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The Provisional Judgement in Byzantine Art:
From its Reception and to its merge into the Last Judgement

Elena OTA

7 Abstract N
The Provisional and Last Judgements are two significant components that supported the Byzantine idea of the
afterlife and eschaton. Possessing authority in the scripture, the Last Judgement quickly became an official view
of the Orthodox Church. On the other hand, it is difficult to trace how the Provisional Judgement was accepted by
the people of Byzantium, as it did not develop in a straightforward manner from what is said in the Bible. This
situation led to a scarcity of literature delving into how the Byzantines regarded the two Judgements related to
each other. Especially, such study conducted from an art historical perspective has been lacking from the scholarly
scene.

This paper aims to propose that the Provisional Judgement first emerged as a narrative image in the 12th cen-
tury and that it was unified into one iconographic composition with the Last Judgement in the late 14th century. In
the following section, a brief definition and explanation of the Provisional and Last Judgement as a theory will
first be provided. Subsequently, the paper proceeds to examine the oldest cyclic representation of the Provisional
Judgement in a 12 century Psalter manuscript in Dionysiou Monastery, Mt Athos. After examining two similar
cyclic images preserved in a 13™ century manuscript at Leimonos Monastery and a chapel of the tower of St.
George at Hilandar Monastery, also from Mt Athos, the author confirms that the two Judgements are finally put
into one narrative in a late 14™ century fresco covering the walls of the upper floor of the outer narthex in St
Sophia Church at Ohrid.

Consequently, the decorative programme at St Sophia Church is successful in displaying the postmortem fate of

the soul and the mechanism of its salvation in a more detailed and sophisticated way.
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