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1. SS Vladimir, Boris and Gleb, late 17th century. National Art Museum, Kiev.




      Egg tempera on panel. 101 x 62 cm. NMA. Inv. N°. i-8. Lime boards (two). Two inset dowels. Worn patches of paint retouched. Below, left and right: vertical cracks in the board. Provenance: the church in the village of Ratno, Volhynia Province. Entered NMA in 1910. Restored in 1956.


    




    
The history of Ukrainian Icons





    For the Eastern Slavs, as for all Christian peoples, the cult of the icon was synonymous with Byzantium, the mighty medieval empire with Constantinople–“The New Rome” –as its capital. From the 4th century on, Byzantium exerted a political and religious influence on the whole of Christian Europe. In the Byzantine Empire the veneration of icons became an integral part of the Holy Liturgy, though the practice only won official approval after the dramatic events of the years of iconoclasm (8th-9th centuries). The struggle between the iconoclasts and the supporters of icons led to the formulation of a doctrinal justification for the icon’s role in religious ceremonies, and created an aesthetic of decorative art that has come to be known as the “Byzantine” style[1]. It changed markedly through the centuries, but the religious painting of every Orthodox country preserved the “Byzantine tradition” for centuries to come.




    The Eastern Slavs were introduced to Byzantine culture in the 10th century. Their conversion to Christianity coincided with the most brilliant epoch of Byzantine art[2], which was reflected in the artistic culture of the young feudal state of Kievan Rus, in the physical appearance of Kiev, and in the country’s first stone church, the Tithe Church (989-96), so called because one tenth of the principality’s revenue went on its upkeep.




    The conversion of the Great Prince of Kiev Vladimir (980-1015) helped Kievan Rus to become part of European civilisation, in which Byzantium at that time played a leading role. Kievan Rus attained a certain status in the Byzantine church hierarchy, and preserved its independence from the empire and its special political position. The river route “from the Varangians to the Greeks”, passing through towns such as Novgorod and Kiev, linked the Baltic to the Black Sea. The trade artery strengthened the power of every Slavonic tribe that lived in this vast territory, and Christianity assisted their unification and consolidation. They developed their own form of Byzantine culture. The absence of any language barrier facilitated the assimilation of theological concepts. Kiev’s Monastery of the Caves, founded in the mid-11th century, was subordinate to the Studios Monastery in Constantinople[3].




    Under Prince Vladimir’s son Yaroslav the Wise, Kievan Rus experienced a cultural boom. Stone churches were built in Kiev, Chernigov, and far-away Tmudrakhan. But the most magnificent and impressive churches were the fresco- and mosaic-decorated churches of Kiev. The Kievans adapted the Byzantine model to create their own style, a style shaped by different historical traditions and social imperatives[4]. The metropolitan St Sophia Cathedral in Kiev (1017-51) and the above-mentioned Tithe Church (989-96), with their many domes and combination of frescos and mosaics, represented a departure from Byzantine tradition. The monumental painting was part of a complex theological agenda that asserted the electedness of the Kievan prince and his dynasty. The 11th-century Kievan writer Metropolitan Ilarion addressed the late Great Prince Vladimir in a sermon in the following words: “Arise. Look at the city, radiant in its grandeur, at its flourishing churches ... a city protected by icons of the Saints...”[5] A chronicler of the time writes of the benefits of literacy (Yaroslav the Wise founded a school): “Books are the rivers that water the universe, the source of wisdom”[6].
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