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How Study can unite the Symbolic and the Literal; or Becoming an Icon 

by 

SIMON WILSON 

 

Today I’d like to talk about studying and what studying may bring about. To be more 

specific, I’d like to talk about a crucial meaning of the word study, a meaning which most of 

us are probably unfamiliar with and which indeed the whole Western world is unfamiliar with 

and has been for the past 300 years or so. It designates a whole understanding of what study 

involves and what study can bring about in students and it has fallen by the wayside, where it 

still lies forgotten, neglected and concealed under the detritus of 3 centuries. But if we clear 

away the undergrowth and remove the rubbish, we may find that it still shines as if new with 

a light that may illuminate the world and ourselves. It may even bring about a transformation 

in our knowledge, both of the world and of ourselves. 

I am not talking about anything odd and difficult and esoteric. I am talking about a way of 

understanding the word study – and hence the word student - which was perfectly normal in 

the past and which only seems strange to us because it has been forgotten. To recover it and 

to let it once more gleam is to become students in a whole new way which is in fact quite an 

old and traditional way. 

To begin the recovery process all you have to do is look up the noun study in the Oxford 

English Dictionary. There you will find that it has 12 principal definitions, and, buried among 

them, in fifth place, we find the following: “Application of the mind to the acquisition of 

learning; mental labour, reading and reflection directed to learning, literary composition, 

invention, or the like.” This is, I would argue, the standard modern understanding of the 

word. It has to do with knitted brows, with gritted teeth, with a determination to assemble 

new data from the outside world and then store it in the brain as in a computer. The best 

student collects and collates the most data and then regurgitates it on demand. 

That, as I said, is the fifth definition. But the very first definition of study, in other words the 

primary meaning in the OED, is quite different. It goes like this: “Affection, friendliness, 

devotion to another’s welfare; partisan sympathy; desire, inclination; pleasure or interest felt 

in something.” Here study is not a meticulous gathering and storing of isolated bits and pieces 

of data, it is a movement of the heart, it is a reaching out of the self. It is an active and loving 
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engagement with other people and with the world. It is not rational effort; it is an outflowing 

of heartfelt desire and the deepest sympathy.1  

“Affection, friendliness, devotion to another’s welfare; partisan sympathy; desire, inclination; 

pleasure or interest felt in something:” these defining elements of study are only possible of 

the object of study is able to reciprocate. If, that is, it is alive. In other words, to study 

something this way is an act akin to gazing at the face of someone we love.2 Our object of 

study – whether it be the world, a book, a painting, a skill of some kind, or what have you -  

is our loved one, returning the gaze and drawing us further and further on, to know ever more 

of its infinite riches. Or of his/her infinite riches.3 Studying thus changes us and our relation 

to what we study. It changes the very aspect of what we study. It means an ever-closer 

sympathy of two equals, in which there is distinction but no distance. 

In saying this, however, I do not wish to set up a new binary opposition of heart versus head, 

in which heart is the superior of the two terms. Crucial to this old way of studying is making 

profound connection, bridging the gap between the self and the world, between the subject 

and the object, between the person knowing and what is known by them. So also, to study in 

this way is to link heart and head: it is a movement of the whole person in a world 

experienced as intimately connected to the person by sympathy, pleasure and love. There is in 

the end only one whole here: that consisting of the individual person and the living cosmos 

together. 

If I nevertheless continue to use the word heart, then, and to equate study with seeing or 

observing with the heart, it must be borne in mind that I am using it in a specific way. I am 

using it in the way, for instance, Sufi mystics use it when they talk about opening the eye of 

the heart, an idea which is “not confined to Islam but is universal.”4 In the mystical theology 

of the Eastern Church, for example, which is so different from that of the Western Church, 

 
1 See also Ivan illich, In the Vineyard of the Text: A Commentary to Hugh’s Didascalion (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1996) 14-15. Study, according to the OED, derives ultimately from the Latin studium, meaning 
zeal, affection, painstaking study.  
2 Thus Dante, who was well aware of the implications of the word, could write in his Convivio that true study is 
“the application of the mind to the thing it is in love with.” See Andrew Frisardi, The Quest for Knowledge in 
Dante’s ‘Convivio’ London: The Temenos Academy, 2015) 10.   
3 “...[K]nowing is not the capturing of a dead object by a predatory subject of knowledge, but a living moral 
communion of persons, each serving for each as both object and subject. Strictly speaking, only a person is 
known and only by a person.” Pavel Florensky, The Pillar and Ground of the Truth: An Essay in Orthodox 
Theodicy in Twelve Letters, trans. Boris Jakim (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997) 55-56. 
4 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “The Heart of the Faithful is the Throne of the All-Merciful,” Paths to the Heart: Sufism 
and the Christian East, ed. James Cutsinger (Bloomington: World Wisdom, 2002) 38. See also Arthur Versluis, 
who argues that the power of the eye in the heart as a symbol “comes in part precisely because it is 
archetypal... [T]his image resonates very deeply within us...” Arthur Versluis, Wisdom’s Children: A Christian 
Esoteric Tradition (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999) 169. 



3 
 

the heart “signifies... the spiritual centre of man’s being,... the deepest and truest self, the 

inner shrine...”5 So when we see with the eye of the heart we gaze from the centre of our 

whole being. In other words, we study.  

The OED cites a series of texts to illustrate this understanding of study. One, a 1561 

translation of a sermon by Calvin, talks of “the studye and dutye which we owne vnto [God]” 

(sic throughout). The study that Calvin means is the devotion of the whole heart of the whole 

person, in this case to God. It is in the end a spiritual requirement. 

The OED, however, cites no further examples of this use of study after 1697. Since 1697, that 

is, this understanding of our studies and our relation to what we study has become obsolete. I 

do not have time right now to go into the reasons for what may be called a paradigm shift, but 

surely, they have to do with the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century and the 

subsequent eighteenth-century Age of Enlightenment. At the risk of ridiculous over-

simplification, we can say that the scientific revolution aimed at applying empiricism and 

rational thought to the world, breaking it up into its constituent parts to be able to describe 

and control it better. It no longer gazed from the heart. The Enlightenment – and again I hope 

this short comment is not too much of a caricature – applied similar methods to the whole of 

human life. 

We owe the way we study now to these momentous events. Study as heart connection is 

become a rare thing indeed and is regarded by the dictionary as obsolete. The heart has been 

cut off from all possibility of connection. We now collect fragments of dead data instead of 

participating in the life of the world. As we shift our attention from isolated fragment of 

knowledge to isolated fragment of knowledge, our consciousness too tends to become 

fragmented. 

Another way of putting this is to say that when we study nowadays, we see literally. We only 

see, that is, the outward appearances of a vast sequence of isolated objects, wholly 

unconnected to ourselves and, in essence, to each other. I am by no means the first person to 

point this out. For example, in Saving the Appearances (first published in 1957) Owen 

Barfield describes how we have “set up the appearances of the familiar world... as things 

wholly independent of man.”6 But prior to the scientific revolution, argues Barfield, we did 

not live in a museum of objects extrinsic to ourselves: we participated in the world. That is, 

he writes, we lived with “an awareness which we no longer have, of an extra-sensory link 

 
5 Kallistos Ware, The Orthodox Way (Crestwood: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1995) 115. 
6 Owen Barfield, Saving the Appearances: A Study in Idolatry (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1988) 
62. 
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between the percipient and the representations”, that is, our knowledge of the world.7 In the 

Middle Ages, for example, people felt intimately connected to the planets, the stars, plants, 

animals, the four elements.8 Barfield writes that it is clear that medieval man 

did not feel himself isolated by his skin from the world outside him to quite the same 

extent as we do. He was integrated or mortised into it, each different part of him being 

united to a different part of it by some invisible thread. In his relation to his 

environment, the man of the middle ages was rather less like an island, rather more 

like an embryo, than we are.9  

Studying, in the meaning it once had, would go even further than Barfield’s mediaeval man 

by taking people beyond this unconscious embedding in the world. It meant wakening from 

the sleep of the embryo and intensely, with one’s whole being, feeling and knowing the 

connections, experiencing them in the fullest possible way. This did not weaken or 

undermine the connectedness: rather as we study, we long for ever closer unity, as with our 

beloved. Participation, through study, becomes ever greater intimacy. 

Barfield characterises the literal gaze of modernity, which takes everything at face value, as a 

species of idolatry: indeed, he gave Saving the Appearances the subtitle A Study in Idolatry. 

An idol is an appearance which has been isolated and taken literally. It hides its 

connectedness to us, to the cosmos, and ultimately to any realm other than the literal itself. It 

obscures and blinds. It kills study, in its highest heart-felt form. Study, since the end of the 

seventeenth century, has in fact become idolatry. 

Henry Corbin, one of the most interesting thinkers of the twentieth century, condemned 

idolatry in similar terms.10  Corbin was possibly the twentieth century’s leading interpreter of 

Sufi mysticism and was himself considered a mystic by many. In his comments on our 

idolatrous gaze, however, he turns not to the language of Islam but to the language of the 

Eastern Christian Church to characterise the opposite of – and antidote to – idolatry. That 

antidote, he writes, is not iconoclasm, it is the “transmuting [of] the idol into an icon.”11 I 

want to argue that if the object of our study is an icon, the eye of the heart is opened again, 

and loving, sympathetic connection is made. Or put another way, when we study truly, with 

the eye of the heart, we gaze upon an icon. Let me explain what I mean. 

 
7 Barfield 34. 
8 Barfield 76-77. 
9 Barfield 78. 
10 Corbin, for example, wrote that “Idolatry consists in immobilising oneself before an idol because one is 
incapable of discerning in it the hidden invitation that it offers to go beyond it.” Cited in Tom Cheetham, 
“Touching Grace,” Temenos Academy Review 10 (2007) 126. 
11 Cheetham 126. 
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Icons play a central role in the spiritual life of the Eastern Church. As is immediately 

obvious, they make no attempt to be realistic representations of literal appearances. Leonid 

Ouspensky, one of the most profound twentieth-century interpreters of icons, has written:  

The unusual details of appearance which we see in the icon... are represented in a non-

naturalistic manner, not because the iconographer is unable to do otherwise, but 

because their natural state is not what he wants to represent... [T]he icon shows us the 

saint’s glorified state, his transfigured, eternal face.12 

Icons actually make present for the beholder a transfigured, transformed world. But they do 

not do so at first sight, as it were. The immediately apparent distortions and strangenesses of 

an icon are just on the surface, as it were: even they are not somehow the final truth. If that 

were so icons would simply be another version of idols, another manifestation of the literal. 

The transfigured Mother of God does not somehow ‘really’ look like the surface lineaments 

of this icon. This is not a spiritual photograph of some kind which shows the really real Mary. 

Rather icons demand active, sympathetic participation. We must turn our heart to them; we 

must desire with our whole being to see the truth which they hide and reveal at the same time.  

The truth is not in the appearance, it is in the light of an icon. Icons shine with a light they 

themselves do not represent but which shines through them. In the words of one 

commentator, the icon painter: 

neither paints nor suggests any light that strikes the object and then is reflected by it. 

The world is represented as if its beings all contained their own source of light. Light 

is immanent in this world... and [the objects] reach the eye of the beholder as sources 

of their own luminosity.13 

It would perhaps be even more accurate to say that the persons in an icon are not in fact the 

source of the light: they are translucent to it. They are become diaphanous and the light 

shines though. While this light is understood to originate in the divine, it is also symbolised 

through the techniques of iconography. When an iconographer starts a painting, he or she 

begins with a white grounding consisting of chalk or gypsum. This shines, no matter how 

imperceptibly, through each of the layers of colour and form which make up the image 

depicted on the icon. 

If we look with devotion at an icon, if we desire to sympathise with it, if that is, we study it, 

the light, of which the white grounding is only the symbol, reaches out, we see it. But our 

 
12 Leonid Ouspensky, Theology of the Icon, volume one, trans. Anthony Gythiel, Elizabeth Meyendorff 
(Crestwood: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1992) 178-180.   
13 Illich 19. 
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eyes never rest on the ultimately real appearance of the person depicted: if they were to, it 

would mean that the icon had become an idol. The light of an icon is endless, and so its 

revelations are endless.  

At the same time, as the light draws the student on, light is kindled in them. It begins to shine 

out of them, it shines out of the eye of their heart.14 Their light then reaches out and touches 

the light of the icon, participating in it, embracing it and being embraced by it, until there is 

almost no difference between them and the icon: they become themselves an icon, a living 

icon, a being of light. For the students who have been so transformed that the world reaches 

out of itself in sympathy with them, everything shines. The whole cosmos becomes an icon, 

every object of study is an icon. This is the aim of study in its highest but forgotten form. 

I have been talking in terms derived largely from the Eastern Church. But I believe this iconic 

study, this mystical light, is universal. The Western Church once knew it, for instance. The 

pages of a manuscript parchment, meticulously copied and inwardly digested by monks, were 

illuminated not only in the sense that they sparkled with paints and inks: they were actually 

believed to be alight with wisdom. That light, in the words of one scholar, “brings man to a 

glow. Approaching wisdom makes the reader radiant. The studious striving... is a 

commitment to engage in an activity by which the reader’s own ‘self’ will be kindled and 

brought to sparkle.”15 The electronic glow of a modern student’s Kindle is a parody of that 

endless light. 

But millennia before Christianity, the ancient Britons already bathed in this light. They used – 

on a much greater scale - similar techniques to an iconographer to ensure that their land was 

perceived as an icon, especially in Britain’s gleaming sacred sites. As an icon painter did with 

the white ground of his or her work, the inhabitants of Albion employed chalk or gypsum.   

Silbury Hill near Avebury in Wiltshire, being made of chalk, was once a white mountain.   

The three henges at Thornborough in Yorkshire shone white with gypsum. Think also of the 

chalk hill figures, created by scouring off the outer layers of earth and vegetation to reveal the 

chalk beneath. This is the White Horse of Uffington, generally held to be around 3000 years 

old, or perhaps even older. Is it fanciful to suggest that one effect of such figures was to 

manifest the white that lies beneath parts of Albion like the white grounding of an icon, so 

that it was understood to underlie and shine through all the features of the landscape? 

 
14 See Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co., 1991) 
224. 
15 Illich 17. 
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Meanwhile the creators of the country's megalithic monuments used quartz and other crystals 

to ensure that, for example, their stone circles shone and continue to shine with a light from 

within.16  Duloe, a circle in Cornwall, is made up entirely of blocks of white quartz. I am also 

reminded of the ancient Celtic name for Glastonbury: Ynys-witrin, or the Isle of Glass. 

Perhaps Glastonbury too was a crystal, glowing and transparent. The holy places of Britain 

gleamed from all directions, illuminating permanently.  

Gazing at the iconic land, the ancient inhabitants of Britain themselves become icons and 

shine with light. Perhaps these ancient cave paintings from north-west Australia depict such 

people. The aura surrounding the heads and radiating from the eyes of these beings could 

tentatively be interpreted as representations of the light emanated by the figures themselves. 

This is in fact a picture of students. 

As the light of study unites existence into a complex tapestry of lights in light, it also unites 

the symbolic and the literal, so that they do not remain irreconcilable opposites. The 

importance of each shining surface seen by the student does not merely derive from or consist 

in the truth that radiates through it. In other words, it is not merely symbolic of something 

beyond. It is the truth – literally the truth – revealed by and to the light of the student’s eye. 

Otherwise the student would not desire it so much, take so much personal pleasure in it. But 

at the same time the heart knows that this is not the final truth, for finality would mean the 

death of the beloved. So, the loving gaze of study reveals truth to be literal but also at every 

moment symbolic of the infinite series of true moments desired by the heart. And so the 

marriage of the literal and the symbolic takes place, creating what the fourteenth-century 

theologian Gregory Palamas called an enhypostatic symbol, “that is to say, something which 

is a symbol but at the same time is also that which it symbolises.”17 A process which 

continues forever. 

I would argue that in order to know the literal and the symbolic and what may re-unite them 

we need to re-discover study in the way I have been describing it. The trouble is that little in 

our post-Enlightenment world leads to the realisation that the object of study looks at us as 

much as we look at it, or that between us and what is studied exist mutual and profound 

sympathy, attraction and even love. Science now tells us that the weirdly glowing screens on 

 
16 See Paul Devereux, The Sacred Place: The Ancient Origins of Holy and Mystical Sites (London: Cassell & Co., 
2000) 128ff. Perhaps the best-known example of the use of quartz at an ancient site in the British Isles is that 
of Newgrange in Ireland.  
17 Norman Russell, Fellow Workers with God: Orthodox Thinking on Theosis (Crestwood: St Vladimir’s Seminary 
Press, 2009) 98. So, for Palamas the uncreated, Taboric light was “both a symbol of the divinity and the 
divine.” Anita Strezova, Hesychasm and Art: The Appearance of New Iconographic Trends in Byzantine and 
Slavic Lands in the 14th and 15th Centuries (Canberra: Australian National University Press, 2014) 46. 
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its measuring and metering instruments show us the really real, the final truth. Yet these 

screens repel any light which shines from the eye: they alienate and isolate. They are idols 

and turn us into idols. Armed with the data they provide; all we can do is collect bits and 

pieces of information which we then arrange and re-arrange into various patterns according to 

the fashion of the day. 

So, what is the answer? Perhaps to open your heart, open your eyes, and devote yourself to 

study. And then what you study will devote itself to you. 


