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Like most Greeks, I was raised in two visual traditions: a Western one, where novelty was at a 
premium; and an Orthodox tradition, which valued conformity above everything. To succeed 
as an artist in the non-Orthodox world, you had to come up with a new visual vocabulary. To 
be an Orthodox icon-maker, you had to learn a pictorial language handed down from artist to 
artist, unchanged, since the start of time.

The question for me, as for many Greeks, is how to reconcile these two things: to make icons 
which are modern, but which respect the traditions of iconography. Icons aren’t just images of 
holiness. They are holy, sometimes even acheiropoieton – made by saints, untouched by human 
hand. As one historian puts it, “the icon is a hole in the dyke separating the visible world from 
the divine, and through this hole ooze precious drops from the great sea of God’s mercy.” The 
search for a new iconography is not something to be undertaken lightly.

It struck me, on a retreat to Mount Athos a few years ago, that glass was the ideal medium 
for conducting this search. Icons have always been seen as windows between the human 
and divine worlds: glass is both transparent and capable of bearing an image, a revelation and 
a mystery. Abstraction – seeing reality in a non-realist way – is part of the iconic tradition. 
(Icon-makers have never gone in for perspective, or for naturalistic portraiture.) After a lot 
of thought, I have set to work on a series icons of mainly the Madonna and child which will, I 
hope, place Orthodox traditions in a modern context – see miracles in new technology, signs 
of God’s genius in materials like fluorescent paint. The Virgin is both the Mother of God and a 
woman. She is eternal, but also mortal; unchanging, but capable of change.
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Swept Away, 50 x 35 cmUnveil, 50 x 35 cmBarbed, 50 x 35 cm
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Silver Blue, 50 x 35 cmSweet Embrace, 50 x 35 cmConfusion, 50 x 35 cm
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Title etc.english 
Author etc.

Magnibh eugue vel digna facipis nulputatum ipisi.
Ilit, quiscipsum veraestrud dit ing erosto esto dolent dignisl deliquip elenit wis nulput alit, vullamet in hen-
im dolortinci tat lor si blaore con vent wis duipis el ute con veliquat. Giat ercipit in ectem ectem velestisis 
amconsecte modolore dionsed tatuerate coreetueril iureet, volore dolobor perosting estisci duipsummy 
nostio consequis delisi bla feui eraessi.
Agna facilla amet niam, sit alit lum num in et num zzril dolum velestrud tio et atie ectet vel iriliquis augiam 
vel ute mod mod tate te magna accummodolum ipis estisl iniam, velessissim ipit vent la faccums andig-
nis nonsed tat dolore feugue con utetue magnim zzriusto duissit iliscipit dolorper sumsandrerit nis dolore 
modolor am, venim nulland reetue volum iril inismodiam eum doluptat.
Is alit lam irilit, consequisi.
Tem digniss equisi blamconse facinim zzriuscin henim dolese euguer accummolor si ero odions delenit 
lortinim nim ero delenis cidunt nummoloreet vulput iure dolor in et vel ent am iurem enim do essi estrud 
modionsed tin hendipit praessim illandrer amconsequisl enibh ea feugiametuer alit vel eumsan eum 
inciduis nonum dunt velit lorem nis nummy nulla conum aci tio odignis eu faccummy nibh euisl eugiatem 
quisit amcore diam zzriliquat velit amcons ad tiscilit praese volore dolorti onullandigna corem iure cons 
at. Min ero odolore vero odionsed ea accummy nit nit incipit wis amet er in henim iusciliqui eui bla fac-
cummodit nullandreet wis elisl eugait ipis adiam dolumsa ndrerit aliquate tat. Ut nos nulluptat.
Guer si bla faccum nibh exeriurem alis erostie venim ip erosto eugiamcons am dio estisl in hendiam con-
sequat luptate molobore elesequat adiamet, sequipit lute dolortie feugiat, con vent adit vullut praesequisi 
tis nonsenim in esectem irilit wisci etueros dolobor sed tem dit dolore tatummo diamet ad tat nim quisi 
blandiat.
Ibh eummodolor sum eugiam, quat veliquat. Ut ipiscipis nos dipismodiam qui exeros nonsequat utem 
inis nonullaore minis adit, sum vel iurem ipit do commy nim dolut augait vel ex eummolortin ulputat 
velessed etum iriurem ad dignit velestrud tat lore velessequis amcon esecte ecte dunt velis augait num 
iurem iliquis am, veraese quisismod eugait alit ut adiamet ueratum molobor am, velessim doluptat. Ut ex 
eraesen iamconu llaore con vel exerat.
Il do doloborem nonulla consed dolobor ing er atem quat. Re volore Ilit, quiscipsum veraestrud dit ing 
erosto esto dolent dignisl deliquip elenit wis nulput alit, vullamet in henim dolortinci tat lor si blaore con 
vent wis duipis el ute con veliquat. Giat ercipit in ectem ectem velestisis amconsecte modolore dionsed 
tatuerate coreetueril iureet, volore dolobor perosting estisci duipsummy nostio consequis delisi bla feui 
eraessi.
Agna facilla amet niam, sit alit lum num in et num zzril dolum velestrud tio et atie ectet vel iriliquis augiam 
vel ute mod mod tate te magna accummodolum ipis estisl iniam, velessissim ipit vent la faccums andig-
nis nonsed tat dolore feugue con utetue magnim zzriusto duissit iliscipit dolorper sumsandrerit nis dolore 
modolor am, venim nulland reetue volum iril inismodiam eum doluptat.
Is alit lam irilit, consequisi.
Tem digniss equisi blamconse facinim zzriuscin henim dolese euguer accummolor si ero odions delenit 
lortinim nim ero delenis cidunt nummoloreet vulput iure dolor in et vel ent am iurem enim do essi estrud 
modionsed tin hendipit praessim illandrer amconsequisl enibh ea feugiametuer alit vel eumsan eum 
inciduis nonum dunt velit lorem nis nummy nulla conum aci tio odignis eu faccummy nibh euisl eugiatem 
quisit amcore diam zzriliquat velit amcons ad tiscilit praese volore dolorti onullandigna corem iure cons 
at. Min ero odolore vero odionsed ea accummy nit nit incipit wis amet er in henim iusciliqui eui bla fac-
cummodit nullandreet wis elisl eugait ipis adiam dolumsa ndrerit aliquate tat. Ut nos nulluptat.
Guer si bla faccum nibh exeriurem alis erostie venim ip erosto eugiamcons am dio estisl in hendiam con-
sequat luptate molobore elesequat adiamet, sequipit lute dolortie feugiat, con vent adit vullut praesequisi 
tis nonsenim in esectem irilit wisci etueros dolobor sed tem dit dolore tatummo diamet ad tat nim quisi 
blandiat. 650 words

Opening the door, by emmanuel cooper

‘All you need is your own imagination So use it that’s what it’s for 
Go inside, for your finest inspiration Your dreams will open the door’ 

Vogue, Madonna. Written by Madonna and Shep Pettibone

Reconfiguring familiar images has long been a challenge for artists.  Andy Warhol turned 
major figures of the sixties and seventies, such as Marilyn Monroe and Chairman Mao, 
into transformed but instantly recognisable images through simplifying and enhancing their 
appearance. For George Papadopoulos it is the powerful image of the Madonna that, as a child, 
he found mesmerising and one that has continued to hold his imagination.

As a child, during his visits to Orthodox Churches in his native Cyprus, he was surrounded 
by images of the Madonna, a popular devotional subject across Central Europe for over 600 
years. He gazed at it within the aura of solemn ritual, richly decorated vestments, flickering 
candles, pungent incense and a powerful sense of theatre. Reassuring, reliable and comforting, 
Papadopoulos found the steady, modest and retiring gaze a welcome signs of security in a 
rapidly changing world.

At the same time he was also aware of the inflexibility of such devotion, of the attempt by the 
church and other institutions to keep things as they were. Such ideas resurfaced six years ago 
when he spent time in the all male atmosphere of one of the monasteries in Mount Athos 
in northern Greece. Here the strict routine, the highly directed day and the formal ritual, 
while offering a purposeful structure, also seemed to Papadopoulos rigid and inflexible in its 
determination to resist change. 

It was with such thoughts in mind that he started to look more systematically and closely at 
images of the Madonna, whether as prints, paintings or even mosaic.  In the Greek Orthodox 
tradition, not only was the arrangement of figures significant but there were also rules about 
line and colour. The features of the face were important, noses, for instance, were made 
thinner and mouths smaller to emphasize their spiritual nature. With their explicit depiction of 
the Virgin, icons are in no sense seen as ‘graven images’, but, as the eighth-century Saint John of 
Damascus observed, ‘open books to remind us of God.’

Undeterred by such a long and well-honed history, Papadopoulos started to investigate 
how he might make his own representations of the ‘Holy Mother’ in sheet glass.  With a 
combination of questioning and reverence he started to play about with the image, secure 
in the knowledge that however far he pushed and pulled it – literally shattering the image 
– it would retain its magic and mystery.  Using the basic outline of the familiar Madonna, he 
assembled the layers before carefully cracking the glass to emphasize form and structure. On 
some he incorporated prints derived from ancient icons, often enhanced by judicious use of 
gold leaf, to create multi-layered images that glow with life.

Later works became bolder, freer and more experimental. Through the use of luminescent 
colours such as reds, yellows and greens he introduced a new awareness of light that 
illuminates the image of the Madonna as an icon for our time. While acknowledging tradition, 
Papadopoulos has used the medium of glass to bring a fresh awareness of the idealised image. 
His series of works are both a meditation on, and also recognition of, the abiding power of 
a figure that continues to catch the popular imagination – one that remains an inspiration in 
‘opening doors’

Emmanuel Cooper is an artist, writer and critic.
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Jesus of Nazareth, 105 x 70 cm
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Jesus of Nazareth, 105 x 70 cm



16 The Liberator, 105 x 70 cm

Sweet Kisser, 105 x 70 cm Golden Breast, 105 x 70 cm

Guiding Light, 105 x 70 cm



17Secretive, 105 x 70 cm
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