
Building a Worshipping Community   
Part Four:  The Iconostasis [εἰκονοστάσι(-ον)] and Solea [σόλιον]

Iconostasis — a row of framed primary icons that distinguishes  
the Holy Place of the altar from the nave of the church.  In some Russian churches:  

a high and dramatic wall, greatly ornamented, consists of several tiers 
Solea — an “elevated place” (of a seamless floor quality) between the Holy Place of the altar                     

and the Church nave that extends directly in front of the iconostasis where  
weddings, baptisms and funerals take place. 



   

   1.  Consisting of the icon of The Holy Annunciation: The Archangel Gabriel’s announcement to  
       the Holy Virgin that she would give birth to the Son of God; at times with the four Evangelists 

  2.  The door’s opening signifies the good news of Christ’s divine presence as, the priest passing  
       through them blesses the faithful, and through which we receive the Sacrament in our time. 

  3.  Includes a draped curtain [καταπέτασμα]; when closed signifying (especially during Great Lent)  
       our sinfulness and a time of repentance. 

  4.  The Royal Doors is our time of life — when we receive Sacrament: between Christ’s first  
       coming (seen in the icon of the Holy Virgin holding the Christ Child on the left) and Christ who  
       will return (as “the Judge of the living and the dead” on the right). 

The “Royal Doors” (Gate) and Curtain 
(at the center of the iconostasis) 



There are varieties of iconostasion.  Pictured below is one from Our Lady of 
Balamand Antiochian Orthodox Patriarchal Monastery Church (Lebanon) 
The large mounted Cross is the central figure that tops the images beneath: 

The dais (Christ [center], the Holy Virgin, John the Baptist; the Twelve Apostles) 
over the primary images of Christ, the Holy Virgin, John the Baptist and                

the Holy Dormition (patronal Feast) between the curtained doors



    
An Explanation of             

the Iconostasis 

  As a partition, the iconostasis, 
Royal Doors and curtain, heightens 

our awareness of the Holy Place 
that must be properly maintained 

and preserved as a distinctly  
sacred space from any other  
part of the church structure.   

 The exaggeration of a high and 
thick wall in the Russian Church is 

evidence of the strict emphasis  
and seriousness placed upon:  
the proper preparation by the  

    clergy and the faithful to being 
united with God through the  

Holy Sacraments.   

       



The Modern “Open” Iconostasis 
During the era of modern Orthodox Church structures  

in the United States built in the 1970’s, there were  
creative attempts to design iconostasion that were  

more open with transparent grills and lattice patterns.  
This trend did not last, especially when altar servers 

resisted their “overexposure” or became a distraction  
to the praying congregation.  One of the objectives was  
not only to reduce the size of “a wall,” but to allow for 

the laity to be physical closer to the altar.  This, however 
tended to make the holy place too accessible, and 

diminished a sense of reverence for the sacred space. 
The reverence for “The Holy of Holies” as a sacred  
place is diminished with an “open transparency,”  

and the spiritual discipline of properly preparing to 
receive the Sacrament is relaxed if the appropriate    

design of an iconostasis is ignored. 

Examples of a “transparent” Holy Place



Our New Iconostasis Design and the Proper Order and Placement of Icons 

The design of our new church iconostasis includes the primary order of icons:    
a) Christ, b) the Holy Virgin, c) John the Baptist, d) St. Michael the Archangel  

(our Patron), and the “Deacon’s Doors” with the images of:                                  
e) the Deacon Stephen, the First Martyr, and f) Lawrence, the Deacon



The Communion of The Holy 
Apostles Icon  

(“The Mystical Supper”)

The height of the “Royal Doors” is 14 
feet.  This will allow for the Icon of the 
Platytera in the altar apse to be visible 

through the Royal Doors since its 
position is lower than in most churches. 

The Communion of the Holy Apostles 
Icon will be positioned behind the altar 

on the barrel wall below the apse.       
(This was the position of the former icon           

in the “A” frame church) 

This icon fulfills the image of the “Last Supper” 
that is also found over the “Royal Doors” in 

some churches.  It is also depicted in 
alternative styles; sometimes with a double 
image of Christ (shown on the next slide).



The Communion of the Apostles 
[Η ΘΕΙΑ ΚΟΙΝΩΝΙΑ] 

Three varieties of Orthodox 
iconography shows Christ imparting 
the Bread and Wine; sometimes in a 
“double image:” to His left imparting 
the Bread, and to His right imparting  

the Wine; also indicating                    
the Church Altar under a canopy  

and not a table in a room



The Solea [σόλιον] —“an elevated place” and lower extension     
of the high altar floor that also rises above the nave floor

The Traditional position of the two choirs, chanters and readers (right and left) are on both sides  
of the solea on the nave floor.  The position of two choirs toward the front — on the right and      
left side of the altar is also evident in Western churches, i.e, the Gothic Bristol Cathedral of      

The Church of England (pictured below).  The Western church, however, did not position choirs   
in a protruding alcove (under two apses) as evident in a Byzantine structure.  Instead, they were 
positioned along a central aisle facing each other, in a space between the altar and the nave— 

And the congregation faced the altar from a further distance on a lower floor.    
The position of the choir on the floor plan of Holy Virgin Mary Russian Orthodox Cathedral (OCA)                     

in Los Angeles is literally on the right and left side of the elevated solea with no alcove apses.  



A solea may be found in many sizes

     

   1.  In Orthodox urban churches the solea is long and wide;  
at times on the same level as the altar floor. 

       In the urban church, one of the positions of the Bishop’s throne is on the south side of the solea.   
     In the fourth century of the Byzantine Empire it was the seat of the emperor; while the “high place,”  

directly behind the altar and under the apse was the throne of the Bishop.  Following the end of the 
empire, the bishop’s vestments, inherited from the emperor, symbolized “the Lord as King… robed in 
majesty.”  The bishop also assumed the seat of the Head of State on the solea (when not celebrating  
at the altar).  The central position of the Bishop’s Throne, however, has always remained at the “high 

place” behind the altar with additional seats for the celebrating clergy on his left and right. 



The Iconostasis and Solea of 
Monastic Churches 

2.  The solea of Orthodox monastic 
communities is limited to a small 
extension at the Royal Doors with  
a prominent throne of the Bishop 

  



Today, The Sacraments of Holy Baptism and Chrismation are performed on  
the solea if not in a side chapel of the church or narthex.  The solea is also where  
a couple is united in The Sacrament of Holy Matrimony and where the body of  

a deceased person is positioned, facing the altar, for The Funeral Service. 

  The original place of Holy Baptism and Chrismation was located outside  
of the main sanctuary, prior to one’s entrance into the church nave and to the  

area of the solea where the Sacrament of Holy Communion was first received. 

Generally speaking, the designated purpose of the elevated solea and altar floor  
is for the specific use by altar servers, Readers, and the members of the clergy.   

For this reason, there are no ramps to the solea or to the floor of the altar.   
The Church’s Canonical Tradition clearly specifies that a person among 

the orders of service must meet the spiritual and physical requirements of their 
office.  Hence, a physically disabled person would not qualify for ordination, 

or to serve as a bishop, priest, deacon, or member of the lesser orders. 
   

Based upon the American Disabilities Act, our church sanctuary will not  
require ramps to the solea or altar floor.  This is also supported by the  

U.S. Supreme Court’s decision that verifies: Churches, including places of  
worship, are exempt from the American Disabilities Act public building  
requirements (Section 307 of the ADA, 2001).  Moreover, the Church’s  

Canonical Tradition is also supported by the federal 
Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA; 2008). 


