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Anya Gleizer has degrees in Conservation Biology and Fine Art and is 
currently working on her a DPhil in Human Geography at Mansfield 
College, Oxford.  In 2018 she founded The Flute & Bowl, Oxford’s 
Art & Science Society.  She is passionate about Art, Biodiversity and 
Climate. Here Dick Lewis, our Secretary, summarises Anya’s 
introduction and describes how the session progressed. 

 
Introduction 
I come today in a state that I don’t like to be in, Anya began.  I am Russian and my country 
has just gone to war and I have family on both sides of the conflict.  I have spent much of 
last week on the phone trying to contact relatives.  I have to keep myself going by coming to 
workshops, and protests and meetings because the only solution is care.  Care is the only 
thing that can drag us out of the conflict, just as care is the only thing that can get us 
through the ecological crisis that we are facing right now.  It’s all too easy to step away and 
think that you can’t do anything.  So I want to concentrate on ‘Care’ today because it looks 
at the process and not the result.  It is tempting to think that, faced with ecological disaster 
in Siberia, for example, or watching the tides rising higher, there is not much we can do 
about as individuals.  But think about tackling a fire – if each of us contributes our bucket of 
water change is possible. 
 
Many people today carry a sense of apathy and loss, but what we have heard about 
Extinction Rebellion suggests that, whilst there has been a sense of desperation that has 
been around for a very long time, something positive is beginning to surface.  I think that 
care is the foundation of the creative process, and the foundation of environmental work. 
 
A non-traditional art workshop 
What I am asking you to do now is to concentrate on the process of what we are going to 
do and how we will be doing it, Anya explained, rather than on creating some sort of 
beautiful object at the end.  I think that today people sense the importance of art and want 
to bring it into their different movements.  It is tempting to think that protests go on, 
people continue to make their banners, but fossil fuel extraction continues and what have 
they achieved?   But I think that this bypasses the logic of what creativity can mean and, 
oddly, I learned about this in icon painting, the very traditional Russian art form that is over 
a thousand years old, creating religious imagery.  I came to this without participation in any 
church, my parents having grown up in the Soviet Union.  I came to it in a sort of odd way, 
but the process was beautiful and that is what attracted me initially. 
 
Sadly, today, the focus in the art world tends to be about the product as a commodity; we 
create it, it is beautiful and then we sell it to someone.  But I think this misses something 
that we can learn from the act of creating something in itself. 
 



So today I want to do a bit of very introductory icon painting.  It is a very ancient technique, 
and painting an icon can take about a year to do properly, and we’ve got about 25 minutes!  
But what I can show you is what this process is about and how we can start practising it. 
 
My icon painting teacher, a master in her art, often equated the act of making an icon to the 
act of God creating the world in the book of Genesis.  She says that it involves the same 
elements and a lot of hard work and toil and concentration and care.  So, basically, if you 
start on a real icon you start with light, obviously, because you need to see what you are 
doing.  You have the minerals, the calcite that is ground up to make the material you coat 
the board with, and the minerals that make the paint which is what we are going to use 
today.  You have the plant that makes the wood that goes into the board that supports 
everything else.  The animal aspect comes with the eggs that make the fixative that fixes the 
paint to the board, and the human touch comes last when you take up your brush.  And 
finally, if you do it properly, there is divine inspiration which makes an icon what it is. 
 
An icon is never meant to be an object, and certainly not an object of worship.  The 
creation process itself is like a prayer, and the icon is used for prayer to remind us what we 
are praying for.  So I think that in practising that care, not just for thirty minutes but every 
day, is where we can start to see the real impact it can have on our lives and actions. 
 

So this session will be practical and 
hopefully it will be a bit of fun.  The way 
you make an icon is always by using 
natural materials and it is all very hands-
on.  So if we were doing it from start to 
finish we would be grinding pigments out 
of lots of clay.  But today we have 
ground up pigment ready-made, we are 
going to make a fixative out of egg and 
vinegar, and we are going to work on 
two small images trying to focus not on 
the result – I don’t want to hear you say, 
‘I’m not a good artist!’ which is what a 
lot of people say, and it is simply not the 
point – putting care into what you are 
doing every step of the way. 

 
First we will do the practical bit, and then I will tell you what we are going to try to create. 
 
At this point it should be explained that people attending 
the meeting online had been given in advance a list of 
things that they needed in order to be able to join in this 
session at home.  This included paper, a fine paint 
brush, a cup and saucer, water, vinegar, an egg and 
some ground red-ochre pigment (or food colouring if that 
was easier!).  Anya spoke to the camera as she was 
explaining and demonstrating in the hope that people at 
home would be able to follow each of the steps. In the 
church Anya suggested that people could work singly or 
in pairs as they wished. 



Once people had settled round tables Anya started the 
process.  The egg should be opened like a box, she said, and 
split into two halves.  The white should be poured out and 
the yoke saved.  For some 
people this was easier said 
than done!  There was a 
lot of laughter at this stage, 
and a lot of spilt yokes, but 
very soon, as people 
helped one another, the 
job was done. 

 
Keeping the yoke inside the eggshell was important.  That 

eggshell would be used as a measure for the vinegar and 
the water at the next stage.  But first the yoke had to 
be transferred carefully into a cup.  Anya made it looks 
so easy!  She tipped the yoke onto a paper napkin, then 
slid it down and as it was about to drop she pinched it 
to retain the 
membrane that holds 
the yoke together so 
that just the yellow 
splashed into the cup. 
 

The next step was to use the eggshell that had contained 
the yoke to measure 
into the cup equal 
amounts of vinegar 
and then water. 
 
There was a lively buzz of 
conversation as this was going 
on and then a lovely tinkling 
sound as everyone stirred up 
their mixture in the cup using 
their paint brushes.  

 
Anya then asked everyone in the church and at home online if they 

had successfully made their 
mixture.  All indicated that 
they had so the next stage was opening the pigment – 
in church and for most people at home that was red-
ochre, a tricky process because the powder is very 
fine and tends to fly everywhere!  Anya explained that, 
when working on an icon, she would always start with 
red-ochre, painting in lines with a very fine brush, the 
idea being to build up layers so as to leave no brush 
marks.  The egg fixative would ensure that the paint 
remained for hundreds of years. 



At this point Anya commented that working with a 
church group was so easy.  Everyone was ready to 
help each other.  Working with a group of children 
was much more challenging!  Meanwhile, Sarah 
Farrow was doing a wonderful job working the 
technology and offering advice to the people at home, 
most of whom didn’t have anyone to help them!  
 
Anya then demonstrated how to use a saucer as 
an artist’s palette.  Using the brush she took a tiny 
bit of the egg mixture and put it on the saucer.  
Then she used the brush to add a little red-ochre powder to make the pigment.  Now for 
the task! 
 
She asked everyone to fold their paper in half so that they could each make two images, one 
on each half.  On the first we were to depict a non-human being that we have cared for – 
something that we have truly cared for over a period of time.  She reminded us that the aim 
was not to produce a wonderful finished image but to concentrate on the process of 
working with care.  We may only have a short length of time but we can all used half-an-
hour to really focus on what we are doing.  On the other side we were to depict a non-
human being that has cared for us.  She urged us to use our imaginations.  It could be 
anything that has given us care or support – even the water in the ocean that carries us, or 
the tree that supported our tree house when we were young! 
 
Anya spoke for a moment about the icons of the saints.  They are painted with very fine, 
transparent layers onto the white coated board so the impression is given that the light 
does not fall onto the image but shines outwards through the image, through the 
transparent layers.  She demonstrated what she meant to the camera so we could all see it 
on screen. 

 
In the church everyone started work 
and silence fell.  The levels of 
concentration were almost palpable.  
On screen people could also be seen 
fully focused on the task. 

 
Soon there were murmurs of frustration.  ‘Mine looks like a cross between a chicken and a 
giraffe,’ groaned Bishop Michael, and then broke into peals of laughter.  Anya reminded us of 
the importance of concentrating on the process and not on the finished result, and quite a 
number of us found that liberating and even therapeutic.  Something rather fascinating was 
the way in which people seemed to need reassurance; ‘Do we have to fill the whole of the 
paper?’ someone asked.  Anya’s reply was, ‘That’s simply for you to decide!’  It was all so 
different from school where instructions were given and the results judged! 



Anya demonstrated how, having experimented with 
thick lines, we could now make more transparent 
layers by watering down the pigment. The way it 
works is that the water evaporates and leaves the 
very thin wash of almost transparent colour.  That is 
why it is such a slow process.  
 
Sarah then asked if anyone online was brave enough 
to share what they had done so far and there 
followed a short time of mutual exchange.   

 

 
 
At least one of the online participants was using paprika from the larder instead of red-
ochre.  Anya explained how she often uses materials of that kind when working with 
children.  However, the colour will fade in time.  A very good thing about using a limited 
range of materials, like the red ochre or turmeric, is that it limits the control we have over 
what we are creating.  We have to remember that we may not live to see the product of 
our actions but they will be seen and experienced by others way down the line. 
 
Anya admitted that this had been a funny workshop but that focusing on the non-human 
creature you cared for and the non-human entity that cared for you helps you to recognise 
that it isn’t just any dog, for example, but your dog, and appreciate all that the mutual time 
and caring for one another has meant for you.  There is no quick-fix for care.  The quick-fix 
is about focusing on the product and getting there as soon as possible.  Care is long-term, 
and as we face the current catastrophes there will be no quick-fix.  There will be no fix at all 
until we have created community.  Without community things fall apart very quickly, as you 
will probably have experienced in your parishes.  So how do we bring this quality of care 
into all our interactions?  We have cared for our dogs and cats, our fish and birds, and been 
cared for too.  Focusing on the time and effort and the outcomes of that care should 
prompt us to invest similarly in all our relationships and interactions.  The relationship is not 
just a result – it is a process.  This is why Anya is convinced that bringing art into 
environmental work is important.  What happens while you are doing it is transformative, 
and it will transform the environmental work that we do and the questions that we ask. 
 
Anya ended by asking everyone to use a camera or smart phone to take a picture of their 
work.  This is how we will anonymously share what we have done, and she has committed 
to take them all and, because they are all made of the same pigments, she will weave them 
into a big tapestry.  Icons are never signed because they are not seen as belonging to any 
artist to bring them money or glory or anything like that.  The icon’s value is what it has 
given to the person who created it and what it will give to the people who experience it 



later.  I hope that I have shared something of that sentiment with you in 40 minutes, she 
concluded.  It was clear from everyone’s reaction that she had. 

 
 
While the church was being put straight ready for worship everyone in the building and 
online went into small breakout groups to review the day.  They had half-an-hour to 
exchange ideas, get to know one another a little better, and prepare for the closing service. 


