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Abstract 

At the turn of the twentieth-century the St. Theodore icon was uncovered in an 

archaeological dig at Veliki Preslav, the old Bulgarian capital. Its highly unusual nature as a 

composite icon, made up of twenty glazed ceramic tiles, makes it a unique object for study.* 

Though often included in survey publications, the Theodore icon has hitherto been neglected 

by scholarship. The exploratory nature of this paper will consider aspects of both context and 

materiality to offer the icon an identity. It will offer an interpretation relative to early 

Orthodox Bulgarian trends whilst preserving the monastic, specifically cenobitic 

architectural space and community (koinobion) in which the icon was found. Themes of 

physical and material impress, relative to both modern and ancient conceptions of icon 

theory, are reworked in the Theodore icon. They open up a creative field of study to consider 

how the icon was potentially made as part of a fraternal monastic endeavour in echo of its 

material facture; in this sense the physical making of the icon follows the process of 

intellectual and spiritual apprehension of the icon. The Theodore icon challenges notions of 

the apparently incorruptible holy visage, and thereby contributes to a field of study still 

fragmentary and open to enquiry. 

 

Some hundred years ago, an archaeological dig around the Old Bulgarian capital of Veliki 

Preslav turned up numerous glazed ceramic tile fragments. Amongst these was the 

remarkable survival of a St. Theodore icon (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2), a puzzle of twenty tiles that 

scholarship has dated to between the end of the ninth and the tenth century. Identified by a 

partially lost accompanying inscription, the saint has been named both as Theodore 

Stratelates of Heraclea Pontica and Theodore Tiron of Amasea; indeed a further hypothesis 

																																																													
* Since this article was first written, a second restoration – a project completed in late 2015 - has added newly 
discovered ceramic tile fragments to the icon. Several fragments add at least another 6 tiles to the icon proper, 
with the indication of more from space on either side. (See Fig. 2 and Postscript).	
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considers the two early Christian saints of the same name merged into one image of St. 

Theodore.1 Beyond this, there is a significant scarcity of information on the object, despite 

recent restorations. Its remarkable survival from c. 900 AD, added to its unusual nature as a 

ceramic icon, has made it a banner-piece for early Christian Bulgarian art, as well as an 

interesting object for academic study. The Theodore icon blurs that liminal space between 

holy and ornamental, and complicates the notion of the icon as an aspect of ‘divine 

decoration’. It remains a challenging object for enquiry because the absence of a broader 

historical and material context defies definite explanation. This study recognises the 

significant status of the icon as both an ornament and a devotional object. It will use what 

historical facts there are to develop a creative response to the object that reconciles these two 

qualities. Ornament and sacredness hence become recognised not only as complementary, but 

critically co-dependent qualities key to advancing a theory of early medieval icon 

interpretation. 

The exploratory nature of this paper will consider aspects of both context and 

materiality to offer the icon an identity. It seeks a place for the Theodore icon established in 

early Bulgarian Christian practice and experience as well as in Art History more generally. 

Robin Cormack comments on the fragmentary nature of icon scholarship as far back as 1997 

in Painting the Soul: Icons, Shrouds and Death Masks.2 Though icon theory has been much 

considered and developed since his important contribution to the field, the nature of 

Cormack’s words on icon theory provide a neat link to what this paper argues remains an 

open area of inquiry. Using the Theodore icon as a point of departure, here a 

(re)consideration of the icon made in ceramic, as a potentially fragile, fragmented, and 

fractured material, nuances the holistic approaches to icon experience adopted by the likes of 

Charles Barber, Nancy Ševčenko and not least Bissera Pentcheva.3 Making sensible use of 

archaeological evidence, the specific political climate in which the tiles were found serves as 

the base grout into which both contemporary historical and modern icon theories can be 

impressed. How the icon might have been viewed within architectural space will then be 

addressed. Finally the Theodore icon will be compared more broadly with a later 

																																																													
1 Ivan Dikov, “Archaeologists find new fragments of Bulgaria’s oldest Icon: 10th century AD ceramic icon of 
St. Theodore Stratilates from Veiki Preslav,” accessed 14th January 2016, 
http://archaeologyinbulgaria.com/2015/10/01/archaeologists-find-new-fragments-of-bulgarias-oldest-icon-10th-
century-ad-ceramic-icon-of-st-theodore-stratilates-from-veliki-preslav/. 
2 R. Cormack, Painting the Soul: Icons, Death Masks, and Shrouds (London: Reaktion Books, 1997), 7. 
3 See, for example, C. Barber, Figure and Likeness: On the Limits of Representation in Byzantine Iconoclasm 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002); N. Ševčenko, “Icons in the Liturgy,” Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers 45 (1991): 45-57; B. Pentcheva, “The Performative Icon,” The Art Bulletin 88, no. 4 (2006): 631-655. 
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development in icon production, that of the ‘Vita’ icon. This comparison will consider the use 

of frames as physical units and integrated optical frameworks operating in tandem, though 

differently, in the Theodore and Vita icons. 

The Theodore icon portrait was found in fragments among the ruins of the St. 

Panteleimon Monnastery at Patleina near Veliki Preslav. It presents the saint in bust, fully 

frontal guise, and is made up of twenty individual ceramic tiles. The icon height measures 

approximately 55cm, with each individual tile roughly at 11.5x11.5cm, composing a 

monumental image of the saint just over a meter tall.4 The tiles are painted in shades of ochre, 

red and brown against a pale yellow background, possibly in imitation of golden ground, and 

the use of bold outline emphasises the two-dimensionality of the figure. The icon presents 

Theodore as larger than life-sized, and his long ascetic face with drooping beard and 

elongated nose is haloed. His stern expression is emphasised by large almond-shaped eyes 

that gaze directly outwards and are set below strong brows. The saint seems to wear a plain 

brown hair shirt. Though the painting is simple, it expresses the refined quality of an 

experienced hand masterfully contouring the face. A variety of thick and thin lines are used to 

model the saint’s features. Though now restored, it remains evident that attention has been 

paid to impart an overall sense of ‘hue harmony’.5 Compared with the closest comparable 

ceramic icons found at the nearby monastery of Tuzlalaka (of the apostles Paul, Luke, Philip, 

and Mark, all painted on individual tiles measuring roughly 16 x 15.5cm), the Theodore icon 

is of a superior quality. The most likely explanation for this difference is the much larger size 

of the Patleina icon allowing for finer details to be executed. 

The materiality of the Theodore icon as a ceramic tile is of central importance to its 

consideration. First its materiality will be considered in a monastic context, which will 

suggest how meaning in making - that is, meaning derived essentially from the production 

process itself - is enacted through the communal production of the tiles, this a cardinal of the 

cenobitic community. A theory of medieval icon interpretation from this perspective, then, 

closely allies the internal qualities of the tile’s constituent make-up with the secret and sacred 

holiness attributed to the ‘inviolable’ icon. As well as a community of artisans, the icon 

becomes central to this same community - the monks as penitents - in the space of the church 

where it is incorporated into the architectural fabric of the building. Once established within 

its religious setting, an understanding of materiality as facture will study the icon on a 
																																																													
4 Cat. 222 in H. Evans and W. Wixom, eds., The Glory of Byzantium: Art and Culture of the Middle Byzantine 
Era, A.D. 843-1261 (New York, NY: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1997), 329. 
5 N. Mavrodinov cited in T. Totev, The Ceramic Icon in Medieval Bulgaria (Sofia: St. Kliment Ohridski 
University Press: 1999), 58. 



Sophie Rigby 
To impress (upon) a people 

19 
 

secondary level. Icon interpretation through experience will ask how the St. Theodore was 

venerated. Where the first question is highly specific to the Theodore icon as an early product 

of its politico-historical and religious climate, the latter places the icon in a much broader 

context of icon theory. It broaches the subject of ceramic tile icons in contrast to those made 

of other material to examine perceptions and conceptions of the icon. 

An unusual feature of early medieval monasteries in the Veliki Preslav region is the 

inclusion of workshops specialising in the production of fine-quality kaolin ware inside 

monastic complexes. These workshops included both iconic and decorative ware. Florin 

Curta notes that half of the sites hitherto examined shows evidence of such workshops.6 The 

spiritual life of monasticism found material expression in the spatial structure of the 

monastery, where the monastic way of life was given its architectural setting. 7  The 

production of the glazed ceramic tiles, that would ultimately decorate the holy space of the 

church next door, can thus be imagined as an integral part of the monastic enterprise. The 

aspect of ‘meaning in making’ is emphasised within the cenobitic community of the 

koinobion at the Patleina monastery, where monks followed a communal form of life.8 Three 

key features define the architecture - the church, the wall enclosure and the refectory (or 

trapeza) - and all features are significant in their own way. Church and refectory centralise 

shared devotion and communal fellowship, and the wall emphasises the identity of a unified 

fraternity. These architectural aspects work together alongside the monastic community to 

form a stable religious environment. 

Before understanding how the production of ceramic tiles operated inside the 

community, it is important to gain a sense of historical background to the Patleina monastery 

and the specific climate in which it emerged. Patleina formed part of a wider building scheme 

of monastic foundations following the conversion of the Bulgarians to Orthodox Christianity. 

A series of successive dates establishes a prefatory context for the building. Boris I (852-889 

AD) took over the largely pagan Khanate of Bulgaria in 852, and established Christianity (in 

line with the religious identities of the powerful empires of the Franks to the West and 

Byzantium to the East) as state religion in 865 amidst competition between the Western 

church and the Byzantine one.9 Five years later Bulgaria came under Constantinopolitan 

																																																													
6 F. Curta, Southeastern Europe in the Middle Ages, 500-1250 (Cambridge University Press: 2006), 220. 
7 S. Popović, “The ‘Trapeza’ in Cenobitic Monasteries: Architectural and Spiritual Contexts,” Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers 52 (1998): 281. 
8 Popović, “‘Trapeza,’” 281. 
9 For the history of the Bulgarian Orthodox state, see R. F. Hoddinott, “Politics, Liturgy and Architecture in 
Bulgaria during the Second Half of the Ninth Century,” offprint from Armos: timetikos tomos ston kathegete 
N.K. Moutsopoulo gia ta 25 chronia pneumatikes tou prosphoras sto Panepistemio (Thessaloniki: Aristoteleio 
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ecclesiastical authority and soon after Byzantine clergy were sent as envoys of the Orthodox 

faith. Bulgarian diplomatic relations with Byzantium were characterised by inconsistency: 

though the Bulgarian Orthodox faith was one of the Byzantine inheritances, it undoubtedly 

too was a political manoeuvre to establish the Bulgarian state on an equal politico-religious 

footing. Moravian clergy arrived in 885 and introduced the Slavonic alphabet and provided a 

translation of the liturgy into the vernacular.10  Though indebted to Byzantium for its 

intellectual import, a distinctly Bulgarian literary tradition flourished on its own terms.11 The 

status of Orthodoxy as official religion was entrenched following Boris’ declaration of his 

second son Symeon (893-927 AD) as ruler of Bulgaria in 893. Symeon was said to be ‘in his 

boyhood taught at Byzantium the rhetoric of Demosthenes and logic of Aristotle,’ according 

to the Italian Bishop Liutprand of Cremona,12 and thus a highly learned man. 

This historical narrative is significant to the extent that it is indicative of Bulgaro-

Byzantine exchange. It helps to articulate the emergence of the icon in Bulgaria, as well as 

the fertile intellectual climate that produced it. The recent victory over Iconoclasm in 843 at 

Constantinople was a significant turning point in icon theory. Widespread scholarly voices 

offered eloquent justifications for the icon that, perhaps forced to articulate a defence, thus 

produced a corpus of zealous rationale in favour of making images of the divine. It is not 

sufficiently relevant, neither is there the room, for this paper to review ninth-century icon 

theory. 13  However, Theodore the Studite (759-826 AD) is for our purpose especially 

noteworthy. Though the St. Theodore icon’s identity is yet to be established, Studite’s words 

resonate with the embryonic movement towards an institutionalised Bulgarian monasticism. 

Both for his crucial role in the iconophile resistance and active voice in Byzantine intellectual 

circles, Theodore the Studite moreover played a major role in the revival of Byzantine 

monasticism.14 A key part of his reform was the advocacy of cenobitism, the form of 

monastic practice adopted in Bulgaria: 

 

																																																																																																																																																																																													
Panepistemio Thessalonikes, Polytechnike Schole, Tmema Architektonon, 1991), 787-804, and O. Minaeva, 
From Paganism to Christianity: Formation of Medieval Bulgarian Art (681-972) (Frankfurt Am Main: P. Lang, 
1996). 
10 For the legacy of the Moravian clergy, see G. C. Soulis, “The Legacy of Cyril and Methodius to the Southern 
Slavs,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 19 (1965): 19-43. 
11 Minaeva, From Paganism to Christianity, 92. 
12 Curta, Southeastern Europe, 218. 
13 For a comprehensive overview of post-iconoclastic icon theory, see, amongst others, L. Brubaker and J. F. 
Haldon, Byzantium in the Iconoclast Era (c. 680-850): A History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2011). 
14 P. Hatlie, “The Politics of Salvation: Theodore of Stoudios on Martyrdom (‘Martyrion’) and Speaking out 
(‘Parrhesid’),” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 50 (1996): 265. 
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Use all care that all things in the brotherhood be common and not distributed, 

and let nothing, not even a needle, belong to any one in particular. Let your 

body and your spirit, to say nothing of your goods, be ever divided in equality 

of love among all your spiritual children and brethren.15 

 

Given the Byzantine missions to Bulgaria, and moreover Symeon’s own protracted stay in 

Constantinople prior to his succession, it is likely that something of the religious climate was 

carried over into the newly Christian state. The propagation of religious images and their 

proper use in the Orthodox rite must have been at the forefront of the Byzantine ecclesiastical 

minds. Thus the opportunity to promote them, perhaps using the great Constantinopolitan 

treatises, must have influenced the conception of icons and their production in Bulgaria. 

With the historical stage set, we can return to how the materiality of the Theodore 

icon functioned in its monastic context. The building of Patleina monastery was the result of 

both the capital’s move from Pliska to Veliki Preslav and the growth in those ardently taking 

up the monastic vow. An immediate need for church decoration offers the most 

straightforward explanation for the use of ceramic tiling, given the local availability of white 

clay deposits. Though ceramic fragments have been found throughout medieval Bulgarian 

urban centres, evidence at the monasteries of Patleina and Tuzluluka suggests that the use of 

ceramic tile decoration was here used in its fullest sense. The ground-plans of Patleina and 

Tuzluluka make clear the collective unity of the building arrangement as reflective of the 

koinobion. As well as a refectory and a central church, there is a structure of two rooms 

located at the south-eastern point of the church that has been identified as the ceramic 

workshop.16 The communal production of ceramic tiles can be considered an integral part of 

the monastic vocation, the labour in which they engaged to collectively glorify God. 

Collective labour too engages a devotional aspect, a ‘meaning in making’ where the process 

of production and preparation of materials is in itself ritualistic.17 The communal endeavour 

is ultimately realised in conceiving of the ceramic tiles as bricks that form part of the church 

building itself. Ceramic is the material with which worship is enabled (in constructing the 

																																																													
15 A. Gardner, trans., Theodore of Studium: His Life and Times (London: Edward Arnold, 1905), 71-7, accessed 
1st February 2016, http://legacy.fordham.edu/halsall/source/theostud-rules.html. 
16 P. Berbenliev, The architectural heritage on the lands of Bulgaria (Sofia: Septemvri state publishing house, 
1989), 86. 
17 Totev, The Ceramic Icon, 48. 
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church) and also the material that makes worship (in the process of daily cenobitic ritual and 

physical making of the icon tiles themselves.)18 

Tiled interior decoration is a distinct feature of Veliki Preslav monasteries, and it 

would be tempting to study the Theodore icon in isolation. The wide-scale, highly localised 

production of ceramic tiles has already been noted, as have the much smaller individual icon 

tiles produced at Tuzluluka. Equally, the rich fresco decoration inside eleventh-century 

churches such as Boyana is a tempting indication of another concurrent decorative practice. It 

is, however, difficult to offer further context or artistic comparison for the ceramic icon given 

that very few contemporary examples survived. Icon tiles at the Veliki Preslav monasteries 

form only a small number of the many decorative tiles found at the same site. Iconic and 

decorative ceramics must have been produced in the same monastery workshops, a fact that 

problematises the sacred and holistic rationale of an icon in Byzantium. As a result, the 

Theodore icon, and its Tuzluluka relatives, was not a product of esteemed icon production. 

Compared with contemporary Byzantine icons that made use of expensive materials such as 

precious metals, enamel, or ivory, ceramic was not a material chosen to enhance the sanctity 

of an icon. Neither was it a distinct object for private devotion. Instead, ceramic tiling was an 

economic solution that met demand for church decoration. St. Theodore both as icon and 

ceramic tile stands at a juncture; indeed it fragments the stability of the icon image. Though 

destined for the same religious structure, there remains a tension in how decorative and iconic 

ceramics are viewed within the same space. 

The anomalous nature of the ceramic icons relative to Byzantium is symptomatic of 

the inconsistent relationship between the two states. Also expressed in church architecture, 

the plan at Patleina follows a Greek cross-in-square plan with a narthex, yet it is built with 

large marble blocks instead of bricks. It has a tripartite altar that gives way to three 

interconnected apses articulated as the presbiterium, prothesis and diaconicon.19 A further 

complication in reconstructing how the Theodore icon was seen is dependent on its scale. The 

small size of the church (12.6m x 4.5m) is remarkable, especially so given the monumental 

size of the Theodore icon.20 Thus far iconography has only been discussed in purely 

descriptive terms, yet any interpretation of iconographic choice is limited by the absence of 

																																																													
18 Bistra Nikolova, by contrast, suggests that the production of medieval Bulgarian ceramics was mainly the task 
of the lay community. Her hypothesis offers an interesting counterpoint to the argument presented here; 
however, in the absence of further concrete historical evidence, both theories compete equally. See B. Nikolova, 
Монашество, манастири и манастирски живот в средновековна България [Monasticism, Monasteries 
and Monasterial Life in Medieval Bulgaria]. 2 vols. (Sofia: Alfagraf, 2010); especially pages 161-182 in Vol. 1. 
19 Minaeva, From Paganism to Christianity, 133. 
20 Berbenliev, Architectural heritage, 86. 
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evidence. Personal attachment to the saint seems the most likely explanation for its dominant 

appearance. It is possible that it was part of a series of favoured saints, yet its unique nature 

and scale make this unlikely. Both its monumental size and the church’s small size suggest 

that the monastery was privately commissioned, with St. Theodore therefore perhaps 

personally favoured by the patron. 

Looking to Byzantium in part resolves the spatial tension between decorative and 

iconic ceramics, as well as their function as part of an integrated decorative scheme. The 

monastery of Lips in Constantinople (Fenari Isa Camii) offers a contemporary comparison in 

the use of ceramic tile decoration. The interior of its sixth-century church was renovated by a 

private patron, Constantine Lips, and completed in 907/8 AD.21 The sheer variety of 

decorative elements found at the site bear witness to a richly ornamented interior that 

included carved marble, relief sculpture, fresco, and most pertinently for our purpose an opus 

sectile floor and ceramic tiled decoration. Significantly, two tiles were found in situ mounted 

on a stucco convex moulding, potentially forming part of a cornice.22 Though used in a 

sacred space, the tiles are however limited to ornamental designs. At the Boukoleon room, 

part of the imperial palace complex, ceramic fragments imitating architectural supports have 

been found. These tiles were used as part of framing devices for expensive marble panels.23 

The interplay of materials evokes in ceramic a witty imitation of something else: the imitation 

of a more expensive material or the imitation of a structural support to aggrandise its contents. 

The Constantinopolitan comparisons are limited in their usefulness, not least for the use of 

ceramic tiles to provide variety within a richly decorative scheme. In juxtaposition to more 

luxurious materials, the ceramics reverberate against them as points of comparison. By 

contrast at Patleina, ceramic tile decoration appears to have formed the entirety of interior 

wall decoration out of economic rather than aesthetic reason, as well as the statement of a 

local idiom.24 Furthermore, these are purely ornamental tiles. Some thirty-nine icon tile 

fragments have been found across Byzantium, yet their usefulness is again limited lacking 

attribution. Representing a variety of holy figures, mostly depicted at bust length, they have a 

formal affiliation to the Tuzluluka individual icon tiles (Fig. 3). Gerstel has put forward that 

																																																													
21 T. Macridy, “The Monastery of Lips and the Burials of the Palaeologi,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 18 (1964): 
253-277. 
22 S. E. J. Gerstel, A Lost Art Rediscovered: The Architectural Ceramics of Byzantium (University Park, PA: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001), 34. 
23 Gerstel, A Lost Art, 34. 
24 E. C. Schwartz however does suggest that the ceramic tiles across Bulgaria were used in imitation of other 
media. See E. C. Schwartz, “Medieval Ceramic Decoration in Bulgaria,” Byzantinoslavica 43 (1982): 50. 
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the Byzantine tiles formed part of a sanctuary barrier, imitating in ceramic the extended 

deesis iconography regularly found on the architrave of metal and marble sanctuary screens.25 

The Constantinopolitan examples offer restricted insight into the original set-up of the 

Theodore icon at Patleina. However, the use of ceramics as frames resonates with a deeper 

consideration of the material properties of the object. ‘Meaning in making’ has been 

discussed considering the ceramic icon as a product of collective manual endeavour and 

communal worship. The ‘communal’ aspect gives way to a more interiorised, individual 

notion of meaning in making. At this secondary level, ceramic becomes significant of 

redolent themes amounting to an instructive ‘reading’, and therefore worshipful meditation, 

of the icon. 

The grid-like composition of the Theodore icon echoes the intrinsic ritual of the tiles’ 

production to enable a ritual mode of viewing. As well as instructing the eye in following the 

grid lines to encompass the entirety of the saintly visage, it visualises the framework that 

literally lays bare pictorial optics. The composition offers a devotional structure, the still 

visible grout focusses the eye through a traceable framework. A ‘frame’ is thus collapsed into 

the image itself. Instead of rupturing the infallible image of the saint, the grid-frame supports 

his holiness and makes emphatic the material surface of the tile, thus short-circuiting 

veneration of the icon-as-divine.26 Furthermore, it stabilises the mode of viewing. The grout 

framework dissolves on the retina, the devout eye itself turned glassy, and a venerable image 

of the saint is cast in the mind’s eye. This icon-function follows after Photios, where “sight… 

sends the essence of the thing seen on to the mind”.27 

Bissera Pentcheva has advanced the study of icon experience based a sensual 

‘aesthesis’ of the image.28 She describes a reciprocity with which the Byzantine icon engaged 

the viewer through its materiality, a materiality that yields and responds to him who venerates 

it. Pentcheva’s theory is contingent on the efficacy of the icon’s material properties, yet she 

neglects ceramic (amongst other media) in her discussion. It proves interesting to situate the 

Theodore icon against this analysis, and test the limits of her interpretation on an icon of such 

an anomalous nature. The comparison places the Theodore icon amongst contemporary icons 

																																																													
25 Gerstel, A Lost Art, 55. 
26 H. L. Kessler, ““They preach not by speaking out loud but by signifying”: Vitreous Arts as Typology,” Gesta 
51, no. 1 (2012): 55. 
27 C. Mango, trans., The homilies of Photius, Patriarch of Constantinople (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1958), 294. This translation by C. Mango is quoted from: L. Brubaker, “Perception and conception: art, 
theory and culture in ninth-century Byzantium,” Word & Image 5, no. 1 (1989): 27. 
28 B. V. Pentcheva, “The Performative Icon,” The Art Bulletin 88, no. 4 (2006): 632. 
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and harnesses Pentcheva’s theory as a common point of departure from which the Theodore 

icon might find its place in Art History. 

The immediate material properties of the ceramic tiles amount to a direct rebuttal of 

the sensuous process of ‘aesthesis’. Yet if the primary site for signification is shifted from the 

corporeal to the intellectual the Theodore icon may be interpreted in a similar way. The 

‘curious enigma’ of the shiny surface glaze is one that immediately deflects, not engages the 

gaze of the devout,29 whilst the physical layer of varnish is a glassy gloss that distances the 

saint from his venerator. Indeed, the varnish seals the porous qualities of ceramic and fires it 

to an unyielding mirrored veneer. This aspect does not conform to Pentcheva’s theory, but 

more significantly neither does it therefore contribute to a (corporeal) devotional experience 

of the icon. Indeed, the tiles’ reflective surfaces are significant of absence, a gaze refracted 

away from the image of the saint. Considered in light of the framework, the varnish is in this 

sense symbolic of an aim to reveal a divine truth behind its surface. Interestingly, the notion 

of absence holds true in the nonessentialist relation of the icon between copy and prototype, a 

key strand in the iconophile defence of images.30 The image of a saint icon is therefore both 

his own physical absence as well as the absence of Christ, on whose behalf he intercedes for 

the penitent. The glaze moreover recalls that holy image as if seen ‘through a dark glass’ as 

expressed by John of Damascus, as well as verses of scripture that describe an incomplete, 

pre-soteriological image of Christ: (‘Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we 

shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully…’ 1 Corinthians 13:12).31 

Pentcheva nuances the notion of absence as material imprint of likeness on matter.32 The 

relationship is one characterised by a double imprint, where the intellectual image of the holy 

person gives way to its physical expression. The idea is succinctly stated by Theodore the 

Studite: 

 

The crafted icon modelled after its prototype brings the likeness of the 

prototype into matter and participates in its form by means of the thought of 

the artist and the impress of his hands. This is true of the painter, the stone 

carver, and the one who makes images from gold and bronze; each takes 

																																																													
29 Totev, The Ceramic Icon, 48. 
30 Pentcheva, “The Performative Icon,” 634. 
31 1 Corinthians 13:12 in the Bible (NIV version). 
32 Pentcheva, “The Performative Icon,” 634. 
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matter, looks at the prototype, receives the imprint of that which he 

contemplates, and presses it like a seal into his matter.33 

 

Where Pentcheva likens the metaphor of seal and impress to the physical process of seal and 

coin production, with the icon only implicated by material association, the Theodore icon 

reifies this process as part of its integral make-up. Indeed, the intellectual-physical impress is 

reversed and repeated more than once as part of the same technical process of ceramic tile 

production. First the malleable clay is physically rolled and pressed into shape, before being 

fired to bisque. The intellectual impress of the saint’s likeness comes to bear on the tile as 

tempera impress in tone and line. A second firing then distills the glaze applied and sets the 

image of the saint. Finally, both an intellectual and physical impress are enacted 

simultaneously: tiles are pressed into plaster inside the church to (re)form the likeness of the 

saint. Experienced inside the enclosed cenobitic community of Patleina monastery, within the 

specific space of the church, and venerated by the same hands that crafted it, the Theodore 

icon operates at a highly realised level of perception. Fraternal ritual thus makes manifest 

both the prescribed cenobitic labour as well as an engaged relation with the icon. 

A discussion of ceramic tile icons cannot neglect to mention the legend of the 

Keramion. The concept of impress has most prominently been explored by Herbert Kessler in 

connection with the acheiropoeitos of Christ (an image made not with human hands). 34  This  

is the miraculous end point in the transfer of Christ’s likeness, a secondary touch relic of the 

Mandylion cloth upon which his divine features were originally impressed. Known as the 

Legend of King Abgar, it was a popular literary theme that undoubtedly too was adopted by 

the newly established Bulgarian literary elite at Veliki Preslav. John the Exarch (d. 917-21) 

was an eminent representative of this circle. Amongst his works were translated chapters 

from John of Damascus’ ‘On the Orthodox Faith’.35 These included ‘On Images’ where key 

arguments in support of icon veneration were detailed, as well as the acheiropoeitos narrative 

of King Abgar’s Mandylion. It has already been established that ceramic decorative tiling at 

the Veliki Preslav monasteries was driven by economical choice - any conscious link of the 

Keramion to the tiles would therefore be an over-zealous interpretation – the association is 

																																																													
33 Theodore of Stoudios, “Antirrheticus II, sec. 11,” in Patrologia cursus completes: Series graeca, ed. J.-P. 
Migne, vol. 99, col. 357D; cited in Pentcheva, “The Performative Icon,” 634. 
34 See H. Kessler, “Configuring the Invisible by Copying the Holy Face.” in The Holy Face and the Paradox of 
Representation, ed. H. Kessler and G. Wolf (Bologna: Nuovo Alfa, 1998), 129-51; cited in Pentcheva, “The 
Performative Icon,” 634. 
35 E. Bakalova, “The Earliest Surviving Icons in Bulgaria,” in Perceptions of Byzantium and Its Neighbours, 
843-1261, ed. O. Z. Pevny (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001), 120. 
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however a worthy aside and symbolic of the pervasive icon theories of ‘impression’, as well 

as its literary translation evidence of contemporary Byzantine trends in Bulgaria. 

The appearance of the ‘vita’ icon-type in the twelfth-century witnesses a systematic 

distillation of the frame and framework.36 Vita icons made a brief appearance in Byzantium 

through the twelfth and thirteenth centuries; they rendered the entire life of saints in brevity 

narrated in individual scenes placed in sequence in a picture border. Though distant from the 

Theodore icon in time, material and functional nature, the appearance of this type of icon 

offers an interesting point of comparison to the tiled Theodore icon. The resonance of the 

grid-like frame offers a practical example of how such frameworks operated. It serves the 

study of the Theodore icon as an instructive postscript; it is a glossed addendum on the tiled 

frame as an integral part of the icon itself. As such it differs from the decorated peripheria 

frames added separately to icons in the Komnenian period.37 The vita format proffers a 

complex commentary on the possibilities of visual mediation in defining a saint, as well as 

exploring a liminal site of access for divine communion. It is suggestive of Wolfgang Kemp’s 

conception of a medieval art where “communication is not so much communicated as taken 

as a theme”.38 The St. Nicholas icon at Nesebŭr is typical of painted panel vita icons, and 

appears some three-hundred years after the Theodore icon in Bulgaria.39 The saint is 

presented in bust surrounded by scenes of his life. These scenes are the frame within the 

frame that in the Theodore icon is the collapsed interiorised grid-frame. An interior/exterior 

tension is established focussing a sustained contemplation of the saint relative to the tiled vita 

in which he is enclosed. Mapped onto the composite ceramic image of St. Theodore, the 

internal grid-frame thus becomes significant of the absent physical frame denoting the holy 

space of the icon inside the church, potentially lost as part of the wider tiled decoration 

scheme. 

The composite icon of St. Theodore even now maintains an enigmatic and mystical 

presence. How this presence is enacted has been suggested through the redolent properties of 

its ceramic material, as well as how its ‘meaning in making’ is considered as part of a 

collective, ritualistic and reified cenobitic endeavour. In the absence of further evidence it is 

difficult to establish the icon in a developed tradition or theory of the early Bulgarian icon. 

However, its relationship both to comparable Byzantine icons as well as its proper situation 
																																																													
36 For an overview of the vita icon in the History of Art, see P. Chatterjee, The living icon in Byzantium and 
Italy: the Vita image, eleventh to thirteenth centuries (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2014). 
37 N. P. Ševčenko, “The Vita Icon and the Painter as Hagiographer,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 53 (1999): 158. 
38 W. Kemp, “Narrative,” in Critical Terms for Art History, ed. R. S. Nelson and R. Shiff (Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, 2003), 72; in Chatterjee, The living icon, 27. 
39 Bakalova, “The Earliest Surviving Icons in Bulgaria,” 123. 
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within the intellectual climate makes best use of contextual comparison. Themes of physical 

and material impress, as well as a creative interpretation of frames and frameworks are 

reworked in the Theodore icon. They attest to a field of study that remains fragmentary, 

shifting and still open to contributions. 

 

Postscript 

 

Since the completion of this article, a recently concluded restoration project on the St 

Theodore icon has brought this remarkable object to a new audience. The restoration of the 

icon was accomplished under the project for restoration and technological expertise, with the 

financial support of the American Research Center in Sofia and America for Bulgaria 

Foundation. It is now on display at the Middle Ages Hall of the National Institute of 

Archaeology with Museum in Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. A revision of the first 

restoration undertaken in 1912 saw new techniques applied to the cleaning and setting of the 

ceramic fragments. In addition, newly discovered fragments - found at the same ancient site 

at Veliki Preslav - from the saint’s shoulder, beard, face and side inscriptions were added to 

the composition. The restoration revealed brighter colours in the tiles. Of greater significance 

was the discovery of new fragments that expanded the original size of icon. It has been 

suggested that the expanded icon might have depicted the saint holding a crosier. 

It is the present author’s opinion that though of tremendous cultural and artistic 

importance, the restoration project and discovery of new fragments do not significantly 

contribute to the scholarship of the St. Theodore icon. The specific identity of St Theodore 

remains unclear, and though the overall size of the icon is now potentially expanded, there is 

insufficient evidence to warrant an entire re-appraisal of the object. The arguments presented 

here in this article are thus not subject to much further change. However, the additional 

fragments do contribute to the complexity and ongoing intrigue of a still revered Bulgarian 

national icon. 
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Figures 

 

 
Fig. 1: Icon of St. Theodore (from Patleina monastery), c. 900, glazed ceramic, made up 

in twenty tiles, National Institute of Archaeology with Museum, Bulgaria. Photographer: 

Krasimir Georgiev. [As it was known for 100 years before the recent restoration in 

September 2015.] Reproduced with permission from the National Institute of Archaeology 

with Museum, Bulgaria. 
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Fig. 2: Icon of St. Theodore (from Patleina monastery), c. 900, glazed ceramic, made up 

in twenty seven tiles, National Institute of Archaeology with Museum, Bulgaria. 

Photographer: Krasimir Georgiev. [After the September 2015 restoration.] Reproduced with 

permission from the National Institute of Archaeology with Museum, Bulgaria. 
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Fig. 3: St. Arethas, 10th century, tempera on ceramic, Walters Art Museum. Reproduced 

with permission from the Walters Art Museum. 


