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BIBLICAL IMAGERY IN THE “ODE FOR THE T

RANSFIGURATION”

BY GRIGOR NAREKACT

Abraham Terian

Grigor Narekaci’s “Ode for the
r.rra“Sﬁguration” («Sum  Lwpnuwnh»)
18 conceivably the most poetic of his
odes and consequently the most liked,
Yet it is possibly the least understood of
all his works. To many of his readers,
the ode has precious little about the
Transﬁg'uration —if any — beyond the
n}entiOH of Vardavar in its title, a tra-
filtional synonym for the feast, and the
1}nmediate alliteration in the opening
line; “Gohar vardn var areal...” (<31
flun JwpnG ywn wnbwy...»).] As @

istian feast Vardavar was an l'ﬂﬂ‘-
Menian  gummer rite, from [ranian
Yardabar, the “festival of bringing ros”
©8.”2 Neither of the two other synonyms
for the feast, Aylakerputiwn (Uapwyn-
Lqmrahlﬁ, lit., “Transﬁguration”) an
Wearakerputiwn (MuygdwnwyEnnt”
PG, lit,, “Bright Apparition,” drawing
Attention to the event as a theophany )

. or
are mentioned here. The sam? WOSG
in the title ©

the Transfigura”

) with the

pre-

“rdavar, appears
£ arekact’s “Litany for
1011’ («\Q‘Lunnq- L]‘mpr}mqwn]']»

T here follow, with considerable l‘eselw.ltlotlllfe,
the text prm’fided by A. Kyogkeryal m
Mate'lagirk‘ Hayoc' (U'u:mlr&'wa"I’P
@diti‘m, vol. 12 (Antelias: Armemanwﬁ' of
licosate of Cilicia , 2008), pp: 704~'2%

. . o Ganjer
adem, ed., Grigor Narekac'i: 1ok ;'ti}‘ ) Ere-
(q‘n’“;nﬂ prbl;wgﬁ ‘S)luflb‘/] kit (?'HI(J‘ lﬂl) pp,
‘1’311: Arm. Academy of Sciences

17-119, Arme-
See J. R. Russell, “The EtymologY aoLf,'”,guiS‘
Nian Vardavar,” Annual of AT '.Twnm;h-menmﬂ
ti(_'s 13 (1992) 63—69, repr. n ldGIn; Al'ﬂlellian
and  Irgnian Studies, Hal'\fzr‘i . Har-
Texts and Studies 9 (Cambrids® 7y

Vard University Press, 2004); PP

AR A ™ N

d A Jakerputiwn u_sed but oncta 1'n
gﬁ: tex{ (line 67) which, h.ox:ev:;,t ﬁ:

ly clear about the certainty L
o d its Gospel narrative (Ma
ot Ia;%n and parallels). The lack of
sl,7éi;ﬁcity about the fe.ast in tfu‘ev gi{z
; . oxegetical scrutiny, to arrl
o ihor’s intended meaning(s)
i E;}“ his use of sbundant symbol-
f;hmu'gmtc;ery drawn — as We shall see —
i 'n; from the Scriptures.'3 _
Wi o . with, the vocabulary of

b b(:)gl Narekac has some com-
)'Ith that of several of his o.th-
14, “Ode for the Blessing

y wnAGEL opmG») lines
of Weksy Eﬁ;;nﬁjlr trl]w Raising of Laz-
29—3”6; 52,11.171 h qupnuehi@ f]:wqum»;
2riR (;k 1; 6B, «Alternate («Q);Tu»
lines 3 24.’and 6c, “Ode for ?he es
Jines 17'“” JSw Supmptu>) Jines 10—

(« _3&3’ 4345, 52-57, where

er OdeS) e-g')

d similar lines

Nativitys | 5
At d the de-

n
litanies evolve arou

n the
€29 ., 1@'
. 1. Narekaci's prec
to which ! M
5 On the eanta 1y Movses Siwnec ”flmt?of
cesso (espec! a] traditions of the teas

ciled the © ‘il he Gospel narrative of the

t . . - v

Vardaval on, OF read them into I\;t 1;11:::‘311;
- are ;

ansicy ation (not SO )
Eomﬂetic terpre:ra Devrikyan, Paycaraker-
: e Quyydramullipugnt:

p SU ey . 5
See;thcé ev Vardav®’ tmlff’(l (Erevan: Maga-
butyune puawil! wolyh = e atdsd
1t o duwp 69-73 (this section l;sl .
jat’ 2006), p%‘ition, cited in D. 10, elo ): .
in the Eng. € for the Transﬁgm‘atlflm UE

]){Ie prings in the theop 132%’1‘3_
lines 38—50;: s Lord's appearance to

:1-19,
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scent-ascent Christology surrounding
the Incarnation — the glorification of
Christ corresponding to the descent of
the Word which became flesh (following
the Johannine theology of the Logos).5
The motif recurs (twice) in this highly
symbolic and impressionistic ode for
the Transfiguration — the manifestation
of Christ’s Divinity in hig radiant ap-
pearance on g mount, traditionally
identified with either Mt. Tabor in Gal-
ilee or Mt. Hermon in the Ante-Leba-
1on mountain range.

Instead of drawing upon the Gos-
pel narrative, however, Narekac re-
sorts to the Psalm for the feast of the
Transﬁguration, as provided in the Lec-
tionary (Chasoc’) of his day:6 pg 89:11-
12 (88:12-13 LXX: “Heaven and earth
are yours; you founded the world in its
fullness. You created the north and the
south, Tabor and Hermon rejoice in
your name”).’7 He brings intg these
verses theophanic imagery from else-
where in the Qlg Testament and its
Apocrypha, from passages d

irectly and
indirectly associated with thege moun-

tains: Ps 72:6, 16-17 (71:6, 16-17 LXX);
133:3 (132:3 LXX; see note to line 12 for
other psalms); Deut 32:1-2; Hos 14:5-¢
(14:6-7 LXX); and Sir 24:1-14, 929
(24:1-19, 39 Arm.), a poem on the per-
sonified Wisdom of God, identified with

5 Underscoring the basic Christology of the
Armenian Church, with its greater emphasis
on Christ’s Divinity.

6 See Ch. Renoux, ed. Le lectionnaire e
Jérusalem en Arménie: le Cagoc". /L. Editions
synoptique des plus anciens témoins, PO 48.9
(no. 214) (Turnhout: Brepols, 1999), pp. 216-
217; cf. M. Tarchnischvili, ed., Le grand Jec-
tionaire de UEglise de Jerusalem (Ve-VIIIe S g
CSCO 205 (Louvain: Peeters, 1960), p. 25.

7 Cf. 13, “Litany for the Transfiguration,” lines
103-109, where the same psalm is cited.

his Word (cf. Prov 8). Narekaci utilizes
the figurative imagery of these passag-
es, relating its symbolism metaphori-
cally to the Transfiguration. His habit-
ual juxtaposition of several Scriptural
passages in constructing composite im-
agery elsewhere in his writings makes
it imperative to consider not only the
primary text but also the secondary

and even the tertiary texts he utilizes
here.

A look at the Armenian text of the
above-cited passages is a must, and

that for more than just the suggestive
vocabulary.

Lectionary: Psalm for the Transfig-
uration / gwizng. Uy
llflwl{bpu/m/abw&'
Uwnu. 88:12-13 (LXX). «Pn &G tpyhGp
W pn £ wpypp, quizluwnfi 1pht . Rwu-
Wwwntigtp, pafihtuhu L qfRwpue nni

wpwntin, @wyinn L LEpunG puGmG pn
gﬁéwughﬁ»:

Other Psalms / U UwnunuGep
Uwnu. 71:6, 16-17 (LXX). «hoglk npytu
qQulidpta p Ytpwy qlindwa, nnyku guin
qh guunk WEnhhn... Bnhgh Awunwnni-
Pl pin WitiiugG Bpyhp, L h Ytpuy
GLlung tEpwtg: Rwpdpwugh pwd ql.p-
Pwlw( Wwnin Gnpuw, dwnltugh h pw-
MWph nkwng Mty lunwn Bpyph: Bnh-
9h WmG kg opfilitw] junpintwd.
qh Jwnwsy Pwl quimt  wiGng Gnnpw»:
Uuny. 132.3 (LXX). <Ipwku guan qp
guank h epunar, 1, Ybipwy 1iphG Upny -

Other Seriptuy
wjy ﬁu:d'wpa‘b]r
U]_Q 2533—34, «(nﬁl“lnlqw}qmnnp -

PhGkwgp. | Ay U oponpwG...
W2wnwGuyy wlin, . (mGYymquw) qupnp

al Texts / 1. Qpugh

DN LY L [ P
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lwpnunptugp, W qlnuyp W gnipwlp
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uwutguyg, L gnihgk tplhp quun-

Qwiu  phpwlng  hung U.u&um[hug!;

hept quiGapk pwppwn hu. W heg
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. upmuihg:

Uhnup 24:1-19, 39 (24:1-14, 29 LXX)
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Ilﬁua{hgh, kL wenn hyd hppht q;huph,
Wny: Cpehigwy tu qdwquip (,thguu
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and white for his Divinity”).10 It follows
that the pink, mixture of these colors in
the middle of the poem dealing with
trees — bearing the oft-repeated allu-
sions to the Cross and/or Paradise, sig-
nifies the turning point of the ascent
(cf. John 12:32-33) aided by the wind —
a common indicator of divine presence
in Scripture (lines 13-24).11 Further-
more, with the wind imagery the au-
thor introduces the Holy Spirit, so as to
complete the full presence of the Trini-
ty — as it was atthe Baptism of Jesus
where the words “This is my beloved
Son...” were also spoken.12

The descent-ascent motif is repea-
ted with the author’s use of the word
“dew” in four successive lines (25-28), a
consistent metaphor in his odes and
litanies that represents the descent of
the Spirit-borne Son into the womb of
Mary (paralleling lines 1-12).13 Moreo-
ver, “dew” is an image for God (Hos

10 Girk’ meknut‘ean atot'ict Srboyn Grigori
Narekac'woy (%hpp Ukl Gnphwg wnophg
Uppn;G Sphgnph ‘bwpbl,wgml, Commentary
on the Prayers of Saint Grigor Narekac‘i), 2
vols. (Constantinople: Gabriél Sebastach
Barselean, 1745) 1:459 (I owe this reference
to the kindness of Haig Utidjian). On the
word posorayin (“Bozraean”) derived from
Isa 63:1-3, a much favored pPassage by Nare-
kac'i, see A. and J.-P, Mahé, Paroles a Dieu
de Grégoire de Narck: Introduction, tradue-
tion et notes (Leuven: Peeters, 2007), p. 285
nn. 735, 736. It is important to note that in
Armenian manuscript illuminations of the
Transfiguration Christ is almost always
dressed in a white robe with folds drawn in
red or pink; see the illustrations in V,
Devrikyan, Transfiguration and the Feast of
Vardavar (Yerevan: Magatat’, 2006), passim,

11 See below, n. 18.

12 A point made in the “Litany for the Trans-
figuration” (13, lines 72-76, 88-100).

13 See 24, line 19; 3A, line 43; 54, line 40; 64,
line 27; 6¢, line 18 (cf. Suppl. II1.2, line 2);
14, line 87; Suppl. I1.2, lines 16, 24 (all in
context).

14:5; cf. the word “mist” in Sir 24:3
[24:4-5 Arm.], where it is applied to the
descent of the personified divine Wis-
dom). The ascent part that follows is

represented by a projection of the Glo-

bus Cruciger, the golden cross-bearing
orb circled with gems — usually pearls,
contrasted with the luminaries. The
imagery is a Gestalt of Christ as Pan-
tocrator or Salvator Mundi, who in ico-
nography holds the Globus Cruciger as
a symbol of his cosmic power or univer-
sal authority.14 The cosmic imagery at
this point is aided by the traditional
Philonic and Patristic interpretation of
the candelabrum of the Sinaitic taber-
nacle (Exod 25:33-34), allegorized as
representing the seven planets, and its
ornaments of lilies and balls (§u3an and
gndak), the stars: «<Upwlwyp &G Unpnpw-
Ywlwg. .. [u] wilinphYy np qyGh ymuGh &G»
(“They symbolize the planets... [and]
those [stars] beyond the moon”).15 Here

14 In medieva] iconography of the Madonna, the
Infant in Mary’s lap often holds the Globus
Cruciger; seldom held in icons of the Pan-
tocrator. Interestingly, the Black Madonna of
Czestochowska wears a robe in fleurs de lis,
and the Infant a robe dotted with constella-
tions. Cf. “The Transfiguration” illumination
in a New Testament manuscript from Siw-
nik® of the year 1302 by the scribe and illu-
minator Momilk (Matenadaran M6792, 5v),
where the surrounding curly clouds are dot-
ted with fleurs de lis; see Devrikyan, Trans-
figuration, p. 20 (where the ms. is wrongly
numbered M6972). For earlier others, see N.
Stone, “The’Il]uminations of the Transfig-

uration,” REA;m 32 (2010) 201-213, esp.
205-207 ang figs. 3 and 5 (
luminations).

15 Philo of Alexantria, Quaestiones in Exodum
(@hng, Ulilynipna Gihg), 2.78. Text in Phi-
lonis Judaej poralipomenq armena, ed. J. B.
Aucher (Venetiis: Typis Coenobii PP, Arme-
nonorum in Insylg § Lazari, 1826), p. 522.
See also Philon d’Alexandrie, Quaestiones et
solutiones in Exodum, A, Terian, trans., Les
oeuvres des Philon d’Alexandrie 34C (Paris:

on trees in the il-
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the ode echoes the divine creation of-PS
89:11 (88:12 LXX), the verse preceding
the one naming the mountains - th,e
Springboard and frame of the author’s
thought, _
The ode is replete with alliteration
ven from the outset, where the WOITdS
of the opening line resonate W.lth
Var davar (Qwpnwywn), the Al'mem?n
Word for the Transfiguration, us.ed m
the title and elsewhere — as also in the
title of the “Litany” for the feast. More-
over, the original text seems to have
haq two-part lines (unduly divided 11’)—
the Published texts and followed here
Inked pot so much with each line be:
ginning with the last word of the pre

i . lines 11, 19, 22} but with
Ced;lnfir(sispztl 1;xltilizing a x.vord'frorn th;z
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Ode for the Transfiguration

The gem-like rose was lit
from above, from the rays of the sun.
Over and above the rays
a sea-blossom was spreading.
5 From the wide-spread sea
the color of that blossom was bubbling.
The shade of that variegated blossom
was that of fruit glittering on the branch,
Of saffron stalks, of fruit
10 nurtured by thick foliage,
The foliage commended by the harpist —
of which the magnificent David sang.17
In the bouquet of mixed roses
colorful blossoms bloomed.
15 Those poplars and box trees
shot pink branches;
Those cypresses and budding firs
took the rose for an adornment to the lily.
The lily was shimmering in the vale,
20 glittering against the sun.
By that northern wind
the gem-like lily was fanned;
From that southern mount18
a gentle mist showered the lily.
25 The lily was filled with dew,
with a drizzle of dew, a row of pearls.
All the blossoms were wet with dew,

the dew from the clouds, the clouds from
the sun.19

17 Allusion to those psalms that evoke the ver-
dancy of Tabor and Hermon in particular (Pg
89:12 [88:13 LXX]; 104:16 [103:16 LXX];
133:3 [132:3 LXX]), among other psalms on
trees and plants (e.g., 72:18 [71:16 LXX];
96:12 [95:12 LXX]; 148:9).

18 The “northern” wind and the “southern”
mount echo Ps 89:12 (88:13 LX), However,
the author seems to be introducing as yet
another mount with theophanic significance,
echoing Hab 3:3 (Arm. and LXX): “God shall
come from the south; and the holy One from
Mount Paran,” a verse recited by the deacon
during the solemn transfer of gifts in the
Great Entrance of the eucharistic liturgy. Cf.
Isa 63:1-3, referring to Bozrah (an oft-
contemplated passage by Narekaci, as dis-
cussed above; see n. 10).

The stars, one and all, formed a circle,
30 they formed constellations over
against the moon;

The cross-shaped constellations formed an
orb,
a circle made of the heavens.20

Glory to the Father and to the Son, always;
to the Holy Spirit, now and ever.21

19 On the divine descent with cloud and dew,
see the odes and litanies numbered above, n.
13; note especially 14, “Litany for the As-
sumption of the Most Blessed Holy Bearer of
God,” line 87: “the dew from Hermon to fall
on Zion descended hidden in you.”

20 Not so uncommon in his alliteration, the au-
thor has a play on words: qmuin-qniln (gund-
gund) and qunwl (gndak), each with diffe-
rent meaning. Moreover, qunuly (gndak,
“ball”) and the earlier empwl (Susan, “lily”)
appear in conjunction in Exod 25:33-34 (cf.
37:20), in the details of the lampstand of the
Mosaic tabernacle. In the allegorical inter-
pretation of the lampstand, by Philo of Alex-
andria and the Fathers after him, it repre-
sents the planets, and its lilies the stars (see
above, n. 15).

21 There is a distorted English translation of
this poem, by A, Tolegian, trans. and ed.,
Armenian Poetry Old and New: A Bilingual
Anthology (Detroit: Wayne State University
Press, 1979), p. 39 (repr. in The Heritage of
Armenian Literature, A. J. Hacikyan et al.,
eds., 3 vols. [Detroit: Wayne State University
Press, 2000-2005] 2:306-307). For equally
amiss French translations, see L.-p, Marcel,
Grégoire de Narek et Pancienne poésie armé-
nienne (Paris: Editions des Cahiers du Sud,
19?3), pPp. 78-79; I. Kéchichian, trans., Gré-
goire de Narek: Le Livre de priéres, Sources
Chrétiennes 78 (Paris: Cerf, -1961; Tepr.
2000), pp. 88-90; quoted in its entirety by K.
Beledian, Les Arméniens, Fils d’Abraham
(Maredsous, Belgique: Brepols, 1994), pp.
73-74; V. (Grodel, Grégoire de Narek: Odes et
Lamentations, Orphée, collection dirigée par

Dguxiéme série 211 (Paris: La

95), pp. 39, 41, For an Eastern

Arm, translation, gee Mxit‘aryan, Grigor
que/aac‘t: Tater, Pp. 59, 61,
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