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The original purpose of Christian art 
was  “to instruct the unlettered.”  
The creation of icons began as a 
way to tell the Christian story in a 
time when many people could not 
read.  

The images in an icon are not 
meant to be “realistic”; they are not 
meant to compete with God's 
creation.  Instead, they are read as a 
group of symbols much the way a 
page with alphabet characters is 
read.

For that reason, icons are not said 
to be “painted”.  Rather, they are 
“written”.  The people who create 
them are termed iconographers.

Christopher Cunningham and his 
wife Rodica Focseneanu 
Cunningham write icons on glass in 
a style based upon the Romanian 
icon tradition secretly taught to 
Rodica by her aunt during a time of 
Communist dictatorship.  

Chris and Rodica hold Master of 
Fine Arts degrees from the 
University of New Mexico and are 
equal partners in the design and 
creation of their icons.



The process of writing an icon begins with prayer, 
then careful transcription of a line image onto a piece 

of glass.  The Cunninghams use special light boxes that 
they designed and built for this purpose.  The materials 

used are very pristine, requiring many hours of 
preparation.  Creating the line image alone can take one 

or more full days.



The process of painting over the line drawing requires carefully applying thin layers of egg 
tempera.  The paint is created during the workshop using powdered pigments imported usually 
from Europe in a precise formula then mixed during the class with egg yolk, distilled water and 

a few drops of clove leaf oil. This, too, can take several days to complete.



While the writing of wooden icons began around 
1500 years ago, the painting of glass icons is relatively modern

—only 500 years old!



The process of applying gold leaf 
begins with creating a special glue 

made from garlic juice during 
the workshop.  

(The ancient formula requires the 
freshest garlic available!) 



When the sheets of 23 carat gold leaf are 
brought out and placed on the special 

leather cutting surface, all air conditioning 
in the room must be turned off.  

No one can 
sneeze because 
the sheets will 

blow around in 
the air.



Then the surface of the glass is 
breathed-upon right before the 
pieces of gold leaf are applied.

The tiny pieces of gold leaf 
are applied with brushed-on 
garlic juice. 



The reverse side of two icons with the gold 
leaf process partially completed



The front side of an icon when the gold leaf process is partially completed.



The results are both beautiful and 
inspirational.  When icons are ready to 
be presented to the people for whom 
they are intended, they are blessed by a 
priest. They are created to inspire prayer 
and devotion to God.

To see more work by Christopher and Rodica 
Focseneanu Cunningham and to hear more about 
their story, visit www.iconsbyrc.com

Contact them by e-mail at iconsbyrc@yahoo.com
Or by telephone at (405) 623-1723

http://www.iconsbyrc.com/
mailto:iconsbyrc@yahoo.com
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