Elijah at Mount Horeb  (1 Kings 19: 8-13) 
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Some episodes from the biblical narrative are indeed well represented:  such as the ravens bringing food to Elijah in the Wadi Cherith and later the angel in the desert
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- largely because of the Eucharistic overtones they convey;  the raven brings the Eucharistic bread from God and the angel brings bread and wine, symbols of the Eucharist in Rubens’ painting.
the raising to life of the widow’s son is also well represented…..here  by Ford Madox Brown; 
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 As is the prophet  ascending to heaven in his fiery chariot 
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and of course that well known pose of despair as Elijah sits under the broom tree wishing to die.
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 But what I consider to be the most crucial and central element in the narrative, Elijah’s personal experience of the divine presence  on Mount Horeb (described as the mountain of God) in 1 Kings 19 confirming his prophetic mission, seems to be singularly lacking in the Western  European artistic tradition – at least any meaningful representations of it. 
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 I find this surprising  for three reasons:
TEXT
(a) the obvious and intentional parallel between Elijah’s experience here and Moses’s  on Sinai in Exodus 33 suggests that the author is exploring how a hidden God can somehow make his presence visible. In Exodus 33, Moses requests specifically to see God’s glory – but when he passes by, Moses must hide in a cleft in the rock and can see only God’s back and not his face.  From Elijah’s not dissimilar position in front of the cave, what exactly does the covering of his face with the mantle stop him from seeing?  What visual aspect is the author denying us?  This tension between concealment and disclosure in the episode on Mount Horeb can be found  throughout the narrative:  Elijah appears very abruptly at the beginning and - at the end - disappears  just as suddenly in a whirlwind. He hides from Ahab, only later to present himself to the king;  Obadiah hides the prophets in a cave, an angel appears to Elijah in the desert but God remains stubbornly concealed in the theophany. So, first,  there is a preoccupation in the narrative with what we see and what we can’t see.
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(b) second, there is the notion of sacred space:  apart from the obvious sacredness of the location of Sinai itself, the cave in which Elijah spends the night is surely highly significant.  The first time it is mentioned in the narrative, the definite article is used suggesting that it is a place already familiar to the reader.  Elijah’s experience of the entire theophany must have been from within the cave, for later we are told:
He wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the entrance to the cave.

Rashi, followed by other Jewish commentators,  and Gregory of Nyssa see the cave as the very same cleft in the rock of Exodus 33 in which Moses hid as Yahweh passed by.  The Jewish exegete, Malbim, claims that it was during Elijah’s period in the cave that his mantle was invested with divine powers.  The Orthodox ascetical tradition identifies the cave as the very same place where Moses received the commandments and notes that: ‘the cave was not a place of retreat or repose but, as with Moses, the venue for a timeless moment of the most intimate encounter between Elijah and the Eternal’.   If the cave is of such importance, then, generally in the reception history of the text, why is it not given more prominence in artistic tradition?
© And third, what is this still small voice (the KOL DeMaMaH  DaQQa in Hebrew) that is presented as the climax of the theophany?  The phrase is so obscure that all the versions rather than simply translate it, feel they need to interpret it.  Two examples show how it was associated with texts that report a visual experience that cannot be articulated:   
The Syriac version translates it in the light of Deut. 4:12: The Lord spoke to you from the midst of the fire and you heard a sound of words but you did not see any form, there was only a voice’. 

Rashi followed by other Jewish commentators draw on Eliphaz’s night vision in Job 4:16 to interpret the phrase:

“ a spirit glided past my face: the hair of my flesh bristled; it stood still but I could not discern its appearance .  A form was before my eyes.  Then there was the silence. 

The point I’m trying to make here is that many translators and commentators see the phrase as an attempt to convey the notion of a mysterious visual experience,  ineffable, beyond words.  

As a climax to the theophany, the phrase puts the divine beyond all natural phenomena and also all human ability to comprehend it. 

These three important aspects of the narrative (the preoccupation with concealment and revelation; the presentation of the cave as a sacred space; and  Elijah’s mysterious experience of the veiled presence of God) don’t seem to me to be conveyed in any meaningful way in  Western artistic tradition.  But where they do feature very significantly, however, is in the iconology of Elijah in the Orthodox traditions. 

Transfiguration
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And the reason for this is clear:  in Orthodox liturgy and iconology one of the most important subjects is the Gospel narrative of the Transfiguration where Moses and Elijah look directly on the glory of Christ. This was not the case in the Western Churches where the institution of the Transfiguration as a feastday only came much later.  Elijah and Moses can gaze directly into the dazzling divine light and are even partly included  in the divine mandorla….the three apostles, on the other hand, cannot bear to look up.    There is no other place in the entire Bible where the curtain between the material and spiritual world is lifted so completely visually – Andrew Louth comments that the early fathers wrote as if they were basing their sermons on the icon of the Transfiguration rather than on  the biblical text.   The early fathers explained that the two prophets whose vision of God in the Old Testament was very partial and imperfect are now granted a perfected vision of God in the Transfiguration.

  That Elijah is able to gaze directly on the full glory of Christ in the New Testament is the reason for the sustained interest in and attention given to his experience in the cave on Mount Horeb in 1 Kings.  Indeed, Elijah is quite unique in Orthodox tradition in that he is the only Old Testament figure to receive any detailed individual treatment on icons. Not even Moses is granted that distinction.  
Elijah in the cave
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In Orthodox tradition, the figure of Elijah must be portrayed according to quite a strict iconographical canon summed up by Dionysius of Fourna: 
‘Elijah should be presented as an old man with a white beard. There should be a cave with the prophet sitting inside it; he rests his chin on his hand and leans his elbow on his knee.  Above the cave a raven watches him carrying bread in its beak.’’
Clearly, this iconography combines the episode of Elijah and the raven in chapter 17 with Elijah in the cave on Sinai in chapter 19 but the most distinctive and significant aspect of the iconography is not the obvious despondent pose of the prophet but rather the cave that is almost always associated with him. It is normally positioned at the very centre of the icon and encapsulates the prophet whose mantle touches its darkness on all sides.
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Where the figure of Elijah is surrounded by small miniatures depicting other episodes in the prophet’s life, the experience of Elijah in the cave is still seen as central and pivotal to their interpretation. 

Traditionally, before icon painters began their work, they were required to draw the great eye of God on the blank canvas and write the word God underneath to remind them that the icon, like a transparent membrane, is not only something for the viewer to look at but also something that looks at us through a window from another world.  
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 The position of the cave in many icons is exactly where the eye of God would have been drawn.  The intention is to create two focal points in the image:  we can imagine that we are looking at Elijah from outside the cave or, from the perspective of God we can choose to be within the cave looking outwards.  A dual perspective is provided – how we see Elijah and how Elijah is seen by God.  It’s almost as if the cave becomes a site of recognition:  how Elijah is perceived by us, how he is perceived by God and how God perceives Elijah.

The cave is not an unusual feature in icons: In several New Testament icons, such as the Nativity, 
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the Baptism of Christ and  the Resurrection, the symbolism of the cave and its position in the icon are very important.  In the Nativity, the cave acts as a womb from which the Christ Child emerges – to parallel the womb of Mary. Gregory of Nyssa makes much of the importance of the cave in the Nativity, drawing out an elaborate and complex comparison between it and Plato’s parable of the cave where a group of prisoners, representing humanity, mistake the shadows on the wall for reality. 

DARKNESS
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The darkness of the cave is also very significant, contrasting as it does to the blaze of colour of Elijah’s cloak or the episodes depicted in the surrounding panels.  The darkness touches the figure of Elijah on all sides – in many icons, he is engulfed by the darkness.  When I was discussing these icons with a Greek Orthodox colleague at Lampeter, he pointed out that the symbolism of the darkness reflects not so much the despair of Elijah but rather the notion of transcendence expressed through Gregory of Nyssa’s theology of darkness.  The concept of  divine darkness emerges from Gregory’s ‘Life of Moses’ – in which he concludes that Moses’s ultimate and most intimate experience of God was not in the light of the burning bush but in his experience at the summit of Sinai in the cloud of darkness: 
On Exodus 20:18-21 (the text where at Sinai the people stand at a distance while Moses draws near to the thick darkness where God was) Gregory comments:

Since Moses was alone, he approached the very darkness itself and entered the invisible things where he was no longer seen by those watching.  After he entered the sanctuary of the mystical divine doctrine, there, while not being seen, he was in company with the Universal.  He teaches through this that the one who is going to associate intimately with God must go beyond all that is visible and – lifting up his own mind as to a mountain top to the invisible and incomprehensible – believe that the divine is here where the understanding does not reach.

Similarly John Chrsyostom notes that at the Transfiguration, the eyes of the Apostles were darkened by excessive radiance.

The image of the darkness is the capstone of Gregory’s spiritual theology:  at the peak of the mountain where all light has gone, Moses finds himself in the darkness of the cloud and Elijah finds himself in the darkness of the cave ….according to Gregory, this represents the culmination of their experience of the divine.  Both Moses and Elijah penetrate through all that is visible to reach the invisible. They become aware of their inability to grasp the transcendent and ineffable.  Like Moses and Elijah’s ascent to Sinai, the ascent to the summit of the spiritual life for the viewer too ends not in light but in darkness.  
The darkness depicted in the icon corresponds directly to Gregory’s theology but also to the tendencies evident in several translations, as I pointed out earlier, to interpret the still small voice, the climax of the theophany, as an expression of a divine presence that cannot be seen or articulated. The icon reflects not only the theology of Gregory but also the reflective attempts of the different versions in trying to figure out  what exactly is in the mind of the Hebrew narrator.
This idea has had some influence in Western Art:
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One last point concerns the Mandorla:  When I looked at a series of Elijah icons, I  began to wonder whether the entrance to the cave could be conceived of  in any sense as a mandorla…a sacred portal or entrance into the world of the divine. (Elijah occurs frequently within or touching the mandorla in the Transfiguration.) 
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My Greek Orthodox colleague told me that this would not have been the case intentionally but added that the viewer may subsequently have seen it as such.   The reason for my interest in this is that scholars see the mandorla as a visual expression of the Jewish concept of KABOD – the glory of God,  the Shekinah of the Targum.  It represents a metaphysical space, and a portal to the divine dimension.  According to the Targum of 1 Kgs 19, the Shekinah, God’s presence, is not in the wind , earthquake or fire but only in the still small voice.  Also, according to the Targum, Elijah enjoyed a deep experience of God’s presence in the cave, his Shekinah that tabernacled with Moses and the Israelites in the desert.
 I was just trying to figure out whether there might be any correspondence between the Shekinah of the Targum as representing the presence of God and the entrance of the cave as representing a kind of mandorla, suggesting the entrance to an important divine space behind Elijah…..probably  no direct correspondence …..but certainly both the Targum and the icon are very interested in the idea of the cave as an important divine space.
To conclude: 
The Elijah narrative is a very busy one and Elijah is a very busy prophet - the western visual tradition relishes in portraying his feverish activity. Yet Elijah’s personal and intimate experience of God on Mount Sinai in chapter 19 is the main reason why he is regarded as the founder of monasticism, the first desert father, why the Carmelites adopted him as their founder and why he is so important in Jewish mysticism.  Yet, as far as I know, orthodox iconology is only area that attempts to express visually this important moment in Elijah’s life.  As do the various translations of the Hebrew narrative, it attempts to understand what Elijah sees or does not see in or outside his cave, how the passage is connected to Moses’s experience of seeing God in the book of Exodus and ultimately tries to make some sense of the persistent ambiguity throughout the Hebrew Bible as to how and why God reveals in visible form or conceals his presence.
I would like to conclude on a general note about icons as interpretations of biblical texts.  This is a very new area to me because I never thought that icon painters were that interested in Old Testament scenes. 
Andrew Louth from Durham in the foreword to a recent book on icons complains that far too little has been done to explore the parallels between icons and scripture – except simply the noting of themes and objects from the Bible that have been expressed in icons. St. Theodore the Studite made a famous comparison between the Gospels ‘written in ink’ and icons ‘written in gold’. Little has been done, however,  on the hermeneutical level – to explore the way in which the methods of exegesis found in the church fathers – ways of interpreting that make use of symbol and allegory and the way in which these expose a network of reference within the Bible – are transformed into painterly techniques by the icon painters. Symbolic or allegorical  exegesis draws into its net more than the immediately  obvious – something we need to be aware of when looking at an icon of  a biblical scene.   
However, I’m sure that there are many in the audience familiar with the intricacies of theology surrounding icons – so you will have to overlook my lateness in appreciating their significance.  But in relation to the Hebrew Bible and Art , I really haven’t come across anyone using icons to  shed light on complex narratives. So this is what I’ve learned most from preparing this short paper.
 The icon is an ideal form to convey this experience visually if we think of the icon as having three functions:   to narrate biblical stories in a visual way, to suggest or symbolize the presence of the depicted person and to unite the material and spiritual worlds. This appears, too, to be the aim of the author of 1 Kings 19. 
PAGE  
1

