim, in a qualified way, that the worshipper viewing the likeness 

 

25 Poryphory, quoted in Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 102.  

26 Tollefsen, St Theodore the Studiteõs Defence of the Icons, 103. 

27 Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, III.D.5, 110. 

28 Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, 90. 
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of Jesus Christ in an icon will recognize God. While we have argued that Theodoreõs 

innovation is to center the iconoclastic debate on incarnational language of hypostasis rather 

than the language of consubstantiality that the iconoclasts prefer, there is nonetheless a 

trinitarian dimension to Theodoreõs argument that casts the relationships within the iconic 

economy in a trinitarian light. In Theodore, when viewed through this relational lens, there is 

what some scholars call a unitive Christology, which designates a profound relation of 

Christõs natures in his divine hypostasis in the union of the incarnation. For as we saw in our 

exegesis of Gregory in chapter three, the Christian development of the term hypostasis is 

established in the heat of trinitarian debate. Hypostasis, in the first Christian case, names 

each of the persons of the Trinity, and these persons are individuated primarily by their 

relation to one another. Their hypostatic particularity, in other words, is founded on their 

relationship to the others. And, as we saw with Gregory, the Sonõs relation to the Father is 

not only consubstantial, but also a relation of likeness. So, in this incarnational economy, the 

icon images an image, which points to the Father. The way that the icon is in relation to 

Christ hypostatically is the way that the Son is in relation to the Father, which is not to say 

consubstantially, but through likeness (cf. Hebrews 1:3). In theological debates about unitive 

Christologies, the distinction between nature and hypostasis in the person of Christ gets 

blurry, as it does in Theodoreõs prose. However, the point remains that Theodoreõs 

expectation in icon veneration is that he will encounter a (divine) person by encountering 

that personõs likeness. 

A further quality of the Aristotelian category pros ti (òrelativeó) is that it is dynamic. It 

can be translated as òbringing toward,ó which can alternatively be interpreted in iconophilic 

use as a òbringing towardó of the icon to the prototype or the òbringing towardó of the one 
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who contemplates the icon toward the prototype in worship. Nikephoros summarizes the 

first sense well: 

The icon has a relation to the archetype, and is the effect of a cause. 
Therefore, because of this it necessarily is and might be called a relative (pros ti). A 
relative (pros ti) is said to be such as it is from its being of some other thing, and in 
the relation they are reciprocal. é Likeness is an intermediate relation and mediates 
between the extremes, I mean the likeness and the one of whom it is a likeness, 
uniting and connecting by form, even though they differ by nature.29 

 
Here Nikephoros characterizes the dynamic reciprocity between icon and prototype. The 

icon receives its form from the prototype and in turn points back towards its prototype as 

one that is òalike.ó The icon and prototype share a unity, a connection, through likeness of 

form.  

This dynamic reciprocity that depends upon likeness is also present in the act of 

veneration described so often by the iconophiles. Ninth-century iconophiles refer back to 

John of Damascene repeatedly to claim that there is a unity of veneration between the icon 

and its prototype. In this passage, Theodore channels the earlier iconophile: òWe speak of 

relation insasmuch as the copy is in the prototype; one is not separated from the other 

because of this, except by the difference of essence. Therefore, since the image of Christ is 

said to have Christõs form in its delineation, it will have one veneration with Christ, and not a 

different veneration.ó30 The unity of veneration depends upon the relative likeness of 

Christõs form in the icon. The likeness brings Christ toward the worshipper, who is taken to 

Christ. This relational circuit is the logic of pros ti.  

 

29 Nikephoros in Barber, Figure and Likeness, 116. 

30 St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, C.10, 106. 
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Theodoreõs two moments of recognition mentioned at the beginning of this sectionñthe 

recognition of God in the incarnate body of Jesus and the recognition of Jesus in an iconñ

are both deeply marked by this dynamic, pros ti logic. The theologian expects that the 

experience of recognizing Jesusõs likeness in an icon will be a dynamic and relational because 

the experience of recognizing God in the incarnate Son is dynamic and relational. Jesus can 

tell his disciples, òHe who has seen me has seen the Fatheró (Jn. 14:9) not because Jesus is 

the Father, but because it is his hypostatic identity to be related to the Father by likeness. An 

encounter with Jesus is an encounter with the dynamic, triune God. Therefore, to recognize 

Jesus in his depicted likeness is to be similarly caught up in the dynamic and relational chain 

of pros ti. It is to be òbrought towardó the triune God by the Spirit in recognition of the Son 

of Godõs incarnate likeness. We will unpack the implications of such a recognition (and the 

consequences of misrecognition) in the next chapter. However, it is enough for now to note 

the triune relationality at the heart of hypostatic recognition for Theodore. 

 

(III.C.2) RELATION AS THE FOUNDATION AND TASK OF CÉZANNEõS 
PORTRAITS OF FIQUET CÉZANNE 

 
Overwhelmingly, the scholarly attitude toward Cézanneõs portraits in the past century is that 

the portraits demonstrate the absence of interpersonal relation. Meyer Schapiroõs 

interpretation of a late portrait of Cézanneõs gardener Vallier is particularly representative of 

this perspective: òHe [Vallier] does not communicate with us; the features show little 

expression and the posture tends to be rigid. It is as if the painter has no access to the interior 
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world of the sitter, but can only see him from the outside.ó31 The mask-like countenance of the 

subjects has, as weõve seen, suggested to many that C®zanne intentionally òdiminished the 

subjectó for the sake of achieving an artistic aim other than representation. However, as Iõve 

surveyed, recent scholarship has shown that this interpretation is not at all faithful to 

Cézanneõs own stated goals for his art practice, nor does it make sense of the visual data in 

the art historical context. Instead, it makes more sense to conclude, as Susan Sidlauskas 

argues in the monograph already mentioned, the nearly thirty portraits of Fiquet Cézanne are 

in fact, protracted meditations on the relationship between self and other.32  When viewed 

through the lens of Theodoreõs understanding of iconic imaging as the re-presentation of 

hypostatic likeness, Cézanneõs engagement with his wife as a subject could be understood as 

a personal and dynamic encounter of persons, rather than a skeptical exercise in turning 

subject to object. In the terms of our study, in painting his wife, Cézanne hopes enable 

relational recognition.  

To describe what she considers to be Cézanneõs approach to painting his wife, 

Sidlauskas quotes from Hippolyte Taineõs LõIntelligence (a favorite philosopher of Cézanne): 

òWhen we come to the sensation [the same word favored by Cézanne], we are at the limits of 

the mental world: between it and the physical world there is a gulf, and as it were, a deep 

 

31 Schapiro quoted in T. J. Clark, òC®zanneõs Portraits,ó London Review of Books 40, no. 2 

(January 2018): https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v40/n02/t.j.-clark/relentless-intimacy. 

32 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 8. 
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sea.ó33 Sidlauskas suggests that òfor a sustained period, C®zanneõs portraits of Fiquet 

Cézanne arrogated the place of that deep sea. Their surfaces exist as evidence of the artistõs 

struggle to knit together the sum of his sensations, mingled with those of his subject, and 

thereby to bridge the ineffable space dividing self from other.ó34 As paintings of his most 

òsignificant other,ó the series of Fiquet Cézanneõs portraits represent the artistõs persistent 

attempt to relate across that sea. In the paintings, Sidlauskas notices the push and pull of 

coming to know and not-know. In a particularly insightful chapter, Sidlauskas traces 

Cézanneõs idiosyncratic use of the artistic tradition of connecting touch and sight in portraits. 

òThe prevailing idea,ó she explains, is that òthe skillful rendering in paint of the beloved 

subjectõs skin (and its sensuous extensions and substitutes) would fill the presumptively male 

viewer with the desire to caress and thus metaphorically possess the woman before him.ó35 

Through carefully examining the series of portraits, Sidlauskas shows that Cézanne was less 

concerned with generating a portrait that would beguile and seduce the viewer and more 

interested in how painting òin touchesó could put him in touch with the subject of his 

concernñhis wife. Through examining the way in which the artist used transparent and then 

opaque passages to depict his wifeõs skin, clothes, hair, and, above all, hands, Sidlauskas 

argues that òof all the figures C®zanne painted, she was the one whoñin life and artñbest 

 

33 Hippolyte-Adolphe Taine, De Lõintelligence (Paris: Hachette, 1870), 154, quoted in 

Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 59. 

34 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 59. 

35 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 101. 
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distilled her husbandõs ambivalence about touch: a yearning for contact married to an equally 

profound need for isolation.ó36 Cézanneõs paintings of his wife are not studies of an object 

that happens to be a person, but complex relational engagements with a hypostatic other. 

However, to put the matter mildly, nurturing healthy and strong inter-personal 

relationships was not Cézanneõs strong suit. In his early years as a struggling artist in Paris, he 

enjoyed close friendships with like-minded young people, but these friendships were not to 

last into his old age. Further, C®zanne was famously afraid of being touched, of òpeople 

getting their grappins (hooks) into him.ó37 His lack of ease with vulnerability and his 

temperamental fragility earned him the nickname òlõEcrochéó (Skinless one). The earlier 

portraits of his adolescent friends display a more traditional intimacy that lends itself more 

easily to recognizing a personal other. His Portrait of Antony Valabregue of 1872, for instance, 

shows an impressionist handling of color that merges with a more traditionally affectionate 

rendering. When considered alongside a later portrait of Fiquet Cézanne, such as Madame 

Cézanne in a Yellow Chair from 1889, the contrast is striking. òWhy,ó T. J. Clark asks reviewing 

an exhibition of Cézanneõs portraits, òdid C®zanne stop painting this way?ó38 While we 

cannot know the specifics of Cézanneõs relational struggles and victories, it is clear that there 

is a decisive shift away from traditionally rendered òintimacyó toward the more complex and 

 

36 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 141. 

37 Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other, 63. 

38 T. J. Clark, òC®zanneõs Portraits,ó London Review of Books, Jan. 15, 2018, accessed March 21, 

2024, https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v40/n02/t.j.-clark/relentless-intimacy  
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stilted paintings of Fiquet Cézanne and other later subjects. We have already shown that 

Cézanne did not give up the strenuous and dogged pursuit of the sensation and realization of 

his motif (Cézanneõs favorite word for his subject), even the potentially threatening hypostasis 

of a personal other. What do the paintings suggest Cézanne found in his search for the 

hypostatic other? 

Jonathan Crary suggests that òC®zanne learned what Manet had intuited: the creative 

discovery that looking at any one thing intently did not lead to a fuller and more inclusive 

grasp of its presence, its rich immediacy. Rather, it led to its perceptual disintegration and 

loss, its breakdown as intelligible form. é [Painting] was no longer a question of recording 

the evanescent appearances of the world but of confronting and inhabiting the instability of 

perception itself.ó39 As I have already mentioned, the series of portraits of Fiquet Cézanne 

are remarkable for the unrecognizability of the same woman from portrait to portrait. 

Perhaps, as Cézanne studied his wife intently, the woman changed dramatically before his 

eyes, night after night. Not, as weõve seen, because of the effects of atmosphere or time, but 

because of the very act of looking and coming-to-know. Perhaps in his extremely penetrating 

act of sensation, Cézanne sought to recognize his wife but instead encountered a stranger 

time and again. If this is the case, we might be surprised to find any recognizably repeated 

features whatsoever from painting to painting. Samuel Beckettõs reflection on Cézanneõs 

painting captures this unease: òHe seems to have been the first to see landscapeóñand 

 

39 Jonathan Crary, Suspensions of Perception: Attention, Spectacle, and Modern Culture (Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press, 1999), 288-289. 
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portraiture, by the look of thingsñòand state it as material of a strictly peculiar order, 

incommensurable with all human expressions whatsoever.ó40 

Furthermore, if, as Merleau-Ponty passionately contends, Cézanneõs paintings seek to 

reduplicate this òbirthó of sensation on the canvas for the viewer to also experience, the 

resulting critical response to the portraits is far from a recognition of a relational and 

dynamic hypostatic other. Fiquet Cézanne is barely recognized as a human person 

whatsoever by the critics. She is objectified again and again, as an òapple,ó or a òpat of 

butter.ó To use T. J. Clarkõs term, Cézanneõs anti-skeptical project of recognizing the 

hypostatic other and presenting that other in an artwork for recognition by a viewer shows 

itself to be an utter failure.41 In the same exhibition review, Clark diagnoses this crisis: òThe 

lack of interest in faces is thought to be weird, maybe even pathological, and one didnõt have 

to be a Sedlmayr in the 20th century [a critic unsympathetic to Cézanneõs portraits] to drive 

home the apocalyptic paradox: these are the centuryõs great paintings, yes, but seemingly 

because in them attention and estrangement are conditions of one anotheréó42 

 

40 Samuel Beckett, quoted in T. J. Clark, òC®zanneõs Portraits,ó London Review of Books, Jan. 

15, 2018, accessed March 21, 2024, https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v40/n02/t.j.-

clark/relentless-intimacy 

41 See discussion of T. J. Clarkõs assessment of Cézanneõs portraiture as positivistic failures in 

chapter 4, pages XX. 

42 T. J. Clark, òC®zanneõs Portraits,ó London Review of Books, Jan. 15, 2018, accessed March 21, 

2024, https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v40/n02/t.j.-clark/relentless-intimacy 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v40/n02/t.j.-clark/relentless-intimacy
https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v40/n02/t.j.-clark/relentless-intimacy
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(IV.) CONCLUSION: THE MODERN FAILURE OF HYPOSTATIC 
RECOGNITION IN CÉZANNE õS PORTRAITS 

I have argued that Cézanne and Theodore share a concern for hypostatic recognition in 

imagesñin portraits and icons, respectively. Theodore and Cézanne both share a value for 

the disclosive properties of the human body, in all its particularity and uniqueness. Further, 

Theodore and Cézanne both acknowledge the partiality of hypostatic disclosure and the 

limitation of painting. Finally, Theodore and Cézanne both acknowledge and court the 

deeply relational aspects of hypostatic disclosure through portraiture. In these ways, I 

contend that their works demonstrate a hope for hypostatic recognition in icons and 

portraits. However, Cezanneõs own perception of the portraits and the reception of those 

portraits alerts us to an important quality of hypostatic recognition that, I contend, Theodore 

does not adequately address: the possibility of failure.  

Cézanneõs portraits of Fiquet Cézanne, I contend, show us the tragic possibility of 

misrecognition, even of oneõs own wife (or even oneõs own expected savior). Cézanne, then, 

brings our inquiry back to the realm of the skepticism and anti-skepticism dialectic. For there 

is no amount of attention to particularity, apophatic reserve, or expectation of relational 

encounter that can guard against the possibility of misrecognition. No criteria or convention 

can verify a recognition. Once again, we have stumbled upon what Cavell calls the òtruth of 

skepticismó: there is no guarantee against mistakes and misrecognitions. Cavell presents his 

concept of acknowledgement (immediately adjacent to our concept of recognition), in 

contrast to the skepticism and anti-skepticism dialectic, in order to bring our attention back 

to the ordinary ways that interpersonal communication operates. Cézanneõs paintings show 
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us that misrecognition is just as òordinaryó as recognition. Further, C®zanneõs work 

foregrounds the ethical dimension of recognition, as mistakes on this plane can prove 

morally disastrous, as we will see. 

Cézanneõs paintings enable us to see a weakness in Theodoreõs account of hypostatic 

likeness, as the theologian does not give adequate attention to the tragic possibility of 

misrecognition and its consequences. Cézanne shows us, by pushing the tradition of portrait 

painting to its extremes amidst the culture of modernist skepticism, that the possibility of 

misrecognition or the failure of recognition is always possible. Cézanneõs paintings, and, as I 

will show, the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, demonstrate the consequences of this truth in the 

realm of failed hypostatic recognition.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
RESURRECTION (MIS)RECOGNITION IN 

THE GOSPELS AND CÉZANNEõS PORTRAITS 
OF FIQUET CÉZANNE 

 

 

(I.) INTRODUCTION  

Throughout the dissertation, I have argued that both iconoclasm and modernism display 

characteristics of skepticism. Skepticism, as I have used the term, is an attitude of epistemological 

doubt premised upon the inevitable failure of criteria to guarantee certainty about our images, words, and 

representations. I further showed that Cézanne has been understood to be a crowning figure in 

modernist skepticism, as his works have often been seen to diminish the subject in light of 

representationõs inevitable failure.1 Over and against this interpretation of his work, I showed 

that when read through an iconophilic hermeneutic that approaches paintings hypostaticallyñ

that is, treats the recognition of meaning in a painting like the recognition of a personñ

Cézanneõs portraits of his wife are profound engagements with their subject, in and by which 

hypostatic recognition is sought. However, at the end of the last chapter, I identified some 

traits and concerns that distinguished Cézanne from Theodore the Studite. Most 

 

1 Richard Shiff, òApples and Abstraction,ó in Impressionist Still Life, eds. Eliza E. Rathbone 

and George T. M. Shackelford (New York: Phillips Collection in association with Harry N. 

Abrams, 2001), 42.  
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importantly, Cézanne contends with the tragic possibility of misrecognition in a way that 

Theodore does not even approximate. 

In this chapter, I will elaborate on how misrecognition can be such a weighty mistake 

when considered hypostatically. I will begin by thinking about how the tradition of 

modernism tragically misrecognized Cézanneõs wife as a monstrous object, which then 

prompted the development of a representational style that reduplicated the objectification 

and violence of more traditionally misogynist representational styles. Then, I will turn to the 

prominent theme of the tragic misrecognition of Jesus Christ as a criminal rather than the 

Son of God in Johnõs crucifixion narrative, to show that a theological account of hypostatic 

recognition must contend with the possibility of misrecognition. However, Johnõs narration 

of the resurrection appearances reveals the finitude and sinfulness that generated the 

misrecognition of the Son of God at the crucifixion as powerless to thwart Godõs self-

disclosure. After the resurrection, the crucified and risen Image recognizes his disciples, who 

in turn recognize both their savior and themselves with new clarity. It is only Godõs gracious 

recognition of us that activates our right recognition of the icon. In light of this Johannine 

account of (mis)recognition and its reestablishment, I finally reconsider Cézanneõs paintings 

of Fiquet Cézanne, arguing that in their persistent and brutally honest pursuit of recognition 

they function most of all like confessions. Could it be that Cézanne appreciates that the 

hypostatic presence of his wife is nothing other than sheer grace? I argue that this is might 

indeed be the case. 
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(II.) THE TRAGEDY OF MISRECOGNITION  

When viewed within the skepticism/anti-skepticism dialectic, Cézanneõs portraits of his wife 

remind the optimistic iconophiles of the innumerable obstacles that threaten to block the 

certainty required for a representation to properly reference its subject (and not become an 

object or idol). Even when cast in terms of recognition, which shifts the emphasis away from 

certainty by changing the question from òwhat is this?ó to òwho is this?,ó there are countless 

ways for both the artist and the art viewer to get it wrong: to misunderstand, to misjudge, to 

misrecognize. The image-skepticõs claimñthat perfect correspondence between image and 

archetype can never be judged with certaintyñproves true. Even when that correspondence 

is qualified as partial, the gap between artist and object, artist and subject, artwork and 

subject, art-viewer and artwork is too wide to bridge with certainty. The possibility of 

misrecognition persists. 

 

(II.A.) THE TRAGEDY OF MODERNIST MISRECOGNITION: WOMEN 

I have argued that one strategy of modernist skepticism is to unmask the falsities upon 

which traditional artistic representation was built. Throughout the modernist period, the 

womanõs body was a particularly electric site for this unmasking. For Fried, Manetõs Olympia 

unmasked the bourgeoisieõs denial of the òmetaphysical conditionó of artwork as being made 

to be beheld. Olympiaõs facing-ness forced viewers to recognize her as a painted surface, as a 

painted subject, and even as a human person. For Clark, Manetõs Olympia unmasked the 

circuit of commodified exchanges that were built upon the elaborate fiction of the courtesan. 

Olympiaõs recognizability as Victoire Meuret forced viewers to reckon with the reality of her 



 

 328 

personhood. I have argued that Fried and Clarkõs narration of these un-maskings make clear 

the finitude and frailty of human perception that can occlude true and proper recognition. 

As an inheritor of Manetõs modernism, armed with the knowledge of these potential 

obstacles, can Cézanne overcome them to achieve the recognition he so desires? Can 

Cézanne recognize his wife in her bodily appearance and represent her hypostatically in her 

portrait? In the last section of The Claim of Reason, Stanley Cavell reflects on another husband 

seeking to recognize the truth of his wife: Shakespeareõs Othello. In Othelloõs skeptical rage 

for confirmation of her fidelity, Othello encounters and refuses the truth of skepticism: that 

human persons will always be òseparateó from one another, unable to confirm the truth of 

the other with certainty. Othello demands òocular availabilityó of her fidelity, which, as it 

turns out, òcomes only when her death assures him that she is mortal and not a devil.ó2 

Cavell reflects on their deaths: 

A statue, a stone is something whose existence is fundamentally open to ocular 
proof. A human being is not. The two bodies lying together form an emblem of this 
fact, the truth of skepticisméTheir differences from one anotherñthe one 
everything the other is notñform an emblem of human separation, which can be 
accepted, and granted or not. Like the separation from God; everything we are not.3 
 

In his devotion to perceiving the nature of his subjects, did Cézanne rage for optical proof 

of Fiquet Cézanne? Did he deny the truth of skepticism, turning his hypostatic other, this 

 

2 Natalie Carnes, "Possession and Dispossession: Wittgenstein, Cavell, and Gregory of Nyssa 

on Life Amidst Skepticism," Modern Theology 29, no. 1 (2013), 112. 

3 Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality, and Tragedy, New Edition 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 496. 
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human person to a stone (or an apple or pat of butter)? Did this anti-skeptical painter 

unwittingly embody the tragic defeat of the skepticõs denial of human separation and frailty? 

The reception history of Cézanneõs approach to painting women suggests as much.  

  

Cézanneõs Portrait of the Artistõs Wife (fig. 19) was bought by Gertrude Stein in the 

early twentieth century and displayed in her salon. From her prized position high on the 

collectorõs wall, Fiquet Cézanne stood watch as Pablo Picasso painted the now famous 

portrait of Stein (fig. 20). The similarities between Cézanneõs portrait of Fiquet Cézanne and 

Picassoõs portrait of Stein cannot be missed. Nor does Picassoõs indebtedness to Cézanneõs 

approach to painting people end with this portrait. To follow Gleizes and Metzingerõs cues 

and interpret Picasso as extending the pathway broken by Cézanne, one might trace a line of 

influence from Cézanneõs portraits all the way to The Painter and His Model, (Fig. 21), a 

Figure 19: Paul Cézanne, Portrait of the Artistõs 
Wife, ca 1879-82 

Figure 20: Pablo Picasso, Gertrude Stein, 1906 
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representation of representation that centers the active male artist and the passive female 

model. Yet, in Clarkõs reading, this painting takes on a chilling, violent tone. Picassoõs very 

act of representing makes the subject/object a 

monster. The brush becomes the phallus and the 

knife: at once generative and destructive. 4 The 

forms barely hold together on the enormous 

canvas, as the representation almost dissipates 

into pure abstraction. For Clark, the failure of 

Cézanne that signaled skepticism about 

representation has come to its nihilistic 

fulfillment in Picassoõs painting. The woman is 

no longer a hypostatic other or even merely an 

apple or a stone, but a disfigured monster of the 

artistõs own creation. Not only is a truthful 

representation impossible, but the very act of representing is violently destructive. This 

monstrous subject appears again in Picassoõs 1929 Nude in a Red Armchair (fig. 22), a painting 

that many scholars identity as a quotation of Cézanneõs portrait of his wife from 1877 (fig. 

23). In this painting, Picasso has brought Cézanneõs unwitting skepticism to its logical end, 

with the violent distortion of the womanõs hypostatic presence into a monster. For Fried, the 

 

4 T. J. Clark, Picasso and Truth: From Cubism to Guernica (Princeton University Press, 2013), 

149-190. 

Figure 21: Pablo Picasso, The Painter and His Model, 
1927 
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objects of literalism became monstrous when anthropomorphized; in Picasso, following 

Cézanne, the woman becomes monstrous when perceived and represented as an object. 

Subjects, when treated like objects by artists, become monsters. 

 

 

Figure 22: Pablo Picasso, Nude in a Red 
Armchair, 1929 

 

Figure 23: Paul Cézanne, Madame Cézanne in a 
Red Armchair, 1877, Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston 

 

In light of Cézanneõs anti-skeptical òfailureó (as Clark would have it), what are we to 

make of Theodoreõs optimistic anti-skeptical theory of representation? In light of the 

pervasive truth of skepticism, in both human relationships and representation, the 

iconoclastic position is understandable if not commendable. For the stakes are much higher 

when considering the right recognition of the Son of God: the threat is creating a monster of 
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Christological heresy and venerating that monster. The threat is the tragedy of idolatry. Or 

worse, the threat of crucifixion. 

 

(II.B.) THE TRAGIC MISRECOGNITION OF THE DIVINE: THE CRUCIFIXION 

Christians are not unfamiliar with the tragedy of violence that can result from 

misrecognition. In his groundbreaking book on theological realism, Realism and the Christian 

Faith, Andrew Moore contends that ò[t]he events by which God reconciled humanity to 

himself are the locus of the deepest crisis of representationéThrough the passion the crisis 

of representation is seen to be precipitated by humanityõs alienation from God. The deepest 

crisis of representation concerns the moral hiddenness of Godó1 In Johnõs passion narrative, 

we see that knowledge of Godõs identity in Jesus Christ is not an ordinary affair of hypostatic 

recognition. Instead, the Son of God in Christ, the perfect Image of the invisible God, is 

profoundly misrecognized over and over, with disastrous consequences. At the crucifixion, the 

finitude and frailty of the human capacity to know God seems to defeat Godõs attempt to 

disclose Godself in Christ. The most profound example of the crisis of representation, cast 

in theological terms, is the hypostatic misrecognition at the cross. The cross is where the 

double imageñperfect imago, perfect Imageñis broken, iconoclastically, by its beholders.2  

 

1 Andrew Moore, Realism and Christian Faith: God, Grammar, and Meaning (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2003), 145. 

2 This is a point made in different, but similar ways by both Natalie Carnes and Jean-Luc 

Marion: Carnes address the cross as a moment of embodied Iconoclasm: òGodõs naked, 
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Jesusõs arrest, trial, and crucifixion can be read as a meditation on humanityõs 

persistent and catastrophic misrecognition of Jesus. The theme of misrecognition is 

prominent throughout the Gospel of John but gains particular force in the crucifixion 

narrative.3 In the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus asks the band of soldiers tasked with his 

arrest whom they seek (Jn. 18:4). When they say òJesus of Nazareth,ó he responds, òI am 

he,ó clearly referencing and associating himself with the divine name given at Sinai (Jn. 18:5-

6). This interaction occurs twice, and on the second time, the soldiers are thrown back onto 

the ground by the power of Jesusõs pronouncement. Undeterred by this demonstration of 

divine power, nor the subsequent demonstration of divine grace when Jesus tells Peter to put 

away his sword, the soldiers still arrest Jesus (Jn. 18:12). In spite of what they saw, the 

soldiers will themselves to identify Jesus as a blasphemer. These signs could not activate the 

soldiersõ right recognition of Jesus as the Son of God, and they carried him away as a 

common criminal to face trial. 

 

suffering, vulnerable body on the cross is the impassibility of love made visible. Breakingness 

comes with brokenness as the negation of the Image is negated.ó Natalie Carnes, Image and 

Presence: A Christological Reflection on Iconoclasm and Iconophilia, Encountering Traditions 

(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2018), 89. Marion similarly writes, òChrist 

kills the image on the cross, because he crosses an abyss without measure between his 

appearance and glory.ó Jean-Luc Marion, The Crossing of the Visible, Cultural Memory in the 

Present (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), 75, full discussion 68-75.  

3 All citations of Scripture refer to the New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition.  
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The religious leaders condemn Jesus as a blasphemer and usher him to Pilate, where 

the governor questions his identity: òAre you the King of the Jews?ó (Jn. 18:33). Ironically, it 

is the pagan military leaderõs lips that utter the true identity of Jesus, not the religious leaders 

who have long awaited Israelõs Messiah. The priests that condemned Jesus had spent long 

hours in the synagogue, conducting worship, learning, memorizing, and teaching Torah, and 

praying to God on Israelõs behalf. They were prepared in all the ways that they could 

possibly have been to recognize the Messiah. And yet all this experience and knowledge did 

not precipitate recognition. Moore claims that readers of Johnõs gospel will find that òthe 

question implied by and never far from the surface of the narrative of Jesusõ trial and death 

was whether he was an idolater or Godõs faithful representative.ó4 The religious leaders 

misrecognize Jesus as an idolater and deliver him to Pilate (Jn. 18:28). 

Pilateõs question òAre you the King of the Jews?ó begins a series of mounting ironic 

identifications and misidentifications of Jesus throughout the rest of Johnõs crucifixion 

narrative. Jesus responds, òYou say that I am a King. For this I was born, and for this I came 

into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voiceó 

(Jn. 18:37). Jesusõs reply implies an affirmative answerñhe is the King and the Truth. But 

Pilate rejects not only Jesusõs own identification, but skeptically questions the possibility of 

shared rationality at all: òWhat is truth?ó the governor famously replies (Jn.18:38). In the 

moment of distrusting Jesusõs word of self-identification, Pilate utters the archetypical 

expression of skepticism. He cannot ascertain Jesusõs hypostatic identity with certainty, even 

 

4 Moore, Realism and Christian Faith: God, Grammar, and Meaning, 145. 
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when Jesus, the living Word, confesses his own kingship. If the Word cannot be recognized 

even as Jesus stands before Pilate, the author seems to imply, how can any truth, which is 

derivative of this singular Truth, be recognized at all? 

The irony of Jesusõs hypostatic misrecognition builds and compounds as Pilate 

repeatedly brings Jesus before the crowds. He asks if the crowds would rather him release 

Barabbas the convicted insurrectionist or the òKing of the Jewsó (Jn. 18:39) The crowds 

demand Barabbas over the true King. Pilate has Jesus mockingly clothed in purple cloth and 

a crown of thorns placed on his head. òHail the King of the Jewsó the officers mockingly 

cry, as Pilate again brings Jesus before the religious leaders (Jn. 19:2-5). òCrucify him!ó they 

snarl, again rejecting the true King. Upon hearing the charge against Jesus, that òhe has made 

himself the Son of God,ó Pilate again questions Jesus, who responds, òYou would have no 

power over me unless it had been given you from aboveó (Jn 19:10-11). A third time Pilate 

attempts to release Jesus, but the crowd responds, òEveryone who makes himself a king 

opposes Caesar,ó thus, yet another time, rejecting the true King (19:12).  Finally, after taking 

Jesus to another place, Pilate presents him one last time for the crowd to witness. òBehold 

your King!ó shouts Pilate to the crowd, who responds, òCrucify him! We have no King but 

Caesar!ó (Jn. 19:15). With this fourth rejection, Pilate sends the true King to Golgotha. 

 On the cross, Jesus, the King of all Kings, is misrecognized as an idolater 

suffering for his crimes. The perfect double image (Image and imago) is objectified and made 

a monster of human corruption. Those who behold the cross encounter the true King but 
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treat him as their victim.5 He is clothed in the conventions of suffering (blood, wounds, 

nails), shame (nakedness, exposure), and mockery (crown of thorns), and so recognized as a 

common criminal. (Isaiah 53:2, 3) As many scholars have shown, the cross is the archetypical 

moment of iconoclasm: as the image is broken, the channel of Godõs grace and self-

disclosure is ruptured.6 Could it be that human corruption, perversion, pride, and violence 

have thwarted Godõs effort at loving self-disclosure? Can the cry of dereliction (Mk. 15:34) 

be understood as the ultimate severance of image and archetype ð infinitely more gruesome 

than Cézanneõs objectification of his wife and yet paradigmatically resonant? For, ostensibly, 

both misrecognitions end in the mutilation and destruction of a hypostatic life.  

The resurrection of Jesus Christñthe double imageñanswers these skeptical queries 

with a decisive ôno.õ Human depravity has not and could never frustrate Godõs self-disclosure 

in Godõs Image, Jesus. For, in the resurrection, Jesus Christ is recognized as the Son by the Father 

through the Spirit. The hypostatic life of the Logos, the Image, in the broken body of Jesus 

Christ is vindicated in the resurrection as precisely representative of Godõs self. The Father 

recognizes the incarnate Son because the Father sees himself in the Sonõs life (and death)ña 

life poured out for the sake of Godõs beloved and pitiful creatures. Thus, all of Jesusõs life 

 

5 Above Jesusõs head, Pilate places a sign that reads òKing of the Jewsó in Aramaic, Latin, 

and Greek so that all can read and understand the identity this man had claimed (19:19-20). 

The chief priests demand it be rewritten to clarify the irony: they want it to read, òThis man 

said, ôI am the King of the Jews,õó but Pilate declines (19:21-22). 

6 See fn. 10 above. 
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from birth to ministry to crucifixion is vindicated as the òradiance of the glory of God and 

the exact imprint of his natureó (Heb 1:3).  

In the resurrection, those obstacles that so violently challenged Godõs self-disclosure 

in Jesus Christ are decisively overcome. In Jesus, God moves through human finitude and 

frailty to decisively demonstrate Godõs identity as the loving Creator redemptively 

committed to creation. The resurrection vindicates this through movement: it shows that by 

taking on human finitude in the incarnation of Jesus Christ, the triune God is revealed to 

epistemically limited creatures, and by enduring the agony of human depravity on the cross, 

the redeeming and loving God is revealed to sin-blinded creation. In the crucifixion, 

humanity used every tool at its disposal to silence the Word of Godñeven a torturous 

death. But Godõs raising of Jesus by the Spirit shows the clarity of the Fatherõs Image cannot 

be effaced. In the resurrection, Jesusõs human body, broken by the sin of the world, does not 

occlude the Fatherõs recognition of the Son by the Spirit. Rather, Jesusõs body, marred by the 

crucifixion scars, is identified as the living Image, acknowledged hypostatically as the 

perfectly representative Son of the Father, by the Spirit. This picture of recognition is 

resonant with the Christological realism with which Theodore argues for the recognition of 

Christ in an icon. For, as weõve seen, Theodore affirms that the body, crucified and 

resurrected, is not an obstacle, but the very means of proper recognition of Jesus as the Son 

of God. This crucified and resurrected body is what is vindicated as disclosive of the Son of 

God by the Fatherõs recognition in the resurrection. 
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(III.) POST -RESURRECTION (MIS)RECOGNITIONS  

However, Theodoreõs realist optimism is not shared by the gospel writers, who testify to the 

disciplesõ persistent misrecognition of Jesus after the resurrection. Where we might expect a 

glorious revelation of Jesusõ resurrected identity and a tearful reunion with his followers, 

what we get instead, in at least two stories, is complete and utter misrecognition. The human 

problem of misrecognition persists even after the resurrection. Directly outside of Christõs 

tomb, Mary mistakes Jesus for a gardener (John 20:16). On the road to Emmaus, Christ 

appears to two of his followers, but, the text says, ò[t]heir eyes were kept from recognizing 

himó (Luke 24:16). Even these disciples, who were talking about Jesus at the time he appeared to 

them, did not recognize Jesus. They go on to have a lengthy conversation about Jesus with 

Jesus, without knowing to whom they are speaking.  

The clarity of the Fatherõs recognition of the Son by the Spirit in the resurrection is 

not, however, merely a truth that describes the relations of the immanent Trinity, remaining 

inaccessible to the epistemologically-limited world. This recognition opens out, toward these 

disciples and others. In each of these stories, it is Jesusõs movement towards the disciples that 

unlocks recognition. In making himself known as the resurrected Son of God, the disciples 

come to know Jesus and themselves in vérité. For the disciples on the road to Emmaus, the 

moment of recognition finally comes, as illustrated so poignantly by Caravaggio, when Christ 

breaks bread with them.7 Luke references their eyes again to describe the change: òThen 

 

7 Caravaggio, The Supper at Emmaus, 1601, oil and tempera on canvas, 141 × 196.2 cm, National 

Gallery, London. 
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their eyes were opened and they recognized himó (Luke 24:31). The resurrected body of the 

savior was not enough for the disciples to recognize Jesus, nor were the criteria Jesus himself 

provides for them in his messianic interpretation of Israelõs scriptures. It is not brute visual 

data nor any amount of knowledge that enables recognition of the savior. The recognition 

seems to come when Jesus wants it to come and by his own power: in the humble sharing of 

a meal, and in gratefulness to God. This recognition, from which all recognitions derive, is 

an ordinary miracle. In the moment of recognition, the disciples discover that Jesus is the 

very messiah they have been discussing, the One who is powerful over death and bringing 

restoration to Israel and the world. In the resurrected Jesus, they find that they have been 

recognized by the saving Son of God. 

Likewise, Mary comes to recognize Jesus not because she sees his body nor because 

she learns special knowledge, but because Jesus makes himself recognizable to her. In the 

moment that Christ calls to Mary in the garden on Easter morning, she understands that she 

is recognized by God with a recognition more truthful to her deepest identity than she has 

ever known (John 20:16). The good news of Easter is not that our epistemic equipment can 

be enhanced so as to secure comprehensive certainty about our recognitions. The good news 

is that we are miraculously recognized by God in Christ, known more truthfully than we can 

know ourselves and in this way we are given not comprehensive certainty, but confident 

recognition. Godõs recognition of us in Jesus initiates and empowers our recognition of God. 

This reflects a fundamental Christian epistemology grounded in creation. Judith Wolfe puts 

it thus: òéthe acknowledgement [what Iõm calling recognition] of God is always a response 

to his prior act of creating and sustaining us, and thus involves the recognition that our very 



 

 340 

power of acknowledgement always already participates in the intellective power of God.ó8 

We can be certain of this because God has overcome human finitude and rebellion in the 

resurrection, recognizing Jesus as truthfully the Son of God, and vindicating him through 

raising him by the power of the Spirit. 

On this understanding, recognition of the risen Christ always entails a renewed 

recognition of oneself. The risen Son of God simultaneously implicates, restores, and calls. 

As Rowan Williams has shown, recognizing the risen and crucified Christ entails 

òrecogniz[ing] oneõs victim as oneõs hope.ó9 That is, in recognizing the resurrection as the 

dénouement of our story with Christ, one must contend with oneõs complicity in the 

victimization of the Son of God. When encountering their risen Lord, òthe disciples 

recognize Jesus as Lord and themselves as disciples; but that buried past in which they were 

his disciples, the past that is slowly returning, is also the past of their desertion and failure.ó10 

The recognition of self that comes with recognizing Christ is not an erasure or replacement 

of oneõs past or memories, but the exposure of the full reality and weight of that past ð 

including oneõs desertions, betrayals, victimizations, and violence. For Peter, for instance, 

Jesus Christõs resurrection means that he has to òrecognize himself as betrayer: that is part of 

 

8 Judith E. Tonning, òAcknowledging a Hidden God: A Theological Critique of Stanley 

Cavell on Scepticism,ó The Heythrop Journal 48, no. 3 (2007): 399. 

9 Rowan Williams, Resurrection: Interpreting the Easter Gospel, 2nd ed. (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim 

Press, 2002), 5.  

10 Williams, Resurrection, 28. 
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the past that makes him who he iséó11 In Johnõs gospel, Jesusõs risen presence forces Peter 

to face the parts of his history, his identity that he would rather forget. Peter recognizes his 

friend, his Lord, and his God as his victim. But Peterõs victim does not condemn. his òfailure 

must be assimilated, lived through again and brough to good and not destructive issue.ó12 In 

the gospel, the òpast is recovered in such a way as to make it the foundation for a new and 

extended identity, the soil on which a redeemed future may grow.ó13 The recognition of the 

risen Christ activates the recognition of oneself in the reality of oneõs past and the hope and 

call of oneõs future. When the risen Christ is my hypostatic other, the truth of my own 

hypostatic identity is made clear. 

At Pentecost, moreover, the church is recognized by God as Christõs body and given 

the Spirit of illumination. By the Spirit, humans are recognized as created to be images of the 

Image, indexed to God as our Creator and Archetype. As Paul puts it, by the òministry of 

the Spirit . . . all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in 

a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to anotheró (2 

Cor 3:8,18). By the Spirit, God overcomes our finitude and sinfulness, òunveilingó our faces, 

such that we can recognize the vérité of Christ, Godõs Son, and others as images of the image.  

When we are recognized by Christ, we can in turn recognize other humans, by the 

Spirit, in light of Christ. Wolfe draws on John Paul II to claim that a theological approach to 

 

11 Williams, Resurrection, 28. 

12 Williams, Resurrection, 29. 

13 Williams, Resurrection, 29. 
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recognizing others always indexes them to Christ as images and gifts.14 The body of the 

other is not seen as either an obstacle to hypostatic knowledge, but as a òsacramentaló image 

that points to the Creator. Like Christõs body, there is a òshowing-forthó that images a 

fundamental, hypostatic relationship to God (In Christõs case, a relationship of pointing 

toward the Father, in the humanõs case, a relationship of pointing toward Christ). When 

indexed to Christ, the body does not obfuscate this hypostatic imaging, but enables it. 

Further, when recognized as a gift from God in Christ, the human other is not objectified in 

terms of use but is seen as fundamentally created for òtheir own sakeó by God.15 The sheer 

gift of the created othersõ hypostatic presence enables recognition without the need to 

exercise control through establishing certainty. Receiving the other as a gift from God 

acknowledges the partiality of hypostatic disclosure without hesitation, as the other will 

always be fundamentally òhidden in Christ.ó16 

This post-resurrection recognition still carries the marks of recognition we 

mentioned earlier ð Jesus presents hypostatically as embodied, partial, and deeply relational. 

 

14 Tonning, òAcknowledging a Hidden God: A Theological Critique of Stanley Cavell on 

Scepticism,ó 400. 

15  Pope John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology of the Body, trans. Michael 

Waldstein (Boston, MA: Pauline Books & Media, 2006), 75, quoting from Gaudium et Spes 24. 

Quoted in Tonning, 400. 

16 Tonning, òAcknowledging a Hidden God: A Theological Critique of Stanley Cavell on 

Scepticism,ó 401. 
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Indeed, these aspects take on even more profound meaning in the resurrected hypostasis of 

Christ. However, the difference is that the misrecognition, like Cézanneõs òfailureó to 

recognize Fiquet Cézanne, shows us how easy it is to get this wrong. They show us how 

quasi-realist anti-skepticism, phenomenological encounter, and Cavellian acknowledgement 

(recognition) can all present as failures before the hypostatic other. Christõs post-resurrection 

hypostatic disclosure should engender a profound hope of recognition in Christian persons, 

but this hopeõs complete fulfillment is ultimately eschatological. For, though now òwe see 

only a reflection, as in a mirror, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; 

then I will know fully, even as I have been fully knownó (1 Cor 13:12). The gospel hope of 

recognition does not itself prevent a beholder from making an icon, a portrait, or a person 

into an idol, object, or monster.17  

 

(IV.) CONFESSING FIQUET CÉZANNE  

So, what of Cézanneõs portraits of his wife? Is the most that we can say of Cézanneõs 

intriguing portraits that they show us how impossible the project of hypostatic recognition 

truly is? What difference does the kind of recognition we have charted with respect to the 

resurrection of the crucified Christ make to our interpretation of Cézanneõs portraits of his 

wife? In light of what we have already discovered about Cézanneõs approach to painting his 

wife as a hypostatic ôotherõ that is difficult if not impossible to fittingly represent, I would 

 

17 For a fascinating account of òobjecthoodó as the opposite of òart,ó see Michael Fried, Art and 

Objecthood: Essays and Reviews (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). 
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like to suggest the best theological category for considering these works is that of confession. 

Confession carries the helpful dual connotations of acknowledgement of oneõs finitude and 

fallenness while simultaneously conveying the sense of proclaiming oneõs faith. Natalie 

Carnes brings confession into relation with imaging: òIn confession, the self is broken, so 

that it, too, might resist closing in on the visible [making an idol of the image]. It is broken as 

a false image and as a false beholder of imageséLike a doctor setting a bone, confession 

breaks the self to bring it into line with the invisible GodéA person, Gregory writes, must 

be wounded in love; then is the visible rightly related to the invisible.ó18 Could it be that 

Cézanne felt the limitations of his own finitude and fallenness when encountering his wife as 

the model of these portraits? As argued above, we can be sure that he engaged deeply with 

his subjects, courting the relational give-and-take that comes with viewing another person, 

and we can also be sure that he lamented his inability to fittingly realize his sensations on the 

canvas. Clark argued that the signs of this failure to realize manifested as the abstractions in 

the paintings. It is possible to see Cézanneõs increasing abstraction in the development of his 

practice as reflective of his ever-deepening awareness of his own limitations. Indeed, I have 

argued with Johnathan Crary that just such a possibility is likely.19 Perhaps the abstraction in 

the paintings is a type of confession of the finitude of paintingõs possibilities, as well as the 

finitude of his own sensations.  

 

18 Carnes, Image and Presence: A Christological Reflection on Iconoclasm and Iconophilia, 81.  

19 See chapter five, p 321. 
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More to the point, and, admittedly, more speculatively, perhaps the paintings confess 

a moral limitation as well. When recognized by Jesus Christ, I argued with Williams above, 

the disciple recognizes herself or himself as betrayer and victimizer before receiving the 

fullness of Christõs resurrected mercy. Hypostatic recognition always implicates the beholder 

in the beholding in particular and historic ways. When beholding his wife, Cézanne would have 

been confronted with the recognition of an ôotherõ that was, in some ways, Cézanneõs victim. 

By all accounts, Cézanneõs relationships were frequently turbulent, as he was prone to 

isolation and spells of depressive and erratic behavior. While we have no extant 

correspondence between the two, it is clear that Cézanne concealed their relationshipñand 

their son, Paul filsñfor many years, living apart, before agreeing to a marriage to secure their 

sonõs financial future.20 Indeed, the volume of the paintings is often viewed as extraordinary 

because of the contempt Cézanne ostensibly carried for their subject.21 Could it be that these 

paintings carry the signs of Cézanneõs relational struggle with Fiquet Cézanne? Perhaps the 

 

20 Susan Sidlauskas, Cézanneõs Other: The Portraits of Hortense (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 2009), 26. 

21 Paul Alexis reports that Cézanne reduced his wifeõs allowance so that she would have to 

leave Paris, her home, and move into a smaller, more uncomfortable lodging that the artist 

refused to share: òYet he himself does not intend to leave his mother and older sister, with 

whom he has installed himself in the suburbs; he likes it there and prefers them decidedly to 

his wife.ó Paul Alexis to £mile Zola, in Paul Cézanne, Letters, trans. John Rewald (New York, 

N.Y.: Hacker Art Books, 1984), 234. 
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recognition that he sought of his wife in painting her portrait entailed a recognition of his 

particular history and life with her. If so, a painted confession of this historical recognition 

would certainly be ambiguous, if not pained.  Perhaps the limitations that Cézanne 

encountered and confessed when painting his wife were both technical (in terms of both 

realization and sensation) and relational.  

But confession also can also be a proclamation of faith. To confess is testifyñto 

witnessñto oneõs convictions. C®zanne once wrote, òThe difficult thing is to paint what one 

believes. As for me, I am continuing my researches.ó22 As we have seen, Cézanne 

demonstrated a commitment to the motif (subject) of painting that was unparalleled in his 

moment. He returned to the appearance of his subjects again and again because, as we have 

argued, he was exercising the hope of recognition.  

When read this way, Cézanneõs approach to painting Fiquet Cézanne profoundly 

diverges from the skeptical/anti-skeptical approach to representing women. She is not 

objectified in the way that traditional styles of womenõs portraiture might have done, as we 

saw in chapter three.23 The academic convention of presenting the countenance of a woman 

with idealized precision and characteristics that would make her identifiable from portrait to 

portrait is turned on its head. She appears utterly unrecognizable from painting to painting, 

as Cézanneõs depiction of her countenance varies wildly. Here we see no rage for visual 

 

22 Paul Cézanne to Émile Bernard, 1906, in Paul Cézanne, Letters. 

23 See chapter 3, pages 175-191. 
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mastery over Fiquet Cézanneõs hypostatic presence. Here we find no identifiable 

conventions of visual certainty. 

But she is also not objectified in the modernist way ð that is, diminished as a person 

for the sake of some other artistic agenda. Hypostatic recognition is not abandoned because 

a certain correspondence between image and archetype is unachievable. Indeed, when 

understood as confessions, Cézanneõs portraits appear more like a chasing-after, an attempt 

toward, the recognition of Fiquet Cézanneõs hypostatic personhood.  

In his attempts to represent his wife, Cézanne discovers his own inability to 

comprehensively enclose (circumscribe) the inter-personal dynamic abundance of her 

personhood. Instead, Cézanne confesses her. He shows us what he sees until òhis eyeséjump 

out of [his] head.ó24 He chases after recognition, sharing what he discovers, and asking us to 

join him in the process of coming-to-see. Comprehensive certainty is not the point. Seeing 

Fiquet Cézanne (and subsequently coming to see oneself) is the point. Visual confession 

knots together what we know and what we donõt know, what we can see and what we canõt 

see, and in that entanglement, we find that what we can see and canõt see are more capacious 

than we thought. These paintings remind us that when it comes to knowing and representing 

the other, even our most significant other, our offering is meager. But that, somehow, in 

these meager offerings, recognition is possible. The hope of recognition is not in vain, 

because recognition is given as grace.   

 

24 Joachim Gasquet, Joachim Gasquetõs Cézanne: A Memoir with Conversations (New York, New 

York: Thames and Hudson, 1991), 125. 
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CONCLUSION  
THE CRADLE OF RE-CREATION: THE GRACE 

OF RECOGNITION 
 

 

òThe painter recaptures and converts into visible objects what would, without him, 
remain walled up in the separate life of each consciousness: the vibration of 
appearances which is the cradle of things.ó  

ðMaurice Merleau-Ponty 
 
òPresentness is grace.ó 

ðMichael Fried 
 

òWhoever has seen me has seen the Father.ó 
 John 14:9 
 

 

In his essay, òC®zanneõs Doubt,ó Maurice Merleau-Ponty casts Cézanne as the 

paradigmatic phenomenologist.1 For Merleau-Ponty, the painterõs undeviating attention to 

his subjectsõ appearance and his redoubling of that program of attention on the canvas enact 

a restored connection between inner and outer, appearance and essence. In this act of 

painted attention, the res of the world is brought to birth, reminding his viewers that 

 

1 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, òCézanneõs Doubt,ó in Sense and Non-Sense (Evanston, Ill.: 

Northwestern University Press, 1964). 18.  
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appearance is òthe cradle of things.ó2 The skepticõs fears are put to rest. Or at least put to the 

side. 

The heart of this dissertationõs argument is that Cézanneõs paintings of his wife both 

demonstrate and expand the proto-phenomenological Christo-logic that undergirds 

Theodore the Studiteõs visual theology. In other words, I argued that the visual theology of 

Theodore the Studite provides a fruitful lens for interpreting Cézanneõs portraits of his wife, 

and Cézanneõs portraits in turn pressure Theodoreõs visual theology toward more precision. 

To this end, I demonstrated that it is possible to trace common impulses toward 

skepticism in the iconoclastic arguments of the eighth and ninth centuries on the one hand, 

and in the emergence of modernism in the nineteenth century on the other. By considering 

both of these movements in terms of the dialectic between skepticism and anti-skepticism, I 

claimed that certain iconoclastic writers and certain modernist artists and critics harbored a 

similar attitude of epistemological doubt in the ability of images to fittingly represent their 

archetypes. I then contended that Theodore the Studiteõs iconophilic response to 

iconoclastic skepticism, premised upon his understanding of the hypostatic union of divine 

and human in Jesus Christ, can shed light on Cézanneõs portraits of his wife, because both 

the paintingsõ style and the painterõs approach to his practice also betray an orientation to 

images we might call iconophilic. If, for Theodore, the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ 

dignifies appearance as the definitive site of recognition and authorizes the painted likeness in 

an icon as a possible participant in this recognition, then the appearance of Cézanneõs 

 

2 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, òCézanneõs Doubt,ó 18. 
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subjects (including his wife), should be adequate for the artistõs sensation (enlightened 

perception) of his subjects and subsequent réalisation (meaningful depiction) of those 

subjects. While the dominant interpretation of Cézanneõs paintings tends to claim that the 

artist skeptically diminished the subject as a result of its (or her) ultimate inaccessibility, 

Theodoreõs visual theology makes sense of and gives credence to Cézanneõs pursuit of 

recognition. 

 

In the application of Theodoreõs account of hypostatic recognition to the portraits, 

however, we discovered that Cézanneõs uniquely modernist concerns invite a further 

expansion of Theodoreõs visual Christo-logic. While the quality and approach of these 

portraits enact a hope of recognition, they nonetheless demonstrate the tragic possibility of 

misrecognition. Interpreters objectify Fiquet Cézanneõs countenance in the portraits, 

comparing her to an òappleó or òpat of butteró rather than recognizing her as a person. And, 

moreover, the disparate and chaotic quality of the paintings themselves suggest the failure of 

Cézanneõs sensation and realization of her hypostatic presence. By highlighting the prominent 

theme of the tragic misrecognition of Jesus Christ as a criminal rather than the Son of God 

in Johnõs crucifixion narrative, I showed that a theological account of hypostatic recognition 

must contend with the possibility of such misrecognition in a way that critiques but 

nonetheless complements Theodore the Studiteõs confidence in the ability of images to call 

forth recognition of their prototypes. Following the Gospel of Johnõs own narrative arc from 

tragic misrecognition to renewed encounter with the risen Christ, I went on to argue that the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ, as the vindication of the Sonõs incarnate work by the Father in 

the Spirit, reestablishes the ground for hypostatic recognition on the far side of tragedy. 
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Humanity can recognize God in Christ only insofar as we are recognized by him. The 

resurrection of Jesus Christ demonstrates that even the tendency to objectify or idolize the 

other can be overcome, as human persons are recognized, by grace, as images of the Image. 

In this way, appearance can be understood as the site of the gracious revelation of redeemed 

hypostatic presence. 

 In light of this theological framing, I argued in a final move that Cézanneõs 

portraits of his wife can be understood anew as confessions. Cézanneõs portrait visually 

confesses his wife, in that the paintings both profess what he can see of her, which is partial 

and incomplete, while simultaneously acknowledging his own inter-personal entanglement 

with her. Within the give-and-take of such a painted confession, I argued, the hope of 

recognition abidesñnot despite but precisely because of the artistõs dispossession of his 

doubt.  

As an epistemological posture, therefore, confession acknowledges that bodily 

appearance is the site of inter-personal knowledge and connection, while simultaneously 

acknowledging that right recognition cannot be certified or controlled by any formulaic 

construal of apparent parts. The hypostatic presence of the otherñwhether that be oneõs 

wife or oneõs saviorñis always a gift. To echo the famous phrase with which Michael Friedõs 

ended his watershed essay, òArt and Objecthood,ó recognition is grace. 

 

***  

There are many ways in which the ideas explored in this dissertation might be 

expanded and developed. First of all, and most basically, it is more than possible that this 

hypostatic epistemology to bear on other portraits by Cézanne and other artists. Does the 



 

 352 

idea of a painted confession still hold true if the painted ôotherõ is not interpersonally 

entangled with the artist? Perhaps the mode of apophatic acknowledgement might be a 

fruitful alternative frame of reference to pursue in this line of inquiry.3   

Second, this hypostatic epistemology of recognition might be cast in a more cosmic 

light, beyond strictly anthropological concerns. Christians confess that the redemption won 

in the incarnation, death, and resurrection of the Son of God in Jesus Christ stretches from 

the cellular to the interstellar, encompassing and re-creating every inch of the cosmos. In 

light of this, what kind of recognition, if not hypostatic, might make theological sense of 

paintings beyond portraiture? In other words, does a hypostatic epistemology, grounded as it 

is in the person of Jesus Christ, extend to make sense not only of paintings of people, but all 

manner of subject matter? This is a visual way of asking the question: how does the 

redemption won by Christ affect human communication more broadly? We could well 

follow the logic of Judith Wolfeõs essay, explored in chapter two4 to consider, with Stanley 

Cavell, visual language more broadly.  

Third, I cannot fail to mention the relevance I see for a theological account of 

recognition in the image-saturated age in which we find ourselves. Technology has 

 

3 The apophatic and confessional are two modes of visual thinking that Natalie Carnes 

explores in chapter two of Natalie Carnes, Image and Presence: A Christological Reflection on 

Iconoclasm and Iconophilia, Encountering Traditions (Stanford, California: Stanford University 

Press, 2018). Cf. 79-81. 

4 See chapter 2, p 144-152. 
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exponentially multiplied the amount of visual information that the population takes in day by 

day, and much of that is images of other people. There are many layers of ethical 

considerations to untangle in this new situation, and many new ways in which Christians 

need to learn to be visually literate. What do Christian visual ethics look like in this new age? 

How can we learn to see rightly in order to act rightly toward one another? Grounded as it is 

in the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Christ, this account of hypostatic recognition 

might be a particularly fruitful lens through which to consider our new visual world. How 

might we learn to recognize the other as an image of the Image not only in portraiture, but 

in the various media of our digital age?  

 

***  

Hypostatic recognition, I have argued, can not be controlled or contrived. Whether 

in body or image, there is no formula, no convention, no set of artistic techniques or tricks, 

for certifying our recognition of the other. The obstacles to right recognition, we have seen, 

are plentiful. And yet, recognition comes, moment by moment and day by day. At their best, 

the arts witness to this ordinary and astonishing phenomenon, inviting viewers to marvel at 

the gift of the hypostatic presence of the other and our mutual recognition. Icons and 

portraits can remind and reassure us that recognition is grace.  
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APPENDIX A: PLATES  

 

Figure 1: Carole Taylor, Pantocrator Icon, 2013, gesso, tempera, and gold leaf on wood board 7 
1/2 x 9 1/2 in., private collection of the author, Nashville. 
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Figure 2: Madame Cézanne (Hortense Fiquet, 1850-1922) in a Red Dress, ca. 1888-90, 

oil on canvas 45 7/8 X 35 1/4. The Metropolitan Museum of Art  
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Figure 3: Maurice Denis, Homage à Cézanne, 1900. 182 x 244 cm. Oil on Canvas, Musée dɀOrsay, Paris. 
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Figure 4: Matthias Grünewald, Isenheim Altarpiece, 1516, oil on board, 8ɀ ƝɯƙɤƜɂɯßɯƕƔɂɯ

(2.69m x 3.07m) Unterlinden Museum, Colmar, Alsace, France. 
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Figure 5: René Magritte, The Treachery of Images (This is Not a Pipe), 1929, Los Angeles County Museum of Art 
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Figure 6: Gustave Courbet, The Stonebreakers, 1849, oil on canvas, 165 x 257 cm, Gemäldegalerie, Dresden [destroyed]
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Figure 7: William -Adolphe Bouguereau, Orphan by a Spring, 1883, oil on canvas, 144.8 x 

87.6 cm (57 x 34.4 in), private collection 
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Figure 8: Alexandre Cabanel, The Birth of Venus, 1875, oil on canvas, 41 3/4 x 71 7/8 in. (106 x 182.6 cm), Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York. 
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Figure 9: Édouard Manet, Olympia, 1863-65, oil on canvas, 51.4 x 74.8 in (130.5 cm x 190 cm), Musée dõOrsay, Paris. 
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Figure 10. Jean-Honoré Fragonard, The Swing, 1767, oil on canvas, 2õ8ó x 2õ1ó, The Wallce Collection, 
London 
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Figure 11: Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres, Joséphine-Éléonore-Marie-Pauline de Galard de 
Brassac de Béarn (1825ð1860), Princesse de Broglie, 1851-53, 47 3/4 × 35 3/4 in. (121.3 × 
90.8 cm) Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City 
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Figure 12: Claude Monet, Camille Monet and a Child in the Artistõs Garden in Argenteuil, 1875, oil on canvas, 55.3 x 64.7 cm (21 3/4 x 25 1/2 in.), Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston 
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Figure 13: Camille Pissarro, Portrait of Julie Velay, 1874, oil on canvas. (no other information) 
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Figure 14: Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn, Portrait of Maria Tripp, 1639, oil on canvas, 107 cm × 
82 cm, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 
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Figure 15: Paul Cézanne, Madame Cézanne a la Chaise Jaune, 1888-1890, oil on canvas, 80.3 x 64.3 cm 
Foundation Beyeler, Basel 
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Figure 16: George Kordis, Theodore the Studite, 2017, egg tempera on wood, 35x35 cm, private 
collection. 
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Figure 17: Augustus of Prima Porta, 1st century AD, marble, 6ó 10 in, Vatican Museums, Rome. 
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Figure 18: St. Demetrios with Donors, first half of the 7th century. Mosaic on nave pillar, St. 
Demetrios, Thessaloniki, Greece  
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Figure 19: Paul Cézanne, Portrait of the Artistõs Wife, ca 1879-82, possibly reworked 1886-88, oil on 
canvas, 36 3/8x28 ¾ in. (92.5 x 73 cm) E. G. Bürle Collection, Zürich. 
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Figure 20: Gertrude Stein, 1906, oil on canvas, 39 3/8 x 32 in. (100 x 81.3 cm). The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York.  
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Figure 21: Pablo Picasso, The Painter and His Model, 1927, oil on canvas, 214 x 200 cm, unknown 
location. 
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Figure 22: Pablo Picasso, Nude in a Red Armchair, 1929, oil on canvas, 195 x 129 cm, Museo Nacional 
Picasso-París 
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Figure 23: Paul Cézanne, Madame Cézanne in a Red Armchair, 1877, oil on canvas, 72.4 x 

55.9 cm (28 1/2 x 22 in.), Museum of Fine Arts Boston.   
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