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Icon of "The Prophet Elijah" (late fourteenth century). From V. N. Lazarev, N<rogrmuiskaia 
il<urwpis' (Moscow: lskusstvo, 1976), plate 25. Reprinted coune y of lskusstvo Publishers. 

was strictly ubordinated to an order which 
claimed the right to control everything, in­
cluding art. The inequality which prevailed be­
tween the highest and lowest layers of society 
burdened many people of that time. But the 
founder of the Trinity monastery, SL Sergei 
himself, lived like an ordinary peasant his 
whole working life. His contemporaries often 
remarked that all people, both the highest­
ranking and the most simple, were children of 
Adam. 

Every great artist of that time was obliged LO 

work LO the orders of the social elite. The pa­
trons of Rublev were the Grand Prince Vasilii 

Dmitrievich, the father superior of the Trinity 
Monastery, Nikon, and perhaps Prince Iurii of 
Zvenigorod. Only these people possessed the 
means to finance the creation of significant 
and sizable monuments of art. And this inevi­
tably led to the fact that an became a privilege 
of the social elite. 

One can imagine that a peasant, educated 
in the "primitive" letters of the Rus ian onh, 
would wonder at the absence in Rublev's 
"Trinity" of Patriarch Abraham and Sarah 
[seep. 143]. He might be troubled by the fact 
that in Rublev's "LastJudgment" the sound of 
the angels' trumpets djd not provoke fear 
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"Old Testament Trinity" from the Novgorod Quadripartite icon (fourteenth-fifteenth centu­
rie ) . From V. N. Lazarev, Novgqrodskaia ikonopis' (Moscow: lskusstvo, 1976), plate 34. Reprinted 
courtesy of lskusstvo Publishers. 

among tho e being resu.-rected from the dead, 
as popular religious poetry of the time sug­
gested. On the other hand, for Rublev and for 
people of his circle, the crudeness. the wild 
fanaticism in the icon of peasant masters 
alienated them. In fact, most icons which then 
existed in Rus'. especially icons which were 
deeply revered, were not Rublev-like in char­
acter or pirit. 

Indeed, between Rublcv and the Novgorod 
school there were wide dilTerenLes. The "Trin­
ny" icon of the so-called "Quadripartite Icon" 
from the Chu1ch of t.John in Novgorod de­
picts a mighty divinity in the company of as-

sociatc wholly submi sive to hi will. In the 
Novgorod icon there is no tra e of ••triple har­
mony•· of the world; rather hierarchy prevail 
here. expressed in a p ramidal compo ition, 
the subordinauon of the lesser to the greater. 
Only clear, brilliant coloring deprive the icon 
of the fearful force of an idol. ... 

The icons and frescoe of Rublev were in­
tended to beautify churches. The themes of his 
painting are borrowed from Scripture, and in 
that way silently took part in the Orthodox lit­
urgy. f course, Rublev served his art because 
he believed deeply, and this faith overflowed 
from him, and inspired him in his creative 
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"Old Testament Trinity" icon by Andrei Rublev (ca. 1411). From V. N. Lazarev, Moskovskaia 
shlto/a ikonopisi (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1980), plate 35. Reprinted courtesy of lskusstvo Publishers. 

achievement. But this does not exhaust the ex­
planation of that which came from his hands. 
In his art Rublev served the Church, but he 
also always remained an artist, an artistic ge­
nius. Many other ordinary masters, like Rub­
lev, recognized the dogmas of the church and 
scrupulously observed its rituals. But only he 
had that which distinguishes him from the or­
dinary icon-painter-great insight, penetra­
tion into the world of the human spirit. His an 
is like an inspired song, like an exciting vision, 
like prophecy. He had revealed Lo him the 
truth, the fate of humankind, its good and 
beauty. Therefore the value of Rublev does not 
lie in the fact that by his brush or the colors 

he gave to it he expressed that which previ­
ously the fathers of the church had put into 
words. Rublev expressed in his painting things 
which no one else before him had ever ex­
pressed-or had ever even thought. Each of 
his icons is a triumphant hymn, a psalm of 
praise, a prayer. There are no words, no texts 
or even lyrics which could duplicate that which 
even now conquers us in the works of Rub­
lev .... 

The majority of the contemporaries of Rub­
lev submissively, almost mechanically "cop­
ied" iconographic canons. Rublev, however, 
attempted Lo reach the truth; in the visible 
forms of reality he surmised the secrets of the 
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creauon of lhe world, and lhercforc in the 
teaching of 1he Pseudo-Oionysiu [neo-Pla10-
nis1 philosopher] he must have been drawn 10 
the conviction lhat one learns the invisible 
lhrough the vi ible, that created beamy is but 
a renection of an uncreated beauty, that a 
heavenly light falls on our earthly things .... 
Rublev could give to icon painting a deep 
philosophical meaning, inasmuch as he felt 
that each subject had, beyond ilS direct mean­
ing, another, allegorical meaning .... He did 
not attempt a precise reproduction of the sub­
ject, but contented himself with a "rough sim­
ilarity," metaphors which help one under­
stand lhe connection of phenomena .... 

Most of all there is in Rublev a vitality of un­
derstanding of lhe organic structure of forms, 
m the communication of the movement of the 
human figure .... In the works of Rublev the 
tempo is slower, and correspondingly in ilS 
contours there is more nuidity and smoolh• 
ncss .... 

The compleleness, the subordination of ilS 
parlS, is a characteristic quality of lhe painting 
of Rublev. In his works one never nolices a de­
formation, an excessive stretching of propor­
t10ns. He is content to lighten the forms, and 
lightly he narrows the body extremities. This 
is noti cable already in hi early works, and re­
mained lalCr, and forever di tinguishcs the 
,vorks created by Rublev's own hand from the 
works of his studenlS, who exaggerated figure , 
and so deprived them of organic integrity. Me­
dieval masters rather often depicted as larger 
that which was more important. ... Rublev 
acted differently. In his "Savior" from the 
Zvenigorod iconoswis [seep, 145) the outline 
of the face, especially the eyes, nose, and lips, 
are considerably decreased in comparison with 
the rather large figure. Furthermore, ilS aspect 
becomes more spiriwalized, more refined, 
narrower. 

In the painting ofRublev there is a feminine 
softne . But the precise definition of forms 
givrs his figures force and firnrncss. The art of 
Rublcv al bottom is very lyrical, but this is not 
a modern lyricism in which a person in search 
of a refuge is saved from lhe urrounding 
world. The lyrici m of Rublev is a sympathy of 

the artist for what is personal, and this sym­
pathy is raised to a level of a general human 
norm. This is why Rublev, like a monumental­
ist, escaped the cold ceremony which fre­
quently attaches lo the works of Byzantine mas­
ters. 

Rublev was not only an artist, poet and 
thinker, but he was also a painter, a master of 
colors .... The palette ofRublevstartle not so 
much by the wealth of colors (in this respect 
Oionysii outdoes him), but by the abundance 
of different color registers .... Color possesses 
for Rublev a great force, even in half-tones, but 
it is never dense, never too heavy .... Rublev 
shied away from high light which fall on col­
ors. Color ilSclf emilS light in his hand; colors 
are arranged according to the force of their 
own light, giving an impre ion of lightness 
which dominates hi paintings and docs not 
admit any gloominess. In Rublev's world, col­
ors and light breathe lightly and freely. 

The colors of Rublev are beautiful, tender, 
and noble. They never clang, but rather sing. 
They seem like the expression of omething 
more elevated than they themselves. They 
open to our eyes somelhing unseen, and draw 
us 10 them. The symbol of color, about which 
thinkers have spoken, does no1 have deci ive 
ignificance. Over ilS conditional language 

prevails something more generally under-
stood. Pure color and light expre a spiritual 
beauty. This is the promise, a pre emiment of 
heavenly bli .... 

In order to determine the hi 1orical place of 
Rublcv one must remember that his younger 
contemporary was Jan van Eyck, that the 
"Trinity" of Rublev is also a masterpiece, like 
the remarkable Ghent altarpiece, "Adoration 
of the Lamb," done somewhat later. The 
Dutch masterpiece wins one over mo t of all 
by ilS broad scope of the real world, by ilS lov­
ing appreciation and reproduction of the 
smallest detail in combination with the deep 
symbolic sen c of the whole. The masterpiece 
ofRublev, on the contrary, conquers one by its 
ability to express much in a small, laconic al­
legory embra ing the whole world. This auests 
to Rublev's attachment to ancient tradi­
tion .... 
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"Savior" icon by Andrei Rublcv (1410-20). From V. . Lazarev, Moskovskaia shkola ikonopisi 
(Mo cow: lskusstvo, 1980), plate 31. Reprinted courtesy of I kusstvo Publishers. 

Sometime people call Rublev the "Ru ian 
Fra Angelico," since they were both artist• 
monks, overcoming medieval asceticism and 
botl1 brought lo art faint notes of humanity. 
They have compared Rublev with other mas­
ters of the fourteenth and fifteenth cenmries, 
like imon Manin, Brederlam, and Meister 
Frank. But in distinction from these other mas­
ters, Rublcv was not an artist of a transitional 
epoch. Traces of duplicity, artistic eclecticism 

were deeply alien to him. Rublev marks not a 
turning point in the development of Russian 
art, but one of ilS most remarkable peaks. This 
is why his art entrance by its wholeness and 
accomplishment, why with all the relativity of 
similar designations Rublev may justly be 
named the "Russian Rafael." 

S<>UMCF· M Alpatov. Andm Rubin, (Moscow: lzobra,.i• 
tcl'noe i kuuivo, 1972).pp 129-40 (excerpted) Translated 
by Daniel H. K;user. 


