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In him appeared life and this light was the light of mankind.
The light still shines in the darkness and the darkness has never put it out.
John 1:4‐5

Clouds reflect light and put us in mind of heavenly things.
September ends August, our month of luminous cumulus, which towers higher and higher
until late afternoon, when it gangs up, thundering, shoots flashing bolts, and pelts us with
driving rain or hailstones. Such has been our summer and it has weeks yet to run into
September. Our reward has been our trees, bloused with clouds of lushest green, gardens still
yielding tender sweet corn, juicy cantaloupes, ripe red tomatoes and creeks running fresh and
clear as springtime. No wonder people are moving here in their thousands!

High Summer – Bill Puryear ‐ Artist

Last month’s Artist’s Almanac told of artistic composition and light, illustrated by a winged
angel of the annunciation. This month you ‘ll meet an artist you may not have seen before,
Henry Ossawa Tanner. He was born in 1859 in Pittsburgh, the son of a distinguished African
American bishop. As a boy he studied under Thomas Eakins at the Pennsylvania Academy of
the Fine Arts, where as the only black student, he met other famous artists, including Robert
Henri.
In 1891 he moved to Paris, then the center of
the art world, like New York today. Born just
four years before the Emancipation
Proclamation, it is not surprising that Tanner’s

early paintings ran to American genre, such
as The Banjo Lesson and The Thankful Poor.
But as his view enlarged in the twentieth
century, he turned to a wide variety of
landscapes ultimately returning to the
religious themes taught him by his father.
He began exhibiting in the Salon and his
Raising of Lazarus was purchased by the
French government for the Luxembourg
Gallery. His work was founded on careful
drawing but was richly overlaid by layers of
paint that developed an abstract poetry, at
times reminiscent of the work of Albert
Ryder.

This painting, The Raising of Lazarus, illustrates several axioms of art articulated in last
month’s Almanac. The strong diagonal from the mouth of the cave to the head of Lazarus is
obvious, as is the oval motif running from Christ’s face down his outstretched hands through
the worshipful face of Mary Magdalene through the apostle’s head, rounded thence long his
outstretched arms to that of Lazarus, whose left arm points us along his outstretched body to
the diagonal stone then up the figure of the woman in black, who may be a skeptical Martha
then around the circle of amazed onlookers and back again to the Christ.
The repeated parallels of Christ’s outstretched hand, giving life, mirror those of the apostle,
holding death, are reversed and repeated in the in the arms of the child expressing fright and
those of the Pharisee, expressing awe. The painting is rich in symbols if we but look for them.
We may imagine the large round stone prefigures the one rolled away from the tomb of the
risen Jesus. The woman at left is a mystery, she looks up, not in awe or belief, but in what
might be skepticism. Is the heavy tree trunk that separated her from the rest of the picture a
symbol of her inability to see the Lord as does her worshipping sister Mary at the far end of
the picture? Or is it the tree on which he was to hang; this was the miracle that convinced the
Sanhedrin he must be destroyed.

More than all the rest, the Tanner that caught my attention is the one of The Annunciation –
one very different from the one last month of a winged Gabriel descending to announce the
virgin conception. Perhaps we moderns who have never seen an angel are skeptical, even
though we believe. An updated symbol is needed. Remembering earlier insistence on the
importance of a sketch, here is Tanner sketch of his inspiration for just such a one. The angel is
only roughed in, but the shadow of the girl is evidence of the illumination confronting her –
light so strong her face is averted.

And now the painting. Nothing could have prepared this young girl for such a question as this:
would she consent to bear God’s son in her womb, even though, as she makes clear, she has
never known a man? Here she is looking intently at the ethereal messenger. The whole weary
world waits, waits and holds its breath. What if she said no?
The barefoot girl turns now full face to the angel, brighter than the sun, and answers, Be it
done to me……

Even in telling the story of the world’s salvation the artist does not neglect his art. With a
limited palette he conveys an accurate representation of a humble Palestinian home where a
young girl must make the most momentous decision of her life. The dark darks of his palette
emphasize the light emanating from the angel, reflected in her face.

The gorgeous drapery of the bedcovers and her gown form a perfect triangle. She is seated
horizontally at the golden section, or, as Leonardo da Vinci called it, the Divine Proportion. If
you look very closely at the top of the radiant column you can just make out the arms of a
cross, with a small wine jug on the left arm.
Last Saturday, August 31st, marked the 64th anniversary of my marriage to my wife, Claudia,
who went to heaven four years ago. I placed red roses cut from the trellis on the south side of
our house on her grave and told her how I missed her.

When her mother was dying, Claudia drove to West Tennessee, to see her Mom one last time.
At the end of her visit, as she was leaving, her mother called her back and said she saw radiant
light surrounding her head. That was the last time she saw her mother alive.
Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death.

Last month I asked each of you to respond ‐ yes or no ‐ as to whether you wished to continue
to receive the Artist’s Almanac, a free monthly e‐mail. With nary an ad, it is solely an attempt
to share with you who want it the beauty of art and of nature that surrounds us, as well as the
joy of belief. Here is your chance to clear your inbox of yet another pesky email by typing NO
and hitting your reply button. Or, if you wish to continue, and have not already done so, as
many of you have, type YES, then send a reply, as we are reorganizing our subscriber lists to
avoid classification as junk mail. God bless you and your family. ‐ Bill

