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blackened by candle soot, or because the paint layer had been seri-
ously damaged. Amongst other reasons are changes in the icono-
graphic schemes over the centuries or, in some cases, political 
considerations. The earliest paint layer of the icons under consider-
ation has been dated by curators to the thirteenth-fourteenth centu-
ries, the precise age varying from icon to icon. The second layer was 
painted in the sixteenth to seventeenth centuries and the third layer 
(present only on some of the icons) in the eighteenth century. The 
team of conservators was faced with the question: should the over-
paintings be removed in order to reveal the earliest paint layer, or 
should they be kept intact? One of the biggest challenges was to 
evaluate all additions to the icons’ structure, not only the overpaint-
ings, but also changes in the shape of the wooden panel, later-added 
constructive and decorative elements, etc. – in order to build a suc-
cessful strategy for the conservation treatment. Unlike many other 
cases, the conservators were allowed to take part in the discussions 
during the decision-making process. The final decisions were made 
after an extensive discussion with the external commission, in which 
I was privileged to take part. Three options were available: one was 
to strip all the later additions in order to reveal the oldest paint layer; 
another was to keep all the later additions intact as evidence of the 
history of the icons; and the third was to assess the value of each 
added element and to decide whether to keep it or remove it. The 
members of the commission were unanimous that the changes made 
on each icon over the centuries had to be assessed on a case-by-case 
basis in order to judge whether they brought any value to the object 
in question. They agreed that not all the later paint layers should be 
regarded as ‘non-original overpaintings’. In some instances, later lay-
ers were found to have their own significance as they had become an 
integral part of the icons and added cultural value to them, providing, 
in addition, important historical evidence. In other cases, the upper 
paint layers were found to have no significant value as they were 
either too fragmented, or had been seriously destroyed in previous 
conservation treatment, or simply did not carry any important 
information.

As a result, specific decisions were taken for the treatment of each 
icon. In the case of the icon of the Virgin Blachernitissa7 and the 
 double-sided icon of Christ Pantocrator and the Crucifixion for 
example, it was decided to remove the upper/later seventeenth- century 
paint layer in order to reveal the earliest paint layer dated to the 
thirteenth-fourteenth centuries. In others, such as the double-sided 
icon of the Virgin Eleusa (Figure 1) and Christ Pantocrator, the paint 
layers from the sixteenth to seventeenth centuries were kept intact 
over the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century layers. In this particular 
case, the decision was motivated by the fact that the icon of the Virgin 
Eleusa was very well known to the public and specialists in its current 
form and was a much too famous and significant work of art to make 
any changes to it. Only the additions made during the previous con-
servation treatment were removed (e.g. gesso fillings and retouches).


