






Road to Emmaus   Vol. XIV, No. 3 (#54) Incarnational Aesthetics

7574

This double-edged nature of beauty—reflected in the double-edged nature 
of art, whose most immediate and compelling touchstone is beauty—is due 
to the fact that though it is a divine quality it is also the supreme aesthetic 
value. It is its aesthetic value, not its divine quality, that the scholastics stress 
when they describe beauty as id quod visum placet, that which pleases when 
one sees it. For pleasure is symptomatic of aesthetic experience, of things 
sensibly perceived by means of artistic forms. The soul is not evil: it is by na-
ture pure and immortal. But its vision can be obscured and vitiated... forms 
and images which in themselves are sacred can be used in a manner that, 
far from nourishing, actively debase the mind and heart of those who come 
under their influence....

– Philip Sherrard, The Sacred in Life and Art14
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Through the spirit of knowledge that is given to you, you are the master by 
virtue of your practical knowledge and you use in public the perfect abun-
dance of your abounding heart with the confidence of a full mind.

Through the spirit of piety you set a limit with pious consideration on what 
the work is to be, and for whom, as well as on the time, the amount, and the 
quality of work, and, lest the vice of greed or cupidity should steal in, on the 
amount of the recompense. 

Through the spirit of the fear of the Lord you bear in mind that of yourself 
you are unable to do anything and you ponder on the fact that you possess 
and desire nothing that is not given to you by God, but in faith, trust, and 
thankfulness you ascribe to divine compassion whatever you know or are or 
can be...

– Theophilus the Presbyter, On Divers Arts12

– Art for Art’s Sake – 

Another question, which is worthy of amazement (and that no one has no-
ticed), is the purely aesthetic or historical stance that we hold as regards the 
living tradition of Orthodox iconography, Byzantine and Modern. It comes 
from our lack of participation in the tradition. As we do not participate in 
the spiritual content of the icon, which painting serves, we are left with the 
painting (art for art’s sake or the history of art). The art-lover and Kunsthis-
toriker take over from the faithful lover of icons. We boast, for instance, how 
[Greece] is the first country in the world to have a Byzantine museum. This 
makes us, somehow, pioneers—we imagine—in the scientific branch of Byz-
antine studies. Truthfully, we should be saddened. 

– Zosimos Lorentzatos13

It is not only God who can ‘clothe Himself in beauty,’ evil can as well. The 
devil can transform himself into an angel of light. Indeed, is not beauty 
linked to the original fall of the most glorious of the angels? “Thine heart was 
lifted up because of thy beauty, thou has corrupted thy wisdom by reason of 
thy beauty.” (Ezek. 29:17). Beauty placed beyond good and evil usurps the 
place of the Absolute, with total indifference towards truth and goodness; 
and it converts the human soul to its idolatrous cult.... 




