Examination of Rublev’s Icon of the Trinity 


Aim: 
That pupils would come to realise the deep symbolism in the Icon and     learn some of the aspects of the doctrine of the Trinity.

Objectives:  - pupils will look at the icon in great detail and write down what     
             they see

- pupils will guess who the figures in the icon are and what they       

  are doing

- pupils will write down what all the symbols mean and change                             



  their guesses to facts about the Trinity. 

Duration: 40-45mins

Strategy: Interpretation and Appreciation

Previous learning: Students should already have a basic knowledge of the Eastern Orthodox Church and the use of icons in that tradition.

(Since this icon was “written” or drawn according to certain rules in the “Ancient Canon”, it is important that the teacher be familiar with all the details of the icon and their meaning.  See teachers answer page.)

Movement 1 – Initiation

· Display the icon or have a copy for each student (the icon features on the back inside-cover of “A Time to Live” Veritas).

· The teacher then explains that this is a special kind of picture painted by Andrei Rublev, who was an artist monk from Russia. The icon is around 600 years old and this explains the faded colour, students should try to imagine what the icon looked like when it was first painted.

· The teacher must emphasize that every thing in the icon has a meaning and the pupils must try to think of what these meanings might be.

Movement 2 – Examination of Material

· The pupils are then presented with a question sheet which will focus their attention on different parts of the icon

· The teacher should stress that no questions about the icon will be answered at this stage, simply use your eyes and write down what you see.

Movement 3 – Interpretation

· When pupils have been given 10-15mins to answer the questions, the teacher asks the pupils to share their findings and these are recorded on the board.

· When the pupils have reached question 3 and listed the colours in the icon, the teacher directs the pupils to the space provided on the sheet next to the colour listing. The teacher asks the pupils to vocally guess what the colours remind them of and to consider what the colours might mean.

· The teacher draws the pupils out by asking questions like “What do you associate with the colour red”? or “What do you think of when you see the colour blue”? etc.

· Ensure that the pupils write the correct conclusions into their sheet.

Movement 4 – Appreciation

· With the knowledge that the pupils have to date they should be able to guess who these three figures are. Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

· Use the same methodology as in movement 3 to answer question 5, which refers to the details in the icon. Ask questions like “What details can you see, and what do you think they symbolize.” This is where pupils get a chance to ask questions about details in the icon and to point out to their classmate’s things, which they have noticed.

· Record all details and comments on the board and ensure that pupils write down all the correct answers.

Movement 5 – Appreciation – Closing

· Pupils will read Genesis 18:1-10, the passage which inspired Rublev to paint his icon.

· Ask the pupils to write down 2 things that are mentioned in the story which feature in the icon and 5 things which are mentioned in the story but do not feature in the icon.

· Answer: The sacred tree, and the three visitors feature in both.

The text mentions trees, water, tent, calf, cream, milk none of which the icon includes.

Rublev’s Icon can be located at the following address:

http://www.rollins.edu/Foreign_Lang/Russian/rublev.html
Also see:

http://www.wellsprings.org.uk/rublevs_icon/rublev.htm
Looking at the Icon

(Teachers Page)

Q1.
How many figures can you see in the icon?

3

Q2 . 
What are the figures in the icon wearing?

       
 Robes

Q3 .
Write down four colours which appear on the clothes of the characters in 

the icon.

a) Gold : a symbol of power, wealth, riches.

· The figure on the left is wearing the most gold and therefore must be the most powerful.

· The figure in the center is also wearing a strip of gold on his right shoulder and therefore must share in this power. Indeed, gold permeates the whole icon and gives it a strong and sumptuous feeling.

b) Blue:   a symbol of heaven since the sky is blue and heaven is always considered to be “up there”.  All three figures are wearing blue and this indicates that they are heavenly beings.

c) Red: a symbol for blood.

The figure in the center is wearing red and therefore he must have some connection with blood or bloodshed. There is also a hint of red in the cup on the table and as we will find out later this is a piece of lamb.

d) Green:  a symbol of growth, new life, energy. 

The figure on the right is wearing green and is therefore associated with growth and new life.

e) White:  If the pupils mention white as one of the colours you can add that white is the symbol for peace and purity.

Q4. 
Who is the most important person in the icon? 

How do you know?

The figure on the left is the most important because the other two are bowing slightly towards him. This figure also wears clothing which is gold in colour and is therefore considered the most powerful.

Q5.
 Write down 6 details that you can see in the Icon.

i. The building in the top right hand corner

God the fathers house, Jesus said ‘There are many rooms in my fathers house’, it is therefore a symbol for heaven.

ii. The tree 

The tree is close to the central figure, who is Jesus and it symbolizes the wood of the cross, Jesus died on the cross and this wood becomes the tree of life.

iii. The hill or mountain on the top right hand corner  

Throughout the bible people have encountered God on mountaintops.  Even in our own culture the mountain is considered a spiritual place, e.g. Croagh Patrick.  These mountaintop experiences are associated with the Holy Spirit and so the mountain appears near the figure of the Holy Spirit.

iv. The ‘sticks’ which the three figures hold in their hands 

The ‘sticks’ are known as sceptres and they symbolize authority, power and sovereignty.  A king would normally pronounce judgment with a sceptre in hand.  All three figures hold a sceptre and therefore all three figures have equal power.  Although the father seems the most powerful the three figures share this authority equally.

v. The cup or chalice on the table

The cup is a symbol of communion and fellowship.  In the cup we can see a piece of lamb.  Jesus, the central figure is known as the ‘Lamb of God’, who offered His life for us.  We are invited to eat, to become part of this meal, this community.

vi. The halos or nimbus 
In art this symbolizes the light of God shining or bursting forth from the figure. The halo symbolizes saintliness or holiness.

vii. The small rectangle in the table

This symbolizes the world, normally in an altar in a church, there is a relic buried in the stonework.  These three figures will bring life to this world, life to these relics, these old bones.

Q6.
Can you describe the hand gestures that the three figures are making?

Can you suggest what they mean?

The Father, the figure on the left is giving a blessing, He has his hand raised in blessing to affirm all that is taking place.

The Son in the center, with His two fingers outstretched is saying, “I will be present in the world in two ways 1.Through the Holy Spirit, 2.Through the Eucharist”.

The Holy Spirit on the right hand side is pointing down to indicate that He will work in the world (the rectangle).

Q7. 
Who are these three characters?

They are a representation of The Holy Trinity - Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Students may be confused by the fact that the figures look like women, for example, they have long hair, they wear dresses/robes, they seem to have a clasp or hair tie on their heads.  The artist is trying to tell us about the nature of God.  The trinity is other worldly, the long noses, are meant as a sign of nobility and Rublev hints at the dual nature of God;

“So God created human beings, making them to be like himself. 

He created them male and female”.


     
(Gen.1 : 27)
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