Elizabeta Dimitrova, Orhideja Zorova
(University of Sts Cyril and Methodius/Ministry of culture, Skopje)

OLD TESTAMENT ABRAHAM AND HIS JOURNEY
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Abstract: The paper refers to the iconography of Abraham’s sacrifice, both
in fresco painting and archaeological artifacts from the territory of present-day
Republic of Macedonia. In that regard, the cycle dedicated to this subject illus-
trated on the altar wall of the cathedral church of Saint Sophia in Ohrid, as well
as the scene executed on a bronze ring found in situ at the necropolis of “Zadna
Reka — Grmajte”, have been selected as the most representative. Authors of the
paper explicate the iconographic and symbolic significance of the depicted mo-
tif and elaborate its visual constellation, as well as its socio-cultural articulation.
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As first of the two main divisions of the Bible, the Old Testament com-
prises the law, the prophecies, the messianic announcements and the hagio-
graphic legends of the Jewish mid-land from the first millennium BC echoing
with the stark reality of the depicted stories. In that sense, the Old Testament is
not a collection of sanctified mythology that glosses over the faults of its heroes.
Instead, the personal narratives, the historic battles, the breath-taking tragedies,
the passionate poetry, the lyrical verses and the predictive prophecies combine
to weave the colossal tapestry of the Old Testament. Hence, the men and women
of the Old Testament are portrayed as they really were, as they have really
suffered, mourned, bled, cried and endured!. As Phillip Yancey says, “on the
pages of this great Saga one will find passionate stories of love and hate, blood-
chilling tales of rape and dismemberment, matter-of-fact accounts of trafficking
slaves, honest tales of high honour and treachery of war”2. On the pages of this
historically profound testimony of ancient times, one encounters a plethora of

I L. Boadt, Reading the Old Testament: an Introduction, New York 1984, 15-25; B.
L. Bandstra, Reading the Old Testament; an introduction to the Hebrew Bible, Wandsworth
2004, 34-183; M. D. Coogan, A Brief Introduction to the Old Testament: The Hebrew Bible
and Its Context, Oxford 2008, 63-71.

2 Ph. Yancey, Old Testament Foundations, Grand Rapids, 2010.
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necropoLis ZADNA REKA

Fig. 1 Plan of the necropolis at the site “Zadna reka — Grmajte”, detail of Grave 21

Ca. 1 I1nan rpoGspa Ha nokanuTeTy “3anHa pexa — [pmajre”, netasb rpoda Op. 21

humanity: patriarchs, kings, queens, priests, warriors, saints and sinners3. They
are all there, each playing a significant role in the centuries-long vibrant account
of victories and tragedies, of heroes and traitors, of victims and commandments.
They are larger than life and yet intensely human, belonging to the distant past
and yet portrayed with such vividness and relevance, that their stories come
alive just like the seemingly inescapable destinies of people today.

In that regard, one of the most striking characters of Old Testament histo-
ry in terms of his contribution to the expressive notion of sacrifice and devotion
is the righteous Abraham — a key figure in the Book of Genesis, an individual
ennobled with the virtues of loyalty and confidence, commitment and liability,
perseverance and resolution. In that sense, Abraham is the common patriarch of
the so called Abrahamic religions, including Judaism, Christianity and Islam4.
In Judaism, he is the founding father of the Covenant — the special relationship
between Hebrews and God; in Christianity, he is the prototype of all believers

3 On the narratives of the Old Testament see: E. Hindson, G. Yates (Ed.), The Es-
sence of the Old Testament. A Survey, Nashville 2012.

4 On the role of Abraham in the Old Testament, see: Th. L. Thompson, The Historic-
ity of the Patriarchal Narratives: the Quest for the Historical Abraham, San Antonio 2002;
On the deeds and religious function of Abraham, see: R. Hendel, Remembering Abraham:
Culture, Memory and History in the Hebrew Bible, Oxford 2005; On the religious impact of
the personality of Abraham, see: F. E. Peters, The Children of Abraham: Judaism, Christian-
ity, Islam, Princeton 2010; On the religious and cultural heritage of Abraham, see: J. D. Lev-
enson, Inheriting Abraham: the Legacy of the Patriarch in Judaism, Christianity and Islam,
Princeton 2012.
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and followers of Christ, in Islamic reli-
gion, Abraham is seen as the crucial link
in the chain of prophets which begins
with Adam, the Forefather and culmi-
nates in Muhammad. Although the nar-
rative related to Abraham is one of the
most significant on the pages of the Old
Testament, the chronological reference
to the time of his existence is far from
being specified. However, scholars tend
to date the story of Abraham within the
patriarchal age, along with the Exodus
and the period of the Judges. Some re-
searchers suggest that the saga related to
Old Testament Abraham was composed
in the course of the 6th Century BC as a
literary consequence of the tensions be-
tween Jewish landowners in Judea dur-

TPOB 21 - GRAVE 21

ing Babylonian reign who claimed their 0 0.50m

rights to the properties through the leg- : :
acy of their common father Abraham3. Fig. 2 Grave 21, drawing
Regardless of the pending issues linked Ca1. 2 Tpo6 6p. 21, uprex

to the chronology, as well as ideologi-

cal functionality of the righteous Abraham, his highly significant impact over
Biblical posterity cannot be overlooked. As such, Old Testament Abraham has
gained his rightfully deserved place on the pages of Christian patristic, as well
as in the sphere of Christian iconography, both as a suggestively depicted por-
trait and as an actor in history determining events. An archaeological finding
which has inspired this paper will be presented and explicated in the most il-
lustrative and detectable manner.

The vivid stratigraphy of Macedonia Byzantina, the “Christian” material
culture of which flourished in all its variants and components offering unique
artistic examples of both sacral and secular symbolically significant objects in-
vested with the notion of belief, however offers very limited incorporations of
the image of Old Testament Abraham. Namely, his role i.e. his representation
has primarily been delegated with the didactics and hierarchy of the ecclesiasti-
cal forms of expression i.e. the fresco decoration and lacked the archaeological
context. Thus, one can anticipate the astonishment and thrill when the repre-
sentation of Abraham was detected i.e. identified on an object belonging to the
sphere of personal, in a way intimate, everyday manifestation of faith, such as
a “cheap” bronze ring.

The opus of medieval rings used by the ordinary people is vast and al-
most impossible for thematic categorisation since the cheap imitations made of
bronze were usually artistically elaborated in a poor manner, thus only allowing

5 P. M. McNutt, Reconstructing the Society of Ancient Israel, Louisville 1999, 41-
42;J. L. Ska, Introduction to Reading of the Pentateuch, University Park 2006, 227-228, 260.
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a glance into the hidden mean-
ing of these both religious and
superstition media. However,
there are occasions when the
researcher is “gifted” with a
glance inside the hidden sym-
bolic of the object and to reveal,
at least the most perceptible and
logical interpretations behind
the bunch of lines and dots used
as a decoration on the ring's
head. One such example is the
Fig. 3 Ring depicting the Sacrifice of Isaac bronze ring discovered at the
Cr. 3 IpcTeH koju mpuKasyje ABpaMOBY JKPTBY medieval necropolis of “Zadna
Reka — Grmajte” (Fig. 1), an in
situ grave find from the necrop-
olis formed and utilized by a small settlement chronologically simultaneous to
the beginning and zenith of Samuel’s State¢. It is a small necropolis, the burial
rite and grave inventory of which show Christian provenance, thus allowing
the presumption that the population of this funerary grounds was sufficiently
middle class in following the latest trends of the Christian devotional jewellery.
The bronze ring depicting the unique representation of Abraham’s
Sacrificial Offer was discovered in Grave 21 (Fig. 2), dated in the 10th - 11th
centuries, along with yet another bronze ring the decoration of which is dev-
astated and, quite intriguingly with a biconical earring, not a pair but a piece.
The in situ length of the skeleton was 1.70 meters, which points to a male,
though there are no anthropological data regarding the gender of the deceased’.
The Abraham ring was discovered on the left palm, no phalanxes noted in the
documentation’s inventory, while its inner diameter is 2.5 cm, once again point-
ing to a male carrier. The details of the iconography of this miniature mise-en-
scene are placed on the oval head of the bronze ring, in a field accentuated by
punctuated dots, thus creating the atmosphere denotative of Mount Moriah, the
site where Abraham was instructed to sacrifice his one son to God, by God's
will (Fig. 3). At the centre of the scene there is a stylized male figure, whose
arms are wide - orant open, holding a knife/sword in the left hand. In the left
part there is a stylized representation of a table/altar, while on the right side is a
depiction of an obscure phyto or zoomorphic figure, or an attempt for visualis-
ing both. Thus, this scene could not be anything else, but one stylized repre-
sentation of the verses in Genesis 22:1-12 i.e. the Sacrifice of Abraham or the
Sacrifice of Isaac as a more common reference.
The central figure, Abraham is presented in a garment which is artisti-
cally similar and stylistically analogous to the ring depictions pulling their in-

6 JI. Keniecka, 3aona Pexa — I pmajme, cpeonosexkosna nexkponona, Ipurern, 1995, 14.

7 The anthropological examinations identified only 3 skeletons due to the poor pres-
ervation of the osteological material, two of which were male, whose in situ length is 1.62
i.e. 1.65 meters. Thus, it seems logical to assume that the skeleton in Grave 21 also belonged
to a male individual.
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spirations from the numismatic series of the time,
but in this case, we believe that the dotted vertical
raw on the garment is denotative of an epitracheion
vestment, liturgical symbol of priesthood and pas-
toral role8. Thus, he is ‘iconographically’ invested
with the patriarchal role given to him by the Old
Testament verses. His hand is raised in divine de-
termination and is denotative of his obedience in
the moment when Abraham, ready to slaughter
his son, was stopped by God who said: “Do not
lay a hand on the boy. Do not do anything to him.
Now [ know that you fear God, because you have
not withheld from me your son, your only son.”
(Genesis 22:1-12)°. Whether the phyto/zoomor-
phic lines on the right of Abraham are an attempt to
sketch the thicket and the sacrificial ram is difficult
to say, since the media carrying this scene is far
too small for detailed iconographical elaboration.
Thus, we can only assume that the artist’s inten-
tion was to indicate the obligatory elements of this
Old Testament scene in an artism of his extent, at
which point we are faced with the crucial and far
more important question regarding the ontology of
this scene! Namely, the most essential part of this
archaeological item is the scene selection, a repre-
sentation previously unseen on a media such as ring
dated in the time-frame of Macedonia Byzantina,
the “iconographical” selection of which and fur-
thermore its symbolic meaning raise intrigue and
fascination.

Allow us to broaden the context of this depic-
tion chrono-topically i.e. both chronologically and
territorially, in order to point to what we believe
are the closest analogies of the ring’s iconography,
in terms of artistic, format and symbolical similari-
ties. Following a chronological order, we present

Fig. 4 Seal from the Dumbarton Oaks
Collection; 5a (obverse): Bust of Sarah; 5b
(reverse): Sacrifice of Isaac

Cu. 4 Tleuar u3 xosnekiuje JJambapTon
Oykca; 5a (aBepc): Capuno Top30; Sb
(peBepc): XKprea ABpamoBa

few examples of various provenances, the decorative matrixes of which are
similar to the Grave 21's ring. The first analogy is a gem-ring dated in 5th — 6th
centuries, of unknown, probably Asia Minor origin, on which the garnet stone
inset in gold is decorated with the representation of Abraham offering the bind
Isaac, his son to God. The luxurious gem ring has far more elaborated and un-

8 For the numismatic inspirations on jewelry see: P. Spehar, O. Zorova,
Grave Finds as Testimony of Christianity in Central Balkans from 11 to 13th
century, in Rome, Constantinople and Newly-Converted Europe, Vol. 1, Krakow-

Leipzig-Rzeszow-Warszawa, 2012, 429-446.

9 https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+22%3A1-

13&version=NIV New International Version.
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Fig. 5 Judeo —
Christian pendant,
unknown origin

Ci. 5 Jyneo-
xpunrhaHcku
MPHBE3aK, MOPEKIIO
HEI03HATO

ambiguous representation of the Old Testament verse, but the schematic resem-
blance of the depicted scene is clearly visible. The second example comes from
the collection of Dumbarton Oaks, a seal (Fig. 4, a and b), dated in the 11th
— 12th centuries, the obverse of which depicts the sacrificial offer of Abraham,
supplemented with the depiction of the Manus Dei as an indication of God's
presence and intercedence.

Next in line is a Judeo-Christian pendant depicting a menorah and the
Sacrifice of Tsaac, of unknown origin, broadly determined as 8th century termi-
nus ante quem (Fig. 5). We find this pendant’s iconography impressively simi-
lar to the Grave 21 s ring, especially in the arrangement of the details important
for the scenery. The representation of the righteous Abraham's obedience as an
iconographical inspiration is also found onto other medial0, such as the 5th — 6th
centuries bronze/lead Byzantine relief (Fig. 6), as well as the 6th — 7th centuries
Byzantine terracotta tile, thus broadening the media forms of this Old Testament
episode and undoubtedly testifying to the profound symbolic that this scene had
for the common people, since these objects are more or less point-breaks be-
tween the canonical and the individual manifestations of religious belief during
the Byzantine era.

Objects of personal devotion, a plethora encompassing a wide range of
media referred to as phylacterium and used as statements of faith and protection
against the ‘unbearable lightness of being’ is our preferred proposed typology
for this particular ring, the depiction of which echoes back to the "prehistory” of
Christianity in what we anticipate is a laconic didactic "treatise’ on the subject
of faith as an ultimate apotropaic instrument. Alluding to such function, the
ultimate meaning of which remains veiled, the Grave 21 ring opens some new
scholarly meditations in the sphere of jewellery's decorative iconography, and
hopefully some new ideas and insights inside this “fountain® of motifs. This spe-
cific “iconographic” representation could also have been invested with hierar-

10 For example the wooden relief from Bargala, see S. Filipova, The sacrifice of Abra-
ham from Bargala's Wooden relief, Patrimonium 13, 2015, 107-120.
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chal, social and even religious denota-
tion signalized by its carrier. However,
having in mind the difficulty in inter-
pretation of motifs and meanings of the
medieval rings we could only hope that
further finds and research could shed
light on the conscious need for use of
these depictions on objects so tightly
and intimately related to their carrier.
At this stage we could only point that
so far the Macedonian archaeology has
not yet revealed any analogy to Grave
21's ring, nor a similar representation
on “everyday” material culture, thus
making it an exclusive example in the
opus of medieval bronze rings.

If we turn our attention to the ho-
rizon of art history, particularly the one
encompassing medieval fresco ensem-
bles, we will certainly find that the scene
of Abraham’s sacrifice is a rare icono-
graphic phenomenon in that domain, as
well. Speaking of the Byzantine monu-
ments in the Balkan Region, the most
impressive composition depicting this Fig. 6 Bronze relief, 5t or 6th century
Biblical event is, by all means, executed Ci1. 6 Bponsanu pesbed, V mwimu VI Bex
in the monastery of Gracanicall, where
the fearful gaze of the old Abraham, the distorted figure of his terrified son and
the proportional silhouette of the landscape backdrop associative of the Temple
Mount in Jerusalem create an expressive spectacle of a tragic, yet festive cer-
emony of beneficial offering. However, the fresco painting from Medieval
Macedonia can also offer some visually interesting examples, among which the
painted cycle illustrated in the altar space of the Saint Sophia cathedral in Ohrid
(ca. 1040-1045) is the most significant!2. (Fig. 7) Belonging to the decorative

11 B. Topuh, I pavanuya. Ciuxapcmeo, beorpan — Ipututuna 1998, 141; Idem, Ser-
bian Medieval Painting. The Age of King Milutin, Belgrade 1991, T. XXX.

12 TI. MussroBuk-Ilenek, Mamepujanu 3a maxeoonckama cpeonosexkosna ymemuocm I.
Dpeckume 60 ceemunuwmemo Ha ypreama ce. Cogpuja 6o Oxpuo, 300pHUK Ha APXCOIOMIKUOT
my3ej I (1955-1956), 37-67; P. JbyGunkosuk, M. Koposuk-Jby6unkosuk, Cpednosexosiomo
cnuxapemeo 60 Oxpuo, 36opHuK Ha TpynoBu, Oxpum 1961, 101-106; B. H. Jlasapes,
JKusonucw XI-XII 6exos 66 Makeoonuii, Actes du XIIe Congres international d études byzan-
tines I, Beograd 1961, 114-121; C. Pagojuuh., [Ipuiosu 3a ucmopujy najcmapujez oxpuockoe
caukapemea, 300pHUK pagoBa Busantonomkor mHctutyta VII/2 (1964), 355-381; II.
MwbkoBuk-Ilenek I1., Mamepujanu 3a ucmopujama Ha cpeoHO8EKOBHOMO CIUKAPCIBO 60
Maxeoonuja III @peckume 6o naocom u napmexcom na ypxkeama Ce. Copuja 6o Oxpuo,
Kynarypuro nacnencrso 111 (1967), 1-25; P. Hamann-Mac Lean R., Grundlegung zu einer Ge-
schichte der mittelalterlichen Monumentalmalerei in Serbien und Makedonien, Giessen 1976,
224-248; A. Wharton-Epstein, The Political Content of the Painting of Saint Sophia at Ohrid,
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Fig. 7 St. Sophia, Ohrid, Programme of the altar
Cun. 7 Cs. Coduja y Oxpuny, [Iporpam onrapckor nmpocropa

program of the bema spectacularly permeated with ideologically nuanced visual
methodology related to the rightful maintenance of the Eucharist!3, Abraham’s
cycle in the Ohrid’s Archbishopric is given a special visual functionality within
the religious dimension of the depicted ensemble. Sharing its spatial denomina-
tion with innovative visual explication of the Doctrine formulated as liturgical
pictures with didactical roles!4, Abraham’s cycle in the Ohrid cathedral church
is much more than a Biblical illustration of a dramatic and impressively thrilling
Old Testament event.

Although the cycle starts at the southern border of the altar and continues
towards its centre counter clock wise, the compositions depicting the Biblical

Jarbuch der Osterreischen Byzantinistik 29 (1980), 315-329; B. Schellewald B., Die Archi-
tektur de Sophienkirche in Ohrid, Bonn 1986; A. M. Jlunos, O6pasz Xpucma — apxuepeii 6
uxonozpagpuueckoii npoepamme Coghuii oxpudckoti, 3orpad 17 (1986), 5-21; A. Wharton Art
of Empire. Painting and Architecture of the Byzantine Periphery, University Park and London
1988, 105-106; b. Yunan, Cs. Coguja: kamedpanen xpam na Oxpuockama apxuenuckonujda,
Cxomje 1995; 1. I'posnanoB, @peckume na Cs. Cogpuja Oxpuocka, Cxomje 1998, 3-16; S. Ko-
runovski, E. Dimitrova, Macedonia Larte medievale dal IX al XV secolo, Milano 2006, 27-
34, 52-56; E. Tumutposa, C. Kopynoscku, C. I'pannakoBcka, Cpedrnosexosna Makedornuja.
Kynmypa u ymemnocm, Maxenonuja. MUIeHUYMCKH KyATypHO-HCTOpUCKU (aktu, Crorje
2013, 1565-1568, 1578-1583; E. Dimitrova E., V. I. Personalities in Medieval Macedonia.
Five Paradigms of Supreme Commissionership (11" — 14 Century), Folia Archeologica
Balkanica III, Cromje 2015, 609-613.

13 A. Wharton-Epstein, The Political Content of the Painting of Saint Sophia at Ohrid,
315-317; E. Aumutposa, C. KopyHoscku, C. I'pannakoscka, Cpeonogexosna Makeoonuja.
Kynmypa u ymemnocm, 1580.

14 E. Dimitrova E., V. I. Personalities in Medieval Macedonia. Five Paradigms of
Supreme Commissionership (111 — 14th Century), 611.
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Fig. 8 St.
Sophia, Ohrid,
cycle of Old
Testament
Abraham,
Hospitality of
Abraham

Cn. 8 Cs.
Coduja y
Oxpuny,
LHKITyC
Crapo3aBeTHOT
ABpama,
ABpamMoBO
rocTosby0sbe

Fig. 9 St. Sophia, Ohrid, cycle of Old Testament
Abraham, Hospitality of Abraham, detail

Cun. 9 Cs. Coduja y Oxpuny, nuxityc CrapozaBeTHOT
ABpama, ABpaMOBO IOCTOJbYOJBE, 1€TaJh

story are iconographically well structured!>. In that
sense, the Hospitality of Abraham is illustrated in
two episodes: the first one depicting the Arrival of
the Angels in the plains of Mamre (Genesis: 18, 2) |
and the second one - visualizing the Annunciation
of the birth of Isaac by the Angel (Genesis: 18,
8-10). In the iconographic concept of the first com-
position, kneeling Abraham is welcoming the three
angelic figures in front of scarce landscape scen- -
ery constructed of a steep rocky mountain; with a
manifest gesture of humble obedience, the old man /
is stretching his arms towards the seemingly un- %
expected guests; the three angels, one of which is
giving a sign of recognition, are approaching their /¢
host with dignified motion of ceremonial heralds.
The second composition (Fig. 8) shares the festal

atmosphere of depicted Arrival, yet, adds some energetic vividness to the il-
lustration of the wishful “entertaining”: while the old Sarah is peeking through
the gate of her household, Abraham brings the plate with the food “offering”
to the heavenly visitors (Fig. 9); his corporal posture is not very different from

15 R. Hamman-Mac Lean und H. Hallensleben, Die Monumentalmalerei in Ser-
bien und Makedonien von 11. bis zum friithen 14. Jahrhundert, Giessen 1963, 19; C.
Panojuuh, Ilpurosu 3a ucmopujy majcmapujex oxpudckoe ciuxapcmea, 300pHUK pagoBa
Busanronomkor uncruryra VIII/2, Beorpax 1964, 361-362.
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Fig. 10 St. Sophia, Ohrid, cycle of Old Testament Abraham, Abraham’s sacrifice

Cux. 10 Cs. Coduja y Oxpuny, uukityc Crapo3aBeTHor ABpama, ABpaMoBa XpTBa

the humble pose he strikes in the previous episode; yet, the atmosphere is much
more domesticated since the spectacle is depicted in front of an urbanized set-
ting with precisely formulated architectural scenery.

Counter clockwise, north of the depiction of the Hospitality, the Biblical
tale of the Sacrifice of Abraham is illustrated in five episodes (Fig. 10): 1.
Abraham and his servants saddling the ass with the wood for the burnt offer-
ing (Genesis: 22, 3) occupies the largest portion of the entire spectacle of the
Sacrifice, showing Isaac holding the leash of the donkey, as if he is carrying the
sacrificial “lading” by himself; in the second plan of the scene, the architectural
scenery associates this composition with the previous one alluding to the home
of Abraham as a starting point of his paternal agony. 2. Abraham is leaving the
servants to wait for him (Genesis: 22, 5) in the rocky landscape of the land
of Moriah where they take their rest seating on a grassy hillside. 3. Abraham
and Isaac are heading to the designated spot for the offering (Genesis: 22, 6),
whereat Isaac is leading the way while Abraham is following his son on the
path of a steeply passage through the rocky landscape of Moriah. 4. Abraham
is stretching his hand to kill his son with a knife (Genesis: 22, 10), simultane-
ously turning his hand to the left, in direction to a segment of the sky where
the voice of God directs him otherwise. 5. Abraham sees the ram as a replace-
ment offering (Genesis: 22, 12-13) and starts to walk downhill towards the foot
of the mountainous landscape. Although according to the visual structure of
the composition, it seems that there are two main constituents of the spectacle:
the preparation of the sacrifice depicted in an architectural frame of Abraham’s
habitat (in the south part of the scene) and the process of the sacrificial offering
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Fig. 11 St. Sophia, Ohrid, Blessing of the Eucharistic bread

Cia. 11 Cs. Coduja y Oxpuny, Xpuct Oarocusba NpUuecHU XJieo

iconographically articulated in the natural setting of the land of Moriah (in the
north portion of the view), all five episodes of the Biblical story are elaborated
in their exact narrative succession.

Following the Biblical tale in a consistent manner and uniting the two cru-
cial chapters that refer to the designated role of Old Testament Abraham as a de-
voted follower, as well as God’s favourite, the cycle in Saint Sophia cathedral’s
altar space emanates accentuated Eucharistic significance. The astonishing ap-
pearance of the angels in Abraham’s habitat at Mamre as a symbolic hypostasis
of the Holy Trinity and the prediction of Isaac’s birth as an Old Testament pre-
figuration of Christ’s incarnation (Genesis, chapter 18) are complemented with
the elaborated depiction of Abraham taking his son to be sacrificed in the land
of Moriah (Genesis, chapter 22) as an Old Testament prototype of Christ’s sac-
rificial offering on the cross of Golgotha. Hence, if we have in mind that Moriah
in Hebrew means the mount of God, a place which in the Book of Chronicles,
as well as in Isaiah’s and Zechariah’s prophecies refers to the site of Solomon’s
temple in Jerusalem (/I Chronicles: 3, 1; Isaiah: 2, 3; Zechariah: 8, 3), than Saint
Sophia’s cycle sublimes two ideological coordinates of the Biblical story: the
sophisticated notion of Incarnation as an essential prerequisite of the Messianic
role of the Saviour and the designated location of the sanctified temple where
the sacrificial offerings were placed as the Eucharistic bread was laid on the
altar table in the Ohrid cathedral. In that regard, the Old Testament evidence of
one righteous man’s destiny heralds the elaborated synoptic substance of the
predicted redemption of the entire mankind. On the account of that, the cycle
depicting the Story of Abraham was painterly executed in the second register of
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Fig. 12 St. Sophia,
Ohrid, Three
Hebrews in the
fiery furnace,
Jacob’s ladder

Cx. 12 Cs. Coduja
y Oxpuny, Tpu
Jespeja y nehn,
JaxoBibeBa
JIeCTBHLIA

the fresco ensemble of Saint Sophia’s bema, corresponding to the composition
in which Christ blesses the Eucharistic bread, placed in the center of the altar
(Fig. 11)16,

Moreover, if one takes a look at the visual constellation of the fresco pro-
gramme in the altar of Saint Sophia’s cathedral church, one will notice that, in
terms of its spatial location, the Old Testament Abraham’s cycle is in firm visual
correlation with the four compositions depicted in the same register on the north
wall of the bema: the Three Hebrews in the fiery furnace, Jacob’s leader (Fig.
12), The Vision of Saint John Chrysostom (Fig. 13) and Saint Basil Officiating
(Fig. 14)17. In regard to their ideological function within the program concept
of the painted decoration of the sanctuary, two of them refer to the prefigurative
role of Old Testament events: the scene with the three young Hebrews thrown in
the fiery furnace (Book of the Prophet Daniel: 3, 12-30)!8 reflects the notion of
devotion and obedience to God, while the Dream of Jacob with the vision of the
heavenly leader (Book of Genesis: 28, 10-19) alludes to the obligations and in-
heritance of the people chosen by God!9. Both Biblical phenomena are founded
upon the notion of Abraham being the forefather of the righteous men dedicated

16 S. Korunovski, E. Dimitrova, Macedonia Larte medievale dal IX al XV secolo, T. 31.

17 C. Panojuunh, IIpunosu 3a ucmopujy najcmapujex oxpuockoe cauxapcmeda, 362-363;
A. Grabar, Les peintures murals dans le choeur de Sainte Sophie d” Ochrid, Cahiers Archéolo-
giques XV, Paris 1965, 257-265; 11. I'po3nanos, Jagysare na npemyopocma na ceemu Josan
3namoycm 6o Ceema Coguja oxpuocka, Ctyaum 3a oxpuackuoT xusonuc, Crorje 1990, 35-
41; A. J. Wharton, Art of Empire. Painting and Architecture of the Byzantine Periphery, 106.

18 citation according to the Holy Bible. Old and New Testament in the King James
Version, Nashville 1972.

19 A. J. Levine, Daniel, in: The new Oxford annotated Bible with the Apocryphal/
Deuterocanonical books : New Revised Standard Version, Oxford 2010, 1239-1241; J. L.
Kugel, The Ladder of Jacob: Ancient Interpretations of the Biblical Story of Jacob and His
Children, Princeton 2006, 24.
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Fig. 13 St. Sophia,
Ohrid, Vision of St. John
Chrysostom

Ca. 13 Cs. Codujay
Oxpuny, Busnja cB. JoBana
3naroycTor

to religious fervour. In that sense, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego consid-
er themselves successors of Abraham and Isaac’s faith (Book of the Prophet
Daniel: 3, 35), while Jacob, being an immediate descendent of Abraham and
Isaac, inherits God’s protection and His unquestionable care (Book of Genesis:
28, 13). Moreover, the place where Jacob stopped for the night has been identi-
fied as Mount Moriah20, the location of designated Abraham’s sacrifice, as well
as the position of the future Temple in Jerusalem. Hence, the two Old Testament
compositions are ideologically linked to the notion of Abraham as God’s fa-
vourite, as well as his “obligatory” role for posterity and, accordingly, to the
narrative cycle of his devotion and sacrifice.

The other two scenes that spatially correlate with the cycle dedicated to
Old Testament Abraham represent program novelties in Saint Sophia altar deco-
ration with a long, as well as significant impact on the later Byzantine monu-
mental painting: united with a “cooperative” ideological indication of the sub-
sequent composition of Officiating church fathers, they show the fundaments of
the compulsory liturgical decor in all Byzantine sanctuaries from 11th century
onwards. In that sense, one has to notice that in the spatial disposition of pro-
gram components in Saint Sophia altar, the Old Testament scenes — the Three
Hebrews in the fiery furnace, as well as Jacob’s ladder are counterparts of the
Hospitality of Abraham while the Vision of Saint John Chrysostom and Saint
Basil Officiating correspond to the depiction of Abraham’s sacrifice. Hence, in
the conceptual matrix of program context elaborated in the bema of the Ohrid
cathedral church, the Biblical tale of the righteous Abraham does not only re-
fer to the notion of unquestionable religious devotion in the Old Testament,
but to its Eucharistic reflection in correspondent liturgical ceremonies, as well.
Therefore, in the centre of the apse on the subsidiary walls of which Abraham’s

20 H. G. Lunt, Ladder of Jacob, a new translation and introduction, The Old Testa-
ment Pseudepigrapha 2, New Haven 2010, 401-412.
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Fig. 14 St. Sophia,
Ohrid, St Basil
Officiating

Cn. 14 Cs. Coduja
y Oxpuny, Cryx6a
cB. Bacunuja
Benuxor

sacrifice heralds the benevolent sacrificial offering of the Saviour celebrated
in the festal liturgy, Blessing of the Eucharistic bread has been depicted as the
ultimate denominator for the redemption of the entire humanity. With the grand
assembly of church authorities, arranged in the lower zone2! as a legitimate
confirmation, as well as the picture of the immaculately incarnated Patriarch in
the conch?2, the cycle of Old Testament Abraham, with its ideological and litur-
gical reflections, represents a powerful visual metaphor of the Eucharistic rite,
funded upon the faith and maintained through canonized ceremonies.

In the horizon of its painterly expression, the cycle of Old Testament
Abraham in Saint Sophia’s sanctuary is nothing but highly illustrative23. The
suggestively vivid motion of the angelic figures (Fig. 15) in the first episode of
the depicted story, the proportionally festal arrangement of the three celestial
beings around the dining table, the humble posture of the host who brings the
offering of food to his heavenly guests and the attentive, inquisitive gaze of
the old Sarah who peeps from inside the household in the scene of Abraham’s
hospitality permeate the visualization of the Biblical verses with the expressive
nuances of a tense and exciting spectacle. On the other hand, the decision of
the iconographer to illustrate the process of Isaac’s Sacrifice in several episodes
comprised by a mutual frame, is due to the notion of the dramatic complexity
of the act itself which, as passionately described in the Bible, consists of an
agonized preparation and unpredictable non-execution. The firm compositional
structure of the architectural scenery in the backdrop of the scene showing the
preparation of the sacrifice contrary to the harsh, incoherent and dramatically ar-

21 C. Papojunh, IIpunosu 3a ucmopujy Hajcmapujez oxpuockoe ciukapctsa, 355-360;
R. Hamman-Mac Lean und H. Hallensleben, Die Monumentalmalerei in Serbien und Make-
donien, pl. 1

22 M. JIunos, O6paz Xpucma — apxuepeil 6 ukonozpaduueckoii npocpamme Coghuil
oxpuockotl, 5-21.

23 B. J. Bypuh, Buzanmujcke ¢ppecke y Jyeociasuju, beorpan 1974, 9.
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ticulated landscape depicted in the rest

of the episodes picturing Abraham’s §

sacrifice is another component of the
specifically configured ambience of
the visual story. In that regard, the col-
umn supporting the porch of the sup-

posed Abraham’s habitat, represented |
as a toll and well fortified edifice, is ©

the visual “divider” of the two main
portions of the composition - the one
depicting the preparation and the oth-

er picturing the consecutive process of #

the sacrifice.

Yet, the episode in which
Abraham raises his hand in order to
sacrifice his son Isaac, although po-
sitioned in the high left angle of the
composition, reveals the overwhelm-
ing tragedy of the moment in the fear-
ful, frightened and helpless glance of
the old man determined to kill his only
child. The calm composures of the two
servants, unaware of the forthcoming

Abraham, Arrival of the Three Angels

Cn. 15 Cg. Coduja y Oxpujy, HUKIYC CTaAPO3aBETHOT
Aspama, [lomazak Tpujy anhena

event, contrary to the suggestively agitated facial expression of the suffering
father, the wide prospect of the first episode located in front of the architectural
backdrops, contrary to the dense configuration of the hilly landscape of the sub-
sequent sights, as well as the colourful resonance of hues of the right portion of
the picture contrary to the dark gamut of the palette in the left part of the vista
where the drama takes place - are the aesthetic components of painterly execu-
tion of the emotional Old Testament narrative24. Graphically sublimed when
represented as symbolic ornament on archeological artifacts and/or elaborately
illustrated within painterly ensembles, the Sacrifice of Abraham, with all its
visual coordinates, stands for one of the most compassioned iconographic spec-
tacles in the creative language of medieval aesthetics.

24 E. Mumutposa, C. KopyHoscku, C. I'pannakoBcka, Cpeonosexosra Makedonuja.

Kynmypa u ymemnocm, 1581-1583.



168 Elizabeta Dimitrova, Orhideja Zorova

Enuzabema /lumumposa, Opxuoeja 3oposa
(YuuBep3urer CB. Kupuia u Meronuja/MuHicTapcTBO KyaType, CKOIIbe)
IMYTOBAKBE CTAPO3ABETHOI' ABPAMA KPO3 UKOHOI'PAOUIY
CPEJABOBEKOBHE MAKEJIOHUJE

CrapozaBeTHn ABpaM, jenaH oJ Haj)KUBOMHMCHHUjUX JHKOBa OHOIMCKUX BpeMeHa,
HAIlla0 j€ CBOjE 3aciyXeHO MecTo Mel)y CBETUTEJhCKUM TIpelcTaBaMa Ha 3HI0BUMAa
BU3AaHTH]CKUX IIPKaBa, all W Ha MpPEIMETHMa CPEIOBEKOBHE MaTepHjajiHe KyJIType.
Wucnupucan apxeoloUKUM Hajla3oM ca Hekpormoie 3aona peka — I pmajme xon Ilpunena
(X — XI Bex), oBaj wiIaHaK ONHCYje HajynedaT/bUBHje MKOHOTpadCKe mpeicTaBe ABpaMoBe
KPTBE HacTalle Ha MaKEIOHCKO] TEPUTOPUjH Y CPEAHOBH3AHTHCKOM MEpHOY. MyIIKH
MIPCTEH Ca CTWJIM30BAaHOM IMPEACTaBOM OHONUCKOT ‘‘deqoMopcTBa”, OTKPHBEH y Tpoly
0poj 21 momeHyTe HEKpOIOJie, jeAWHH je MpUMEpaK oBe Clenu(HUIHe MKOHOrpaduje Ha
MOApy4Yjy BU3aHTHjCKe MakeloHHWje, allil ce FhEeroBe aHajoruje Mory Hahum y HEKOIHKO
npuMepa marepujanHe Kyitype Cpenozemiba M3 IIMPEr Hepuoja CPEeIHEBEKOBHE CroXe
KOjU TIPUINANajy Pa3iMuUTUM THIIOJOLIKMM KaTeropjama (HakWT, pejbedu, IeKopaTuBHE
TepakoTe). Maza ce ynora u GpyHKIIHja IpCTeHa ca OBOM KapaKTEpUCTUIHOM HKOHOTpa(mjoM
HE MOXE TauHO YTBPIWUTH, HeroB (QyHepapHu Kapaktep ymnyhyje Ha mnpuduIakTHuky/
aroTPOIIejCKy IMMEH3HUjy Hajla3a, Kao M Ha XUjepaxujcKO-COLMjallHI U PEIMIHjCKH CTaTyc
BIIACHHKA.

V 10MeHy MCTOpHje YMETHOCTH, Hajperpe3eHTaTHBHUjH TPUMEpAK je HIIyCTPOBAHU
miKiyc ABpamose xprtBe y cBetmimiuty Oxpuncke karenpane Cs. Coduje (1040-1045),
rae je OubimcKa mpuya apTUKYyIHMCaHa y celaM XMBOMHMCHUX emm3ona. [Iputom, Jlomazak
anbena 1 ABpaMOBO rocTosby0Jbe Cy IPHKa3aHe Kao 3ace0He KOMITO3HULIH]E, JOK Cy eMu30/e
ABpaMoBe KPTBE CMELITCHE Yy 3ajeJHNYKN OKBHP OpJOBHTOI Iejcaka KOju 00yXBaTa IeT
JIpaMaTHYHHX CTapo3aBETHUX Mpu3opa. Kako cy HacympoT 0BOM LUKIIYCY HIIyCTPOBAHE JIBE
OuOIMjcKe KOMIIO3UINje ca €yXapUCTHYHUM cajipxkajeM, 10K je y nentpy Cs. Codujckor
oJnTapa IpUKa3aHa CIieHa XpHCTa KOju OJarocmsba MpHYECHH XJIeO, MOCTaje jacHo jaa je
LIUKITyC ABPaMOBE JKPTBE IPHKa3aH Kao €0 LMIUPEr eyXapHUCTHYHOT KOHTEKCTA KaTeAPaIHOT
Xpama ca BeOMa HaIIaIleHHM MACONIOIIKMM M JIMTYPTHjCKMM 3HadajeM. Y CyOIMMUpaHOM
rpaduakoM 0OIMKY Ha apXEOJONIKUM Halla3uMa WIIH Y HWIyCTPAaTUBHO Pa3BHjE€HOj BapHjaHTH
y YMETHHYKHMM CIIOMEHHI[MMA, ABPaMOBA JKPTBA, Ca CBOJUM CHELUHUIHUM CTPYKTYPATHUM
eJIEMEHTHMA, jeJlaH je O]l Haj3aHUMJBHBUJjHX HKOHOTPA(CKUX IPHU30pa y BU3YEIHO] KYJITYpH
cpenmoBeKoBHe MakenoHHje.



