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FOR.EWORD 

In the icon of Christ's transfiguration upon Mount Tabor—as in the feast 
of light to which it is liturgically attached—the entire "logic" of Eastern 
Christian theology, devotion, worship, and mysticism is uniquely concen­
trated. This is not to say that the icon is either aesthetically or doctrinally 
more important than any number of other canonical Byzantine icons, such 
as that of the risen Lord liberating souls from Hades, or that of the Crucifix­
ion, or that of the Mother of God with the infant Christ in her arms, and so 
on; but it is to say that, as an object of contemplation, the Transfiguration 
image comprises within itself the whole story of creation, incarnation, and 
salvation in a particular way, with a special harmony of elements, and with a 
singular intensity. It allows us, in one fixed instant of visionary clarity, to see 
and to reflect upon the entire mystery of the God-man and of the 
divinization of our humanity in Him. The light that radiates from the fig­
ure of Christ is the eternal glory of His godhead shining through—and en­
tirely pervading—His flesh. It is the visible beauty of the glory that entered 
the world to tabernacle among us in the Person of the eternal Son: the same 
glory that passed through the history of Israel, that transfigured the face of 
Moses, that dwelt in the Temple in Jerusalem, that rested upon the Mercy 
Seat of the Ark of the Covenant, that overshadowed Mary when the angel 
of God appeared to her, and that has at various times throughout the his­
tory of the Church revealed itself to and in the saints. 

The icon also, however, offers us a glimpse of the eschatological horizon 
of salvation; for the same light that the three disciples were permitted to see 
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break forth from the body of Christ will, in the fullness of time, enter into 
and transform all of creation, with that glory that the Son had with the Fa­
ther before the world began (John 17:5), and that the whole of creation 
awaits with groans of longing and travail (Rom. 8:19-23). Then, to use an im­
age favored by a host of Orthodox spiritual writers, the entire universe will 
be like the burning bush seen by Moses: radiant with the fire of God's holi­
ness, but not consumed. And the Christian who prayerfully turns his gaze to 
the Transfiguration icon, and holds it there, should see himself taken up into 
the incarnate God, and refashioned after the ancient beauty of the divine im­
age. For, just as it is Christ's humanity that is transfigured in the light of his 
divinity, without thereby ceasing to be human, so too our human nature is 
called to an intimate union with the divine nature; we are created, that we 
may be deified in Christ. And so the icon is at once a revelation of God made 
man, and of all of us made god in Him. In it, we see how the kenosis of the 
eternal Son—FFis self-outpouring in the poverty and frailty of infancy, man­
hood, weariness, sorrow, suffering and death — is also simultaneously our 
plerosis — the filling of our nature with the imperishable splendor of divine 
beauty and limitless life, the light of rebirth and of resurrection. 

In a very profound sense, the entire life of the Christian should be an 
ascent of Mount Tabor, a penitent yet joyous approach to the Christ who is 
Himself the Temple of the Glory, from whom the Shekinah that resided in 
the Holy of Holies is now shed forth upon all of creation, and into whose 
presence we are now able to enter without being slain. The icon of the 
Transfiguration should draw us into an ever deeper contemplation of who 
Christ is, what light comes with Him into the world, how we are to see and 
be seen in that light, and how we are to be changed by it. To gaze at the icon 
in the correct attitude of devotion, and momentarily removed from all pro­
fane concerns, is to acquire the proper orientation of our vision, thought, 
desire, and will: the face of God, the splendor of the Kingdom, the divine 
destiny that is the vocation of the living soul. The icon of the Transfigura­
tion is one visible aspect of an infinite summons, calling us to a God of inex­
haustible goodness, in whom we always live, move, and have our being, and 
into whom we are meant to venture forever, into an ever greater embrace of 
His beauty, passing from glory to glory, eternally. 

In a sense, every iconographer is always engaged, in some sense, in de­
picting the Transfiguration, no matter which image he or she is "writing." 
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Byzantine iconography, as scarcely needs be said, is an extraordinarily styl­
ized form of art, and this is so for a very particular reason: the figures of the 
icon are not meant to be seen in a natural light, or even in natural perspec­
tive. They are, rather, images in which we see the events and persons of 
scripture and of ecclesial history as, on the one hand, concrete and earthly 
and, on the other, ethereal and heavenly. The icon is—at least, according to 
the piety of the Eastern Christian world—a window upon eternity, mediat­
ing between the present and the Kingdom that is to come. And, through 
this window, not only do we look from this world into the Kingdom; our 
gaze is met by the eyes of another, who looks out from the Kingdom and 
holds us in his or her gaze in turn (for every icon, according to the theology 
of the East, is somehow a true "face" of the person it portrays). Every icon, 
therefore, is already a transfiguration, a dreamlike marriage between the ter­
restrial and the celestial, and between the temporal and the eternal. The 
Transfiguration icon itself therefore, is in a sense the most "transparent" of 
icons—even, one might suggest, the icon^^r excellence. 

Solrunn Nes is an ideal guide to the iconography of the Transfigura­
tion, in all its dimensions: technical, historical, theological, and aesthetic. 
She is far more than merely a scholar of the relevant material. She is one of 
the most accomplished iconographers in the world today; and the icons she 
produces have few modern rivals, for beauty or for refinement of technique. 
Her work is, in every significant sense, thoroughly traditional and thor­
oughly original. Without departing from the canonical rules of Eastern ico­
nography, or from the traditional forms long established for the depiction 
of Christ and His saints, she nevertheless imbues her work with an extraor­
dinary quality of line and coloration that is entirely her own, and that at 
times achieves an almost mesmerizing loveliness. (Something of her gifts 
can be seen—at least, insofar as photographic reproduction allows—in her 
The Mystical Language of Icons, also published by Eerdmans). This makes 
The Uncreated Light more, then, than a simple study. Solrunn Nes being 
herself someone who enjoys a rare and privileged insight into the "art of 
transfiguration," so to speak, her book possesses an authority and a com­
pleteness of perspective that place it in a very exclusive category. The ap­
pearance of this book, in its present edition, is an occasion for rejoicing. 

DAVID BENTLEY H A R T 



PREFACE 

The Uncreated Light: An Iconographical Study of the Transfiguration in the 

Eastern Church is a book at the crossroads of theology and art. In accor­
dance with the structure of the narrative in the Gospel of the Transfigura­
tion of Jesus, the book is divided into three main parts. The first part con­
sists of a presentation of the iconographical theme, exemplified by four 
representative works of art dating from the mid-sixth to the fifteenth centu­
ries. The descriptive part is designed to correspond with Christ's ascent "up 
into a high mountain"; and through a thorough analysis of the pictorial lan­
guage of the art works it provides the necessary preludium to the penetra­
tion, in the second part of the book, into the meaning and significance of 
the Transfiguration as an historical event. 

Central to this event is the vision of light, the self-revelation of God 
through a manifestation of the Uncreated Light. In a general discussion 
based on a wise selection of art works and texts the reader is led into Ortho­
dox interpretation of the event and to an ever widening understanding of 
the meaning of the Theophany on the mountain. The discussion leads from 
Bethlehem to Tabor. 

The fvmdamental importance of the Incarnation within the religion is 
unfolded, not only in relation to the Transfiguration, but also in regard to es­
sential manifestations of Orthodox teaching and belief, such as the concept of 
deification (theosis) of the believer and the very praxis of icon painting. In 
succinct fashion, the theological and dogmatical, religious and eschatological, 
anthropological and cosmological implications of the Transfiguration as an 

xvi 
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historical and iconographical theme are elucidated from ever changing view­
points, with reference to well-chosen art works (like paintings by Theophane 
the Greek and Rublev) and to liturgical and patristic texts ranging from the 
Apostolical period and up to the middle of the fourteenth century. 

At this point Gregory Palamas stands forth as the protagonist: the in­
terpretation of the iconographical and the pictorial properties of the Trans­
figuration culminates in the presentation of the light mysticism of the mo­
nastic Hesychast movement. Fundamental to Hesychasm is the theophany 
of the uncreated light on the mountain, interpreted as God's uncreated en­
ergy. When this immaterial light-energy illuminates and makes translucent 
the body of deified man, it takes place in a continuation of the Theophany 
on Tabor. Guides in the meandering into the lofty spheres of orthodox mys­
ticism are the modern orthodox theologians Vladimir Lossky, John 
Meyendorff and Kallistos Ware. 

In the third and last part of the book, the reader is brought down from 
the high mountain and back to the starting point. By means of the deeper 
knowledge of the multifaceted meaning of the Transfiguration won on "the 
mountain," the images analyzed in the opening sections are made the object 
of concluding, comprehensive exegesis. 

Solrunn Nes studied icon painting in Finland with Robert de Caluwe 
(1983), and in Athens, at the Academy of Fine Arts (1985). She has travelled 
extensively in Greece, Turkey, the former Yugoslavia, Russia and Egypt. 
This book was originally presented — in Norwegian — as a thesis for her 
master's degree in Art History, at the University of Bergen (1992). The 
Norwegian version was published in 1995 as Det Uskapte Lyset. 

Solrunn Nes combines theological knowledge and religious feeling 
with art historical proficiency and the theoretical and practical command 
of icon painting. The Uncreated Light is a well-written and agreeable book; 
stimulating and well informed. It bears witness to the author's artistic com­
petence, as well as to a deep, intellectual and spiritual comprehension of 
Orthodox art based on her dual activity as an artist and an art historian, and 
a warm sympathy with this art as an expression of faith. 

The art historian, like the theologian, the specialist, like the general 
reader, will benefit greatly from the reading of this book. 

Bergen, July is, iggS HJALMAR T O R P 
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INTP.ODUCTION 

Within the abundant iconographical tradition of the Eastern Church, the 
Transfiguration of Jesus Christ is a subject which has an especially rich con­
tent. The purpose of studying this theme is to achieve a greater insight into 
the connection between an iconographical representation and theological 
interpretation. 

The structure of this thesis is inspired by the biblical narrative itself, 
which has three parts. The story begins with an ascent — "anabasis": Jesus 
went up to a high mountain together with his three closest disciples — Pe­
ter, James and John. While there, they were enveloped in a transcendent 
light allowing them to partake of a divine vision. They were witnesses of 
the self-revelation of God — a "theophany." After the experience they de­
scended from the mountain — "katabasis." The disciples were left with an 
impression which coloured everything they were to encounter. This epical 
structure of the Transfiguration theme is also the model of how this theme 
is understood. 

I. The Ascent 

The first part of this thesis corresponds with the ascent and includes a pre­
sentation of the iconographical material — in other words — the purely 
pictorial elements. Here we will look closely at four variations of the Trans-
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figuration made over a period of nine hundred years, which represent very 
different ways of depicting the subject. We will begin with two Byzantine 
apse mosaics from the mid-sixth century, followed by an Ottonian manu­
script illumination from the eleventh century and, lastly, a Russian icon 
thought to be from the fifteenth century. The analysis of each work in­
cludes a description, a formal analysis and an identification. Knowledge of 
the pictorial language provides a basis for understanding the inner meaning 
of the event. This "ascent" will prepare us for what we will see in the next 
chapter. 

II. The Vision of Light 

In this phase, which according to our metaphor represents the actual vision 

of light, we will explore the many-faceted theological interpretation of the 
Transfiguration of Jesus. This incident in the life of Jesus has been a source 
of inspiration for a comprehensive patristic literature which contemplated 
the essential qualities of God, mankind and creation and their intrinsic rela­
tionship. Our imaginary stay on the mountaintop will therefore initiate a 
discussion of the theological, anthropological and cosmological implica­
tions of the Transfiguration. Such a rough outline naturally demands many 
subpoints. For this reason, its dogmatical, sacramental, liturgical, didactical 
and eschatological aspects will be brought under the microscope. 

As a concrete point of departure, we will start with our four motifs. De­
spite this pictorial material offering different versions of the subject, it is 
not meant to be a comprehensive interpretation. Rather, we have chosen to 
show what is most pertinent to each work. The goal of this selective ap­
proach is to achieve a deeper understanding of the different facets of this 
complex motif. 

As we progress, we will show the contours of a unique spirituality which 
has its most concentrated and ideal expression in the Transfiguration. This 
spiritual direction is known as "Orthodox light mysticism" or "Hesychasm" 
and derives from the Greek word "hesychia," which implies rest, that of be­
ing still. Those who practiced and defended hesychasm viewed the Transfig­
uration as the model and aim for their contemplative life. 

In order to acquaint ourselves with this system of thought we will make 
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a thematic cross section through a selection of relevant sources. This litera­
ture was written from the time of the apostles up to the middle of the four­
teenth century and includes commentaries, bible texts, quotes from the 
desert fathers, homilies on the Transfiguration, excerpts from monastic and 
apologetic literature together with conciliar, liturgical and dogmatic texts. 

In-depth commentaries and information which can put these sources 
into an appropriate ecclesiastical and historical context are written by three 
contemporary Orthodox theologians: Vladimir Lossky, John Meyendorff 
and Kallistos Ware, and build mainly on the understanding of mystical the­
ology. 

III. The Descent 

The last part of the book is a parallel to the descent and is a phase where the 
insight we receive in the main section of the book is applied to the icono-
graphical material presented in chapter one. By comparing the art works we 
can more easily obtain an understanding of the similarities and differences 
in the iconographical and theological emphases of each work. Here we will 
gather the threads of the constituent motifs into a concluding summary. 

We will also look at how theology casts light on the changes which 
occurred in the representation of the Transfiguration throughout the first 
millennium. Is there a connection between the theological and the icono­
graphical development? Do the written texts provide a reason for repre­
senting the motif in a new way, or is the motif the same, but understood dif­
ferently in accordance with the new questions posed by theology? In other 
words, is it the motif of the Transfiguration or the understanding of it 
which has changed ? We shall seek answers to these and similar questions in 
this last part of the book. 
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THE ASCENT 

Byzantine Monumental Mosaic, Sinai (565) 

Description 

In the Greek Orthodox monastery on the southern point of the Sinai pen­
insula, oral tradition has it that Moses saw the burning bush — at the foot 
of Mount Sinai.' The fortress and monastery were built during the rule of 
Justinian I the Great (517-565) and the inscriptions on the roof beams indi­
cate that the building took place between 548 and 565.̂  The monastery 
which Justinian dedicated to Mary, the Mother of God, was later dedicated 
to Saint Catherine of Alexandria, a martyr from the early fourth century. 

The original decoration of the basilica is a monumental mosaic, dated 
about 565-566,' and fills the upper part of the apse. It is divided into three 
sections, stacked one over the other. The lowest and largest section has a 
spacious position in the apsidal vault, while the two other mosaics cover the 
wall area of the triumphal arch in front of the apse. In a sense they encircle 
and crown the main motif 

I. Kurt Weitzmann, Studies in the Arts of Sinai, p. 5. 

1. Georg H. Forsyth and Kurt Weitzmann, The Monastery of Saint Catherine of Mount 

Sinai, The Church and Tortress of Justinian, p. 11. 

3. Gertrud Schiller, Ikonographie der christlicher Kunst I, p. 156. 
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The Apse 

The mosaic in the apse is remarkable for its monumentality and acts as the 
leading motif not only because of its size, but also for its placement and 
composition (plate i). The whole scene is framed by a wide, dark blue band 
with 3i medallions. Except for a Greek cross in the middle, all the medal­
lions are portaits of men. In the middle of the scene we see a majestic man in 
full frontality. His right hand is held up in front of his chest while his left 
hand is covered by his cloak. His countenance with large, widely opened 
eyes is framed by long dark hair and a beard. Around his head shines a halo 
with an inscribed cross. His whole figure stands against the background of 
an elliptical mandorla made in varied blue tones. Eight beams of light pro­
ject out from the mandorla. Five of these point to each of the five men who 
either stand, kneel or lie in a half circle around the central figure. He re­
ceives their gaze while they gesture back to him. There are no other 
compositional elements. 

The Triumphal Arch 

The uppermost section of the arch shows two scenes divided from each 
other by two niche-shaped windows. To the left we see a full-figured man 
in two thirds profile (plate 5). His back is slightly bent as he works to un­
loosen his left sandal. He rests his foot on a rock while he turns his face to­
wards a hand which extends from the half circle in the upper right corner 
of the picture. The man's other sandal is in the lower left corner. In front of 
him a thick green bush burns brightly and behind his back there is a high 
cliff. To the right we see an almost mirror image of the same scene except 
now the man stands upright. Both his hands are covered with his cloak as 
he stretches out his arms to receive something from the hand in the half 
circle. He gazes downwards and his feet are bare. Mountains loom to the 
right and the left. 

Two flying angels dominate the middle picture plane and form a mirror 
image of each other. They stretch towards the central medallion in the apex 
of the arch in which there is a depiction of a lamb. Their forward-reaching 
hands hold a sphere inscribed with a cross. In the other hand they hold a 
long staff surmounted by a cross. Under the angels, on each side of the arch, 
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we find two other medallions; the left one contains a man's head and the 
right, a woman's. 

Formal Analysis 

Composition 

The composition of this entire mosaic is carefully designed to fit the archi­
tectural form of the apse in such a way that picture and building are fully in­
tegrated. Symmetry and a strong central axis pervade the composition and 
create balance and weight. Each picture plane is framed by a geometrically 
constructed scheme. The forms which are repeated are the square, triangle, 
circle and semicircle. 

If we ignore all the faces in the medallions, we see that the centrally 
placed man in the mandorla is the only one that fully faces us. Each pictorial 
element outside of the vertical mid axis has a balancing element on the 
other side. The balance lies here in the magnetic field between the figures. 
The man in the mandorla is the only figure who is intrinsically balanced, 
thus providing a natural focus about which the other figures find their ori­
entation. 

Depth and Perspective 

The two upper pictures have a kind of mountainous landscape. The man 
has rocky ground under his feet but it is not so barren that a few plants can­
not grow. In the picture on the left we see two clear examples of overlap­
ping; the bent knee which hides the man's left forearm and the mountain 
rising from behind his back (plate 5). If we look closer, however, we notice 
that the mountain does not extend down to the ground level as we would, 
logically, expect. Gold fills the space linking the figure with the border — 
probably in order to distinguish the outline of the man's clothing. This il­
logicality indicates that it was more important to create an easily recogniz­
able scene than a correct rendition of all the details. 

The only formal elements which create space in the picture are the ex­
amples of overlapping, together with the light and shadow on the clothing 
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and mountains. We find no lines of perspective which give depth. The pic­
ture on the right is even more two-dimensional in comparison (plate 6). 
Here each pictorial element is isolated so that we get a row of forms; 
mountain — man — mountain, without any kind of overlapping. 

The angels have no such stages. They appear as if they sway freely 
against the golden background and thus avoid appearing as though they are 
in a room. The impression we might have of depth arises from the way their 
drapery is modelled. Here we sometimes notice dramatic transitions be­
tween dark and light according to how deep the folds are. This is naturally 
also the case with all the other drapery, but here it is most apparent. 

The group of figures in the apse have already received a physical room 
which is the apse itself The concave curving makes the outer figures stand 
directly across from each other. They exist both in the plane and in the con­
crete architectural room. This is a quality a flat picture can never have. The 
surroundings consist merely of a mandorla, eight beams of light and a long, 
narrow strip of ground on which the men are placed, while the central fig­
ure stands firmly in the mandorla without any visible ground. The law of 
gravity appears not to apply for him. The two kneeling men create a sense of 
depth in that their legs point diagonally into the room. The even gold back­
ground both here and elsewhere contributes to the picture being perceived 
as flat more than three-dimensional. 

Movement 

Those figures which are not shown frontally, are seen from a three quarter 
angle where the upper and lower torsos are slightly twisted. All the figures 
react in accordance to the pictorial elements ordered along the mid axis. All 
the action is directed towards the centre. 

The man in the uppermost pictorial plane acts in relation to a hand 
which appears over him. The hand to the left seems inviting and the one on 
the right giving. The two angels reach towards a lamb while the men in the 
apse react with animated gestures to the man in the mandorla. The very 
poses combine dynamics and discipline in such a way that the overriding 
impression of balance and harmony is not disturbed. The principle is: calm 
in the middle and action on the periphery. 
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Colour 

The man in the mandorla is a strong focal point both because of his place­
ment, his pose and his intense colouring. He wears a blinding white robe with 
light grey-blue shadows in the folds. A gold border decorates parts of his gown 
and cloak. The mandorla is divided into four blue fields with the darkest 
nearest to the white of the man's gown. The eight beams of light which pro­
ceed from the man seem transparent because the colour tone changes — 
sometimes lighter, sometimes darker — over the graded blue field. The 
clothes of the five men are of weaker pastel colours in a varied range of grey, 
brown, violet, blue and green and look like broken reflections of the one 
clothed in white. The lower edge of the picture is bordered by bands of yellow, 
green and dark green. The wide, dark blue band with the medallion portraits 
which frames the picture in the apse, supplements the two purely decorative 
borders in gold and green which fill the edge of the triumphal arch. The green 
colour is repeated in the angels' wings. They wear grey and white gowns with 
flowing blue capes. Blue, white and gold are repeated in the medallions of the 
cross and lamb just over the mandorla. The repeated use of colours in all the 
scenes facilitates our understanding of their interconnection. 

The top pictures are reduced to somber, peaceful nuances of grey, 
brown, green and blue. The burning bush in the left scene alone uses red for 
more than decorative framing. Otherwise there are no warm colours used 
apart from the flesh areas. Because it is the so-called cold colours which 
dominate against the flowing background of gold, the mocaic seems to be 
both harmonious and intense. 

Light 

The most immediate impression of light comes from the white-clad man in 
the mandorla. He appears as a powerful light source who spreads his abun­
dant light over the five men. Each one is touched by a beam of light and 
then indirectly reflects it back. When we observe how the light is used in 
the modelling of clothes and faces, we cannot assume any light source com­
ing from outside the picture. The light comes from different sources — as if 
each figure stood isolated. No figure is emphasized more than any other by 
way of external lighting. 



THE UNCREATED LIGHT 

It is first and foremost the gold which indicates that light comes primarily 
from within the picture itself Because this metal has the unique ability to re­
flect light, it is especially well suited for creating an impression of the picture 
showing light emanating from within. (This phenomenon is called "sent 
light.") The use of gold where one could expect a sky blue colour, signalizes that 
the episodes they depict did not necessarily take place on earth. The lack of cast 
shadows is another indicator that the laws of nature do not apply here. We are 
witness to unique scenes which transcend the normal realm of human experi­
ence. 

Today's furnishing in the monastery renders the mosaics barely visible 
from the nave. The original dialogue between the main body of the build­
ing, the decoration and the liturgy is disturbed by a high iconostasis — a 
wall of icons — which blocks the view into the choir. This iconostasis was 
built in the eighteenth century because of new liturgical practice. Thus the 
apse mosaics were left with a minor role to play. Windows in the nave allow 
for only partial light to seep into the apse. Since the viewer must walk be­
hind the iconostasis to see the mosaic, there is neither enough light nor dis­
tance to survey it properly. 

Identification 

The presupposition for gathering information on the picture from sources 
outside of the work itself, is naturally the basic knowledge about the people 
who planned, built and used the building and designed its decoration. This 
frame of reference is widely understood as the Judeo-Christian cultural her­
itage which developed within the Byzantine world of the sixth century. Rel­
evant written sources would therefore be the Old and New Testaments 
along with texts from the early church tradition. 

The Apse 

The mosaic in the apse is adorned with Greek inscriptions naming each per­
son represented — except for the man in the mandorla. This helps us to 
identify each individual, but in order to confirm which episode it illustrates 
we must resort to external sources — in this case texts from the synoptic 
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gospels — Matthew, Mark and Luke along with the second epistle of Peter. 
Here we find the stories which give the basis for the iconographical repre­
sentation. 

The gospels tell that Jesus took his three closest disciples, Peter, James 
and John, up to a high mountain. While there Jesus was changed into a be­
ing of light. Both his face and clothing changed their appearance. Matthew 
writes that "his face did shine as the sun, and his raiment was white as the 
light" (Matt. 17:2). Mark compares the shining clothing to the common 
practice of whitening cloth by bleaching it in the sun, as "no fuller on earth 
can white them" (Mark 9:3). Luke describes how this transformation hap­
pened during prayer: "And as he prayed, the fashion of his countenance was 
altered, and his raiment was white and glistening" (Luke 9:19). 

After the transfiguration of Jesus the disciples witnessed the Old Testa­
ment prophets Moses and Elijah in conversation with Jesus. Only Luke 
mentions the content of the conversation being the fate of Jesus in Jerusa­
lem and that the disciples then fell into a deep sleep. All the gospels tell that 
Peter, in a state of fear and confusion, suggested building tents for each of 
the shining people. 

The disciples were even more afraid when they were enveloped in a ra­
diant cloud and heard a voice from it say: "This is my beloved Son, in whom 
I am well pleased; hear ye him" (Matt. 17:5). The account in Matthew is 
clearest in describing the disciples' reaction of fear when he writes that 
"they fell on their face, and were sore afraid" (Matt. 17:6). After the vision is 
over and Jesus is alone with the disciples, he comforts them saying: "Arise, 
and be not afraid" (Matt. 17:7). 

It is thus that the three gospel writers present the episode which is 
called the transfiguration of Jesus. Peter defends himself against those who 
suspect that the experience was only a made-up story when he in his letter 
emphasizes that he and the other two disciples were eyewitnesses to that 
which happened and that they really heard a voice which spoke: "from the 
excellent glory" (II Peter 1:16-18). 

The Latin word "transfiguratio" can be translated by "to be changed 
into another form" or "being changed into a glorified state," while the 
Greek word "metamorphosis" means "to go from one state of being to an­
other." 

The texts say nothing specific about where the Transfiguration took 
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place geographically, just that it happened on "a high mountain." It was 
Cyril of Jerusalem (ca. 315-386) who confirmed that it was the holy moun­
tain Tabor in Galilee. Since then this location has been the generally ac­
cepted one.* 

The Triumphal Arch 

The three pictures on the triumphal arch have no inscriptions that can be 
easily identified. There we are dependent on recognizing the scene based 
upon other sources. Because of knowledge of the Old Testament story 
about how God revealed himself for Moses, we can confirm that the left 
scene represents Moses' first meeting with God in the form of a thorn bush 
burning without being consumed. 

Moses was looking after the flock of Jethro, his father-in-law, priest 
of Midian. He led his flock to the far side of the wilderness and came 
to Horeb, the mountain of God. There the angel of Yahweh ap­
peared to him in the shape of a flame of fire, coming from the middle 
of the bush. Moses looked; there was the bush blazing but it was not 
being burnt up. "I must go and look at this strange sight," Moses 
said, "and see why the bush is not burnt." Now Yahweh saw him go 
forward to look, and God called to him from the middle of the bush. 
"Moses, Moses!" he said. "Here I am," he answered. "Come no 
nearer," he said. "Take off your shoes, for the place on which you 
stand is holy ground. I am the God of your father," he said, "the God 
of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob." At this Moses 
covered his face, afraid to look at God. (Exod. 3:1-6) 

Horeb is another name for Mount Sinai. It was at the base of this mountain 
that Moses saw the burning bush and it was here Justinian chose to build 
the monastery which would underline the connection between central the-
ophanies in the Old and New Testaments as explained by the Church. By 
choosing such a "locus sanctus" the spiritual continuity was assured as well 
as providing it with a natural authority and prestige. 

4. Gertrud Schiller, Ikonographie der christlicher Kunst I, p. 155. 
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In the picture on the right we see that Moses receives the law from "the 

hand of God." This episode occurred on Mount Sinai. 

Yahweh said to Moses, "Come up to me on the mountain and stay 
there while I give you the stone tablets — the law and the command­
ments — that I have written for their instruction." (...) And Moses 
went up the mountain. The cloud covered the mountain, and the 
glory of Yahweh settled on the mountain of Sinai; for six days the 
cloud covered it, and on the seventh day Yahweh called to Moses 
from inside the cloud. To the eyes of the sons of Israel the glory of 
Yahweh seemed like a devouring fire on the mountain top. Moses 
went right into the cloud. He went up the mountain, and stayed 
there for forty days and forty nights. (. . .) When he had finished 
speaking with Moses on the mountain of Sinai, he gave him the two 
tables of Testimony, tables of stone inscribed by the finger of God. 
(Exod. 24:12, 15-18; 31:18) 

Moses broke the stone tablets when he saw that the children of Israel had 
begun to worship idols while he was away. The covenant had to be renewed 
when he came down from the mountain. 

When comparing the texts about the transfiguration of Jesus and Mo­
ses receiving the ten commandments, one finds several noticeable parallels. 
Both experiences took place on a high mountain. Moses went up to Mount 
Sinai alone. Only the three closest disciples of Jesus went with him up to 
Mount Tabor. On Mount Sinai God's glory was revealed in the form of a 
blazing fire. On Mount Tabor the disciples were overwhelmed by an in­
tense light. Both Moses and the disciples were enveloped in a cloud. Both 
times the voice of God was heard. It was told of Moses that his face shone 
because the Lord had spoken to him (Exod. 34:29). Likewise the face of Je­
sus was changed when he was transfigured. "And his face did shine as the 
sun," wrote Matthew (Matt. 17:2). 

The pictorial plane between the Moses motifs and the Transfiguration 
does not take its iconography from any particular biblical text. Both the 
compositional and thematic centre is a lamb in a medallion above the apex 
of the triumphal arch. John the Baptist is the first to point to Jesus as God's 
pascal lamb when he says: "Behold the lamb of God, which taketh away the 
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sin of the world" (John 1:19). Paul uses the same metaphor when he ex­
plains the death of Jesus in light of the old Jewish sacrificial practice insti­
tuted by Moses: "For even Christ our passover is sacrificed for us" (I Cor. 
5:7). The same theme is repeated in the eschatological visions in John s Rev­
elation: 

Then I saw, standing between the throne with its four animals and 
the circle of the elders, a lamb that seemed to have been sacrificed; In 

my vision, I heard the sound of an immense number of angels gath­
ered round the throne and the animals and the elders; there were ten 
thousand times ten thousand of them and thousands upon thou­
sands, shouting, "The lamb that was sacrificed is worthy to be given 
power, riches, wisdom, strength, honour, glory and blessing." (Rev. 
5:6, 11) 

In this motif "the host of angels" is reduced to two who represent the heav­
enly host worshipping the lamb. They lift up the kingly attributes — the 
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sceptre and the orb ^ both decorated with a cross. The cross is also visible 
behind the lamb showing its paradoxical character as both a symbol for suf­
fering and victory. 

Directly below each angel there is a medallion, with a man's head to the 
left and a woman's head to the right. Here we see an early example of a pic­
torial representation which would later become a convention of the 
Byzantine iconography, namely the deesis-group. "Deesis" is a Greek word 
for intercession. The simplest version includes the enthroned Christ with 
John the Baptist to the left and Mary, the Mother of God, to the right, both 
turned to Christ with their hands lifted in prayer. In this case the scene is re­
duced to three pictographical medallions. On the basis of this information 
the scenes can be identified as the worship of the lamb in heaven — in other 
words, an expression of the heavenly liturgy — or perhaps a compressed 
representation of the final judgement where John the Baptist and Mary the 
Mother of God are regarded as central figures whose function is to pray on 
behalf of sinners. 

Byzantine Monumental Mosaic, Ravenna (549) 

Description 

The basilica Sant ApoUinare in Classe in Ravenna was founded and begun 
during the office of Bishop Ursicinus (532-536) and consecrated by Bishop 
Maximilian in 549. The architect was Julianus Argentarius,' and as with the 
monastery in the Sinai desert, so also this monumental building was erected 
during the reign of Emperor Justinian. 

The mosaics in the apse are from different periods. The main motif in 
the apse, the four figures between the windows, the two palms and the two 
archangels on either side of the triumphal arch are all part of the original 
decoration. The two mosaics to the right and left of the apse windows are 
from the latter half of the seventh century while the two areas above the tri­
umphal arch probably were added during the ninth century. Here the dat-

5. Otto G. von Simson, Sacred Fortress, Byzantine Art and Statecraft in Ravenna, pp. 5-

6 and 10. 
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ing varies somewhat. At the bottom of each side of the arch we see two men 
in half-figure. These have been dated about the year looo.' 

The later works which will not have a decisive role in our research, will 
be presented and identified along with the original mosaics. These will be 
identified after they are described and given a formal analysis. 

The Apse 

On entering the basilica, our attention is immediately drawn towards the large 
mosaic which fills the apse vault (plate 7). We look into a celestial landscape 
where all is graceful and harmonious. In the middle of this landscape a formally 
vested man stands in a frontal pose (plate 8). He rests most of his weight on his 
left foot and raises his arms, the palms of his hands being open. He wears a 
white, foot-length alba and a brownish chasuble speckled with gold. Over his 
shoulders hangs a white stole. He has short grey hair and a beard. His face has 
mild, even features and he gazes at us with large, brown eyes. 

Along the lower border twelve white lambs walk towards the man — 
six from either side. Between each of them there is a bush of white lilies and 
between their hooves there are two small flowering plants. These pictorial 
elements emphasize the consistent rhythm permeating the entire composi­
tion. The green part of the picture is covered with small, hilly forms, bushes, 
trees and birds spread evenly about. The only break in the symmetry is the 
three lambs further up in the picture — one on the left and two to the right 
of the circular disc which dominates the middle field. Against a sky blue 
star-strewn background there is a gold Latin cross decorated with precious 
stones. A man's head is placed in the centre of the cross. The three lambs lift 
their heads and look towards the circle. 

In the upper part of the picture — over the landscape and around the 
top of the circle — there are three elements appearing out of the cloudy 
gold background — two white-clad men in half-figure and a hand. The two 
men float on the clouds above the tree tops and stop on each side of the cir­
cle while the hand reaches down from the arches. Both of the men and the 
hand point in the direction of the cross. 

6. These dates are based on the presentation of Sant Apollinare in Classe given by 

Giuseppe Bovini in Ravenna Mosaics (Oxford, 1978), p. 49. 
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Just under the mosaic there are five niche-shaped windows. The walls 
between the windows make four pictorial planes which also have the illu­
sion of being niches such that the whole arrangement looks like a 
colonnade. In each of these niches stands a frontally posed man with a 
bejeweled book in his left hand. Their right hands are placed on their 
chests. Gold crowns hover above their heads and their clothes are similar to 
those worn by the centrally placed man above. 

The Triumphal Arch 

Even though it is the large apse mosaic which is of primary interest to us in 
this context, we will also describe the other pictures which surround it. 

In the top mid section of the triumphal arch we see a frontally viewed 
man in half-figure inscribed in a round medallion. He holds a book to his 
chest with his left arm while lifting his right hand in a sign of blessing. 
There is a cross in his halo. We are looking at a conventional representa­
tion of Christ Pantocrator — the Ruler of all. He is flanked by four winged 
beings, each holding a book — to the left we can recognize an eagle and a 
person, on the right side there is a lion and an ox — as mentioned in the 
same order — these represent the gospel writers John, Matthew, Mark and 
Luke. The space between the figures is filled with horizontal cloud forms 
in different nuances of pink and light blue, while the background is dark 
blue. 

In the section immediately below this and surmounting the apex of the 
triumphal arch we see a similar distribution of pale clouds, this time on a 
gold ground. From both sides there are six white lambs coming out of city 
gates. They walk on light green turf which naturally follows the ascending 
line of the triumphal arch. They walk as though in a ceremonial procession 
towards the centrally placed Christ figure above them. 

Just under the city gates there are two date palms standing against a dark 
blue background. They bend slightly inward and thus elegantly fill the trian­
gular form in which they are inscribed. Under the palms there are two archan­
gels — Michael stands to the left and Gabriel to the right. They are clothed in 
formal aristocratic garments and each holds a banner with the Greek inscrip­
tion "agios, agios, agios," which means "holy, holy, holy." The background has 
again changed into gold. They stand on golden footstools in a green landscape 

14 



The Ascent 

with flowers in the foreground. The lowest mosaics show the busts of two 
men and, as mentioned earlier, were made at a much later date. 

Later Additions to the Apse 

The two remaining pictures to the right and left of the windows are not 
clearly visible in plate 7. On the left is a representation of Emperor 
Constantine IV and his brothers Heraclius and Tiberius together with the 
archbishops Maurus and Reparatus. The latter was bishop of Ravenna from 
673 to 679 and became wealthy through his association with the emperor. 
He managed to achieve Ravenna's independence from the church in Rome. 
This mosaic is heavily restored. 

On the right is a group of four people standing in a semi-circle around a 
table. Behind is an older man standing in a frontal position. A broach pins 
together his golden-edged cape and his long, grey hair is crowned with a dia­
dem. The young man to the left is clothed in fringed leather and a loose 
cloak is draped over his shoulders. In his outstretched hands he holds a 
lamb over the table. On the other side there is another elderly man with a 
boy in front of him. A hand emerges from some small clouds and points 
down to the table on which there is a carafe and two round items with a 
cross in the centre. The picture is framed by two decorated pillars and a cur­
tain which hangs down on each side. 

This is a concentrated motif which symbolizes the sacrifice of Abel, 
Melchizedek and Abraham. The theme here is recognizable from San Vitale, 
another church in Ravenna, but here the three scenes are condensed into 
one. 

Formal Analysis 

Composition 

The composition is organized by strict symmetry. The various pictorial ele­
ments are placed against a background built up by simple geometric forms 
— in particular the rectangle, the circle and the triangle. The craftsmen 
have utilized the structure of the architecture itself in the composition by 
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allowing the figures and pictorial elements to reflect these fundamental geo­
metric forms. The gently curving palms echoing the line of the triumphal 
arch fill their allotted space with long, slender trunks and a fan-shaped 
crown. The twelve lambs along the lower picture plane emphasize and give 
weight to the horizontal axis, while the two rows of lambs converging over 
the triumphal arch mark an ascent which is the natural quality of that picto­
rial plane. 

The four individual elements placed centrally in vertically ascending 
order are: the full-figured man, the cross with a man's head in the centre of 
the medallion, the hand coming out of the cloud and the medallion with a 
man's bust — these make up a mid axis to which the other pictorial ele­
ments are subordinated. As we see, frontality is reserved for the figures 
along this axis. All the lambs are shown in profile and the two men in half-
figure are seen in three quarter profile. 

Depth and Perspective 

The most important indication of depth in this pictorial program is the ac­
tual construction of the apse itself. It is like "a room within a room." The 
pictorial plane in the apse is not "flat," but follows the concave curve of the 
half circle. This gives the effect of the heavens actually forming a vault over 
the landscape. Since there are no perspective lines that can be used to give 
the illusion of depth, we cannot decide if we are looking at a hill or a flat 
field. 

Each individual form has a strong outline and stands isolated and 
clearly distinct against the background. No one thing is emphasized more 
than any other. The only example of overlapping is the two lambs to the 
right of the circle. The distance between the pictorial elements does not in­
dicate that any elements are further away. An exception to this rule seems to 
be the face in the cross which is smaller than the faces of the three other 
men. Because the medallion creates its own separate picture, one cannot 
compare it with the other forms but must therefore evaluate it separately. 

The different pictorial elements on the green ground are ordered in 
tiered groups along horizontal lines. The lowest tier consists of lambs con­
verging in single file on the centrally placed man, above which stretches a 
slightly uneven border of rocks and plants. Over this is a wider border of 
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rocks, small flowers, birds and bushes and uppermost are found three large 
trees, possibly cypress, and three lambs. The many rocks or outcroppings 
are interspersed between the bushes and trees which are viewed slightly 
from above, while the rest of the composition is seen directly from the 
front. This indicates that the craftsmen have used an inconsistent perspec­
tive, but this is not overly noticeable. 

In this analysis of depth and perspective, it is natural to say that the ele­
ments are placed over, under and to the side of each other rather than in 
front or behind. The reason for this is that we are dealing with a landscape 
that has been folded out and flattened. There are, so to speak, no indicators 
which give the illusion of its being three-dimensional. 

The two archangels that flank the large apse mosaic stand on a rectan­
gular step which at a closer look tapers downwards in the picture. The step 
is seen from a high vantage point and is narrower in the front than at the 
back. The converging lines do not meet in a vanishing point as we would ex­
pect from a logically constructed room, but lead our eyes towards an infi­
nite room which breaks out of the frame of the physical picture. By follow­
ing the converging lines in the other direction, we discover that the 
vanishing point ends up with us as viewers. This reversed perspective entails 
the change of our role from being viewers into being viewed. The picture 
draws us and makes us participants in a dialogue where we are no longer the 
sovereign subject. 

Movement 

The expression of static calm is emphasized by the pervading strong symme­
try. All pictorial elements along the vertical mid axis are frontally viewed 
and there is also a regular horizontal repetition of forms. The movement 
seems frozen even though one or two birds flap their wings. 

In spite of the formal pose we can perceive a certain degree of interac­
tion between the figures. Horizontally the action is divided into two fields: 
at the bottom the man standing in the middle of the row of lambs, on the 
top the medallion surrounded by a hand, two men in half-figure and three 
lambs. The men turn towards the medallion with pointing hands, the lambs 
lift their heads and look up. It is the seemingly static figures along the verti­
cal axis which begin the movement and cause the other figures to react. 

17 
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Colour 

The colours which make up the background for the three largest picture 
planes in the central axis mosaic are green, blue and gold. This dispersion of 
colour gives the picture a light and airy impression, bordering on cold. 
There are many variations of green which dominate both in intensity and 
their expanse. The bright, white lambs are a marked contribution because 
they are so noticeable against the green background. White is also used on 
the clothing where its effect is more subtle. Brown is repeated often — on 
the stones, the three trunks and the central man's clothing. What we tradi­
tionally call warm colours — red and yellow — are used on less important 
details like birds and flowers and in the decorative borders around the dif­
ferent pictures. 

Light 

Daylight comes into the basilica through a row of niche-shaped windows 
along the walls of the side aisles and along the upper wall of the main nave. 
In addition there are five windows in the apse itself This natural light 
streaming into the church is sufficient for viewing the mosaics during the 
day. Before electricity was introduced, it was common to light up a church 
with torches when it was dark outside. The mosaic tesserae are pressed into 
the mortar in such a way that light is reflected at different angles. The living 
light from the torches made the mosaics seem to vibrate in a way that artifi­
cial or electrical lighting cannot reproduce. 

If we ignore the external lighting factors and concentrate on how light is 
used within the mosaic itself we can confirm that no area or part of the compo­
sition is more accentuated than any other. The entire surface appears in an 
evenly diffused light that does not come from a definable source. It is rather a 
universal light that is omnipresent. There are therefore no sharply outlined 
shadows and we must search for a light source elsewhere, namely in the picture 
itself The gold is understood as sent light and has been previously discussed in 
connection with the Sinai mosaics. The same principle also applies here. 
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Identification 

The Apse 

The four men represented on the walls between the windows in the apse 
can be identified on the basis of Latin inscriptions. Reading from the left to 
the right we see the bishops Ecclesius (511-32), Severus (340), Ursus (398-
424?) and Ursicinus (532-36). The dates refer to the duration of their time 
as bishops of Ravenna. Severus was the first bishop who can be firmly docu­
mented. Ursicinus was bishop when the basilica was in the process of being 
built. 

Now we will direct our attention to the mosaic in the cupola of the apse 
and begin with the medallion. At each end of the arms of the cross we find 
abbreviated inscriptions. On the top we can read the Greek word ICQUS, 
which reads "fish," but which in the early Christian era was used as a code 
for "Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour." On the horizontal cross arms stand 
the letters A and W, the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet. They al­
lude to two texts in the Revelation of Saint John: 

"I am the Alpha and the Omega," says the Lord God, who is, who 
was, and who is to come, the Almighty. (Rev. 1:8) 

I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the Last, the Beginning 
and the End. (Rev. 22:13) 

Under the foot of the cross we find the Latin inscription "Salus Mundi," 
meaning "Salvation of the World." Christ, whose face is represented in the 
middle of the cross, can thus be identified not only by his portrait and the 
inscription, but by the cross — his most well known sign. The medallion is 
flanked by two men in half-figure who are named in Latin — Moses to the 
left and Elijah to the right. 

The tall man beneath the medallion is identified as Saint ApoUinaris. 
His halo and uplifted hands indicate that he is a saint in prayer. According 
to the biographical legend called "Passio Sancti ApoUinaris," he was said to 
have been the first missionary and bishop of Ravenna, ordained and sent by 
the apostle Peter. By dating the christianization of Ravenna to the apostolic 
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age, the writer aimed at raising the city's status, but there is no historical ba­
sis for this claim. Excavation of graves indicates that there were Christian 
congregations in the area from the end of the first century. The basilica Sant 
ApoUinare in Classe was built in close proximity to a Christian grave site 
from this period.^ 

Thus far the inscriptions have been able to help us. The many lambs in 
the picture are without a doubt important, but since none of them are indi­
vidualized in any way, we must count how many there are and how they be­
have in order to come up with a likely identification. Just under the medal­
lion there are three lambs, one to the left and two to the right. They seem to 
belong to the scene shown in the upper part of the apse where the medallion 
is not only the centre of the composition, but also its content. The three 
lambs are found, in other words, within the same dimension as Moses and 
Elijah. It is only in the story of the Transfiguration of Jesus that Moses and 
Elijah are represented simultaneously. Thus the three lambs lose their ano­
nymity and come to represent the three disciples who were witness to the 
event. Since Peter was the only one who spoke, it is not unreasonable that 
the creator of the mosaic chose to represent him separated from the others. 
In which case Peter is on the left and James and John can be seen on the 
right. The hand appearing over the medallion is a well-known symbol for 
the invisible God revealing himself On this occasion God allowed himself 
to be known through audible speech. 

On the lower edge of the picture we see twelve lambs who walk towards 
Bishop ApoUinaris. The number twelve causes one to associate them with 
the twelve apostles, but the metaphor does not make sense when we look at 
the motif as a whole. It does not seem logical that Bishop ApoUinaris, who 
himself was a part of the apostolic succession, should be represented as a 
leader for the first apostles. It is more probable that he is represented as a 
pastor and intercessor for his flock of believers in Ravenna. The creator of 
the mosaic has greatly honored ApoUinaris by depicting him in the same 
landscape as the closest disciples of Jesus. 

Here it may be relevant to quote Peter Chrysologos (ca. 400-450), who 
was appointed bishop of Ravenna about the year 435. As the conclusion of a 
speech in honor of the first bishop of Ravenna, he says: 

7. Giuseppe Bovini, Ravenna (New York, 1971), p. 9. 
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Ecce vivit, ecce ut bonus pator suo medio assistit in grege. 

Behold, he lives, behold, as a good shepherd he stands amongst his 
flock.' 

This quotation is an apt description of how the holy ApoUinaris would be 
represented in a mosaic more than one hundred years later. 

The Triumphal Arch 

The apostles are found on the triumphal arch represented as two groups of 
six lambs who walk in a procession up towards the centrally placed Christ 
Pantocrator in the highest pictorial field. They are shown emerging from 
two beautifully decorated city gates on either side of the picture. Because of 
similar motifs in Rome which bear inscriptions, it can be understood that 
these two gates represent Jerusalem (to the left) and Bethlehem (to the 
right). A conventional interpretation of this motif says that the lambs going 
out from Jerusalem symbolize Jewish Christians, while the lambs coming 
from Bethlehem symbolize Gentile Christians.' This scene can therefore be 
understood as an expression of the universality of the gospel. 

As mentioned earlier, the two uppermost pictorial fields of the trium­
phal arch were made in the eighth or ninth century and cannot be regarded 
as a part of the original decoration. They are nevertheless clearly intended 
to complement the main motif in the apse, both in theme and style. 

The two smaller fields beneath, with palm trees and archangels, are part 
of the first pictorial program. Further down on the triumphal arch we see 
two men in half figure, Matthew to the left and Luke to the right. These 
mosaics, from the eleventh century, do not blend in with the rest of the dec­
oration both because they are larger in size and because their style is less so­
phisticated. 

8. Ibid., p. 55. 

9. Otto G. von Simson, Sacred Fortress, Byzantine Art and Statecraft in Ravenna, p. 6c 
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Ottonian Manuscript Illumination (Eleventh Century) 

Description 

The picture we shall now study is taller than it is wide (plate 9). It is divided 
into four areas such that we have two squares above and two rectangles be­
low. Because of the interaction between the groups of figures, it appears as 
though the two upper and the two lower sections depict independent pic­
torial scenes. The division is achieved with the help of thick silver lines, the 
background is gilded with gold leaf and the entire picture is framed in with 
a strong reddish brown border. 

In the upper left pictorial field we see a swaddled child lying in a crib. 
The crib is shown with the nearest side being shorter and lower than the 
one furthest away. The child, who has a golden halo inscribed with a cross, 
looks up at six winged angels who come dancing and flying down from the 
frame. By turning the picture upside down, we can more easily see that the 
angels stand with one foot on the frame while the other is hidden behind it. 
This gives the impression that they are coming out of a fictive extension of 
the pictorial frame. Between the child and the angels is a silver star. 

In the pictorial field to the right we see a seventh angel who also comes 
from above. He points towards three eagerly gesticulating men who stand 
next to a flock of animals. The man closest to the angels points up and turns 
towards the two others who react with staring expressions and outstretched 
arms. Some of the animals turn towards the child in the crib and others look 
towards the men. 

The vertical line that divides these two areas is broken by an angel's 
wing and an animal's snout, giving the impression that the two scenes can be 
read as one. The horizontal lines, on the other hand, is emphasized by deco­
rative cloud formations which work to bind together the two lower picto­
rial fields. 

The lower left picture shows a rounded mountain in variegated brown 
tones which occupies almost half of the rectangular area. A tall man in a 
light blue tunic and gold cape stands in a frontal position on the mountain 
top. The pictorial elements are organized in such a way that his feet are 
placed on the ground and his head is in the clouds. His face is young and 
beardless. He has dark, mid-length hair and his eyes stare intensely. Within 
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the halo a cross is inscribed in silver with blue precious stones. He is flanked 
by two men who are smaller in scale and stand lower. They turn towards the 
man in the middle with their face and hands lifted. Both have grey hair and 
a beard. They are clothed in light green robes and yellow capes which have 
brown stripes and fringes. 

In the lower right pictorial plane we find three men who by their poses 
and gestures seem to react strongly to what they see on the mountain top. 
The young man in yellow closest to the mountain breaks the vertical silver 
line with his foot and falls dramatically backwards. A middle-aged man 
turns his body away while he looks up at that which seems so frightening. 
The third and oldest man half stands and half kneels with his hands lifted 
over his head. These two men have brown and blue clothing. In the area be­
tween the three men and the brightly coloured sky formations there are 
three horizontal silver bands. The middle band contains an inscription in 
Latin. There is also an inscription on the crib and on the lower border of 
the frame. 

What is striking about these drawings is that the heads, hands and feet 
are exaggerated in size compared to the rest of the body. This results in very 
clear and distinct expressions on the faces and in the gestures. 

Formal Analysis 

Composition 

At first glance, the picture can seem unconstructed and confusing. If we let 
our eye follow the picture sequence as though reading a cartoon series, how­
ever, the underlying structure is obvious. 

The central compositional principle is, as mentioned before, four pic­
ture fields. Together the lines create a Latin cross. If we ignore the vertical 
line — which is less defined than the horizontal — we find two pictures 
that naturally belong together both compositionally and thematically. 
Therefore this analysis will, from this point on, mainly discuss the four 
scenes as two independent picture fields or compositions. The connection 
between them will be discussed in more detail later. 

In the upper picture both the format and placement of figures work to-
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gether to emphasize the horizontal dimension. The somewhat unruly row 
of flying angels corresponds with the child lying in the crib, the animal 
group and the men. Contact between the angel and the men furthest to the 
right introduces a diagonal line that binds together these parallel rows. 

In the lower picture we find that the three men on the mountain em­
phasize the vertical dimension. Viewed in isolation, this group is harmoni­
ously complete in terms of symmetry and balance. What disturbs the bal­
ance is the group of three men on the right. Despite the distinct separateness 
of the two groupings we can assume an underlying connection between 
them. The diagonal line created by the glances of the men up towards the 
central man on the mountain top parallels the diagonal in the upper picture. 

Depth and Perspective 

As we already have mentioned, the picture represents two scenes with nar­
rative content. The picture has, in other words, a natural time frame. There 
is no attempt to contextualize the subject matter spatially but rather the im­
ages seem to move both outwards towards the viewer and to recede back­
wards into another dimension. We can for instance note how the angels' 
wings, haloes, hands and feet at times extend out of the frame and thus 
come closer to the viewer. Angels' feet behind the frame or a crib shown in 
reverse perspective are small indicators that lead our imagination beyond 
the frame and into a dimension not yet experienced. 

In itself the picture plane is first and foremost flat. The plain gold back­
ground tends to produce this effect. Landscape and other surroundings 
which could place the figures in a three-dimensional context are reduced to 
an absolute minimum. A few examples of overlapping are unable to reduce 
this fundamental impression of two-dimensionality. 

Movement 

The picture is permeated by movement. Many figures are depicted with 
over-animated gestures, twisted bodies, diagonal heads and staring eyes. 
The clouds billow as in a storm, the ground and mountain have a decora­
tive, undulating form. The garments are painted with quick, almost ner­
vous, but nevertheless controlled brushstrokes. 
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The only relaxed figures are the child in the crib and the tall man on the 
mountain just beneath. Restfulness is concentrated on the left side, while 
the strongest emotional expressions are found on the right. This back-and-
forth between passive and active behavior is repeated in both pictures and 
accounts for the basic action. 

The child in the crib and the man on the mountain top are remarkable 
also because of their larger size in comparison to the other figures. To em­
phasize individual figures in this way indicates that they have a high rank 
within a hierachical system. This principle of the most important person 
being enlarged is known as hierarchical perspective. 

Colour 

The background is covered with gold. The transition between the picture 
fields along with certain symbolic details is marked with silver. These two 
precious metals unite the glowing and the cold. They underline the general 
sense of balanced, yet dynamic colouring. Each field combines the same 
colours within a limited scale. On the angels' wings and the clouds we find a 
rhythmic repetition of blue, red and white. In all four pictures there are 
noticeable elements of reddish brown, ochre and light blue which produce 
both warmth and light. 

Light 

The term "manuscript illumination" indicates the fundamental function of 
light within this particular art form. The manuscript is illuminated — ety-
mologically it means "lighted" by gold and bright colours. The thin parch­
ment is processed calf skin which has the intrinsic quality of translucency. 
Light is mediated through three materials — the page itself, the gold back­
ground and the paint. In addition to this intense "sent light," the highlights 
on the drapery are placed in such a way that the imagined light sources out­
side the picture radiate in all directions. It is not a question of any consis­
tent lighting, but rather a light that defies the conventional depiction of 
space. 

Since the pictorial space has such an ambiguous character, the experi­
ences or actions represented can be applicable to all times and places. The 
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picture appears to convey an implicit universality that will have a bearing 

on the consequent interpretation. 

Identification 

This manuscript illumination is taken from a copy of the gospels written in 
Latin where the readings are divided into so-called "pericopes" — a Greek 
word meaning paragraphs. The texts are organized into a liturgical order 
which corresponds with the feasts of the church year. The manuscript dates 
from the end of the eleventh century during the German kingdom at the 
time of the emperors Otto I, II and III. The illumination can therefore be 
counted as Ottonian art. 

The inscriptions on the page inform us that the picture illustrates the 
beginning of the gospel of Saint John — the so-called prologue of Saint John. 

Et Verbum caro factum est, The Word was made flesh, 
et habitavit in nobis; he lived among us, 
et vidimus gloriam ejus, and we saw his glory, 
gloriam quasi Unigenita a Patre a glory that is his as the only Son 

of the Father, 
plenum gratis et veritatis. full of grace and truth. 

(John 1:14) 

In the picture we see an abbreviated version of this quotation written in 
three lines. The text explains the picture while the picture is an interpreta­
tion of the text. The writing "Et Verbum caro factum est" is placed along 
the inside of the crib where the child lies. In the upper picture we have a 
pictogram — a summary of the central teaching of the Christian faith — 
the dogma of the Incarnation. A literal translation of this word is "to put on 
flesh," in other words, that "God became man in Jesus Christ." 

Luke is the evangelist who goes into most depth in describing the his­
torical details of the birth of Jesus. The epical aspects such as angels, shep­
herds, sheep and the babe in swaddling clothes lying in a manger are from 
this gospel, while the star is mentioned by Matthew in connection with the 
story about the wise men. 
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When we look at the lower motif, we see the words "et habitavit in 
nobis" written in the open area to the right of the men on the mountain 
top. Here the transfigured Jesus stands between Moses and Elijah. The in­
scription is just over the three men who can now be identified as Peter, 
James and John. The rest of the text has an abbreviated form, almost like a 
rebus. In this way it can all be fitted onto the bottom line: "et vidimus 

gloriam ejus, gloriam quasi Unigenita a Patre plenum gratis et veritatis." 

Since John was the youngest and most visionary of the disciples, it is 
surely he who is the beardless one closest to the foot of the mountain. He 
has been thrown to the ground by the overwhelming scene. Peter can be 
identified by his grey hair and beard. From what we know of these disciples' 
personalities, we can imagine that John's falling hands express a receptive, 
contemplative attitude, while the uplifted hands of Peter are a sign that he is 
active and participative. The more anonymous James seems divided in his 
reactions. His gaze is rigidly fastened on the altered appearance of the Mas­
ter. At the same time his body and hands are turned away as if to protect 
himself from the vision. 

Moses and Elijah look almost as though they are mirror images of each 
other. Their uplifted hands tell that they are involved in a conversation 
with Jesus, "of his departure which he was to accomplish in Jerusalem" (Luke 

9:31). The decorative field which emphasizes the division between the up­
per and lower scenes represents the bright clouds that came and overshad­
owed them and from which they heard the voice of God. 

Within the Orthodox Church John is referred to as John the Theolo­
gian because what he writes has a thoroughly reflective character. John gives 
no story-like discription of the birth of Jesus or of his transfiguration, but 
the pregnant words that accompany these pictures refer both to the Incar­
nation and the Transfiguration. These two episodes in the life of Jesus cre­
ate the clearest historical starting point for the later dogma about the two 
natures of Jesus. 
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This model shows the identification of persons, groups, individual elements and inscrip­
tions in the Ottonian manuscript illumination. 
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Russian Transfiguration Icon (1403) 

Description 

This icon shows a landscape with four caves and three mountain tops (plate 
10). The mountains have a diagonal stairlike construction. On the central 
mountain there stands a white-clad man inside a white six-pointed star 
(plate 11). This man is shown in a frontal position, with his head turned 
slightly to the right. He holds a small cylindrical item in his left hand while 
the right is lifted up to his chest. His robes are decorated with gold stripes in 
the highlights. The man and the star which almost merge because of their 
colour value, come forth from out of a circular mandorla of variegated blue. 
Thin gold lines radiate from the circle's centre. 

Two men in three quarter profile stand on their respective mountain 
tops to the right and left of the man clad in white. The man on the left 
wears a greenish robe with dashes of ochre and blue, highlighted with 
white. He gives his attention to the central man by a gesture of his right 
hand. The somewhat younger man to the right is clothed in a reddish 
brown robe with light grey highlights. He holds a rectangular item with 
both hands. These men have blue tunics under their rich drapery. 

Three blue lines stream from the circle and touch three men who lie 
curled up in the lower part of the picture. The man on the left turns his face 
upward and looks toward the man in white, while the central figure almost 
lies in a fetal position with his face turned downward. His chin is resting in 
his left hand as if he is in thought, while he stretches out his right hand in 
front as though protecting himself from the fall. Furthest to the right lies the 
third man — also he is curled into a ball, with one hand over his face, again, 
seeming to protect himself from the scene above. The colours of the clothing 
are, from left to right, orange, ocher brown with dashes of blue and plum-red 
with light blue highlights. All three have blue tunics with brown undertones. 

Between the two main groups of three persons, we see two groups of 
four persons in smaller scale. The groups are framed in by cliffs forming a 
kind of enclosure in the mountain. They differentiate themselves from the 
surroundings by their dark clothing. A man with a halo walks in front of the 
others. He turns his head towards those who walk behind him. The group 
to the left is in the process of ascending the mountain, while the other 
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group on the right is descending and leaving the scene. In the area between 
these four groups we find two dark caves in the mountain whose entrances 
are marked by a tree. 

In the upper two corners of the picture there are blue-grey cloudlike 
forms, each with two small half-length figures. An angel painted with the 
same colours as the clouds, leads the figures who come down towards the 
three men on the mountain top. The two figures following the angels are 
kept in muted earth colours and seem as though they are reduced versions 
of the two men just beneath them. 

Formal Analysis 

Composition 

The composition is built on symmetry and a rhythmic repetition of pictorial 
elements around a vertical central axis. The geometric forms which create the 
mid axis are a circle in the upper part of the picture and a pyramidal triangle in 
the lower. The compositional scheme is further developed by two smaller tri­
angles that arise on each side behind the dominant one in the centre. These 
triangles correspond with the mountain tops described above. The figures are 
placed diametrically across from each other, be they ordered in groups or 
standing as separate individuals. These figurative components can be read as 
four horizontal parallel lines and three parallel vertical lines. In such a way we 
can visualize an invisible grid behind the composition. Since the picture has 
such a firm geometric underpinning, it gives the impression of stability and 
balance. It is the shining circle with the white-clad man in the top part of the 
picture together with the varied body positions that break this static pattern. 

Depth and Perspective 

A very noticeable trait of the picture is that it seems to be divided into three 
different areas comprised of three different episodes. Read in this way, the 
two small groups at the very top become a place far away, while the two 
slightly larger groups further down make a space closer to the viewer. The 
six figures making up the central episode would constitute the largest and 
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closest space. Since all the episodes are presented on the same pictorial sur­
face, it seems as though they happen simultaneously. The question is there­
fore if this also indicates three time periods; however, we cannot answer this 
before the episode is identified. 

The pointed pyramidal shape of the mountains and the dominant cir­
cle in the upper part of the picture lead the eye upwards more than inwards. 
A sensation of depth is achieved in that the mountains overlap each other. 
Thus the two mountains that rise from behind the large central peak, at 
first glance seem further away, but this effect is contradicted since the three 
figures who stand on these peaks are the same size and act within the same 
space. In addition to this, the two apparently distant mountains have a 
warm, orange brown colour while the closer mountain is a cold green colour 
with some accents of turquoise. 

There is not a proportionally correct relationship between landscape 
and figures. The figures dominate the landscape. An exception can be the 
two groups who are completely surrounded by mountains. But the largest 
figures do not look as though they have real contact with the ground — for 
that the mountains are too small and steep. The landscape functions almost 
as a stage for a carefully planned drama. Another feature which strengthens 
this impression is that the mountains are seen from above while the figures 
are viewed frontally. 

The cave entrances indicate an opening into the mountain and are thus 
an expression of the mountain having volume. Yet further down the picture 
it is difficult to define the landscape. It seems as though the three men hover 

over the ground rather than lay on it. The green colour creates a type of neu­
tral background for the figures. But since this lowest part of the picture is a 
natural extension of the central mountain, it can be read as a steep slope. 

The figures have distinct contours and are given a sculptural form by 
strong colour contrasts in their clothing and skin. The exception here is the 
man in the mandorla. The drapery seems flat because the combination of gold 
on white has no contrasting effect. When this white and golden clothing ap­
pears against a background that is just as white and golden, it can seem from a 
distance difficult to differentiate between the person and the six-pointed star. 
More clearly seen are the head and hands. To conclude, it could reasonably be 
said that this spatial analysis reveals a dynamic relationship between the flat 
plane and depth, the picture presenting two rather than three dimensions. 
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Movement 

In the discussion on composition it was said that the basic structure of the 
picture was static. Further it was noted that the bright man in the circle is 
an immediate focal point and thus functions as the energy field of the mo­
tif These two aspects combine stability and dynamism. Movement arises 
first and foremost from dramatic body positions, in particular the three 
men at the bottom of the composition. They crouch, gesticulate, fall head­
first to the ground or turn away from the blinding light. He who is the 
source of all these reactions stands calmly on his mountain top between two 
similarly calm figures, their bodies showing no outward drama. 

Besides the above, we find movement in the four groups who, by being 
"on their way," create a diagonal movement within the picture. An interest­
ing detail here is that behind the central figure in white, there is a circle 
within a circle which does not correspond directly with the one behind it. 
Because the two circles have different centres, the balance is disturbed. In 
this way tension arises within a form generally thought of as being static. 

Colour 

The colours have already been mentioned in the preceding text because the 
colours together with the organization of forms constitute the picture. It 
still remains to look at the colours as a whole. Some reflections on the egg 
tempera technique's unique qualities can also be included here. 

The colouring can be roughly divided into two parts — the warm and 
the cold. The lower, warmer sphere is built up around the complementary 
colours of red and green. The upper colder sphere has white and blue as the 
main colours. A glowing gold background binds these two fields together. 
Each local colour is repeated one or more times. For instance, we can see dif­
ferent grades of blue in the two cloud formations, the circle, on the tunics 
and as highlights on some of the robes. It is a case of there always being vari­
ations within a colour category. For example, under the theme of red, we 
find orange, brown, plum red and magenta. The green colour can be tinted 
with blue or brown. This interrelated colouring can give the impression of 
the pictorial elements making an organic whole. The reason the colours can 
appear as they do is that the egg tempera technique demands several layers 
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of paint in order for the colours to be opaque. The emulsion of egg yoke and 
water is partly transparent and therefore gives the colour a translucent look. 
This quality has been utilized by the painter letting one layer affect the 
other. 

Light 

The combination of colour and gilding in the upper part of the picture is an 
expression of the same tendency to let light slip through the material. The 
glowing white man who comes forth from a bright glowing star in a 
mandorla filled with light, functions both as focal point, energy field and 
light source. By reading the figures in the mentioned order, we can con­
struct the following scheme: white with gold beams — on white with gold 
beams — on blue with gold beams — on a gilded background. We observe a 
desire to show the light in the most intense and complete form that this 
painting technique affords. 

The light manifests itself in varied ways throughout the picture. The 
highlights on the mountains, clothing and skin are a result of light coming 
from different directions outside of the picture itself This leads towards 
the confusion of space. The effect can be called pseudolighting. The sent 

light on the other hand comes from within, distributed through the gold 
and the transparent colours. In addition, an internal sent light comes from 
above in the form of three blue rays from the mandorla. 

Identification 

Even though there is a period of more than eight hundred years between the 
two previously discussed mosaics and this Russian icon, the presupposi­
tions for identifying the motif are the same. It concerns being aware of ac­
tual iconographical conventions as well as relevant biblical and church-
historical texts. The inscriptions can also be of help. 

The icon tells the story of the transfiguration of Jesus on the mountain 
in a form corresponding to the current pictorial norm, such as it was ex­
pressed after the iconoclastic period. We see Jesus standing or almost hover­
ing on the central peak with Elijah to the left and Moses to the right. Jesus 
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holds a scroll in his left hand and blesses with his right. Between the halo 
and the shoulders there are the initials IC-XC — the first and last letters in 
the Greek spelling of Jesus Christ. This form was not changed with the in­
troduction of Church-Slavonic inscriptions. 

Moses holds the tablet of the law in his hands. In the lower part of the 
picture Peter is placed furthest to the left, John in the middle and James to 
the right. Except for the Cyrillic initials, which point out who is who, Peter 
is recognized by some conventional features. According to an early estab­
lished tradition, Peter had short, grey, curly hair and beard. This marks Pe­
ter as the oldest of the twelve. In contrast to the two other disciples, he 
looks eagerly and animatedly towards the astonishing scene on the moun­
tain top. As we know, the gospels describe how Peter in this situation took 
the initiative to suggest building tents for each of the three men. Mark adds 
that "he did not know what to say, for they were exceedingly afraid" (Mark 
9:6). John and James both show more outward signs of the fear they all felt. 

As mentioned under the topic of depth and perspective, there are two 
areas with two smaller figures in addition to the main motif. These groups 
complete the narrative aspect and give the action an introduction and con­
clusion. In the group on the left we see that "Jesus took with him Peter and 

James and John, and led them up a high mountain " (Mark 9:2). In the corre­
sponding group to the right we can imagine Jesus admonishing his disci­
ples: "Tell no one the vision, until the Son of Man is raised from the dead" 

(Matt. 17:9). 

The two small groups at the top of the picture give us a glimpse into an 
existence that transcends the limited categories of time and space. Moses 
and Elijah are being brought from their heavenly dwellings by angels and 
led to a meeting with the glorified Son of God. 

The Russian art historian Michael Albatov attributes this icon to 
Theophane the Greek, an icon and fresco painter who decorated churches, 
amongst other places at Novgorod and Moscow. This was during the late 
fourteenth and early fifteenth century. Other researchers attribute this 
work to the group of artisans working close to Theophane. The icon has a 
monumental format. It measures 184 x 134 cm and was painted in 1403 in 
connection with the restoration of the Cathedral of Transfiguration in 
Pereslavl-Zalleskij where it was meant to function as the titular icon of the 
cathedral. 
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This model shows the identification of persons, groups, individual elements and inscrip­
tions in the Russian Transfiguration icon. 




