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Abstract: The article intents to show how the
basic idea in the process of creation of religious
monuments transforms into a visual perspective of
the depicted scenes. In that regard, each and every
monument has a different ideological background
dependent on the commissioners’ preferences and
privileges. They are reflected not only in the selected
components of the decorative programme, but also in
the manner of their execution. Hence, the fresco dec-
oration can introduce a specific way of visualization
of the religious ideas that is both canonical yet un-
conventional, or it can produce innovative spectrum
of painterly elements to reflect the main religious no-
tion in a diversified aesthetic compilation. Since the
commissioners are always the most responsible in-
dividuals when it comes to detection of the painterly
agenda, they manifest themselves not only as passive
portraits within khtetorial arangements, but as ac-
tive participants in what becomes their save heaven
on earth. Contributing to the programme conception
and engaging themselves in the articulation of visual
decoration of their endowments, they became stake
holders of the social charisma of religious enterpris-
es embodied in the representative fresco ensembles.

When we say art, we usually mean an object of
creative endeavor which has a decorative function
in the widest possible prospect of that term. In that
regard, each and every art work has been produced
with an aesthetic mission to a target audience in spe-
cific chronological and spatial horizons, as well as
precisely defined social milieu. We may not accurate-
ly know how the gigantic painterly subjects in the
cave of Altamira in Spain have been produced and
can only guess what their function was in the giv-
en moment of their origination since they belong to
the deep sphere of Paleolithic era. On the other hand,
Leonardo’s Mona Lisa is only 600 years old, yet still
solidly mysterious and elusive to those who would
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like to become intimate with the portrait in the aes-
thetic manner in which it has been produced. Picas-
so’s immense portfolio is well known to all of us, but
can anybody claim that there is nothing to be debat-
ed about the period 1900-1973? In that sense, every
single piece of art can be seen as part of a given cul-
ture and thus analysed anthropologically as well as
psychologically and aesthetically, technically being a
container of huge amounts of information about both
the person who commissioned it, the one who made
it and the culture they are part of. This, of course,
refers to Byzantine artistry as well, being created to
cover twelve long centuries and a wide spatial diapa-
son dependent on the historic circumstances, political
events and diplomatic activities.

When we say Byzantine art, we mean complicat-
ed architectural structures, remarkable painterly pan-
oramas and precious icon works that have survived
until present day to testify to the opulent quantum
of work done by the commissioners and their select-
ed collaborators — architectural designers, building
practitioners, leaders of artistic workshops, sculptors
and painters. We admire their commitment, talent
and perseverance embodied in some of the most rep-
resentative monuments created by human hand, but
do we understand the messages hidden beneath the
canonic rules Byzantine artist were subjected to in
the way they would have wanted us to acknowledge.
Are we fully trained, thus prepared to penetrate the
ideas transformed into frescoes under the strict rules
of dogmatic nature, yet so fully potent and vibrant,
energetic and animated, dynamic and enterpris-
ing. How can we, sitting in our comfortable offices
equipped with high technology and all necessary
commodities transport ourselves six or eight centu-
ries in the past and feel the “spirit of the age” in the
most appropriate way. Is it possible that surrounded
by Al, chat GPTs, automatic translation tools and
many different gadgets that are becoming our favorite



pets, we can find all the necessary data on
a certain monument and still be left with
no sustainable answer to the quintes-
sence question — what is the fundamental
idea that enabled the creation of a mas-
ter-peace, irreproducible art work which
became a hallmark of an era of cultural
diversity. Are we becoming subjective in
our efforts to investigate and evaluate, re-
search and estimate. Where do we put the
borderline between objective angle and
subjective opinion; moreover, are we SO
used to see through canonic rules that we
miss the things that are meta-canonical?
How deep can we dive into the abyss of
structural methodology in order to ex-
plain, explicate and/or disclose the icono-
graphic contour lines, stylistic modulari-
ties or programmatic schemes of a certain
monument if we cannot go back in time
with a shuttle made of our knowledge and
experience, training and educational sup-
port. In that regard, we will try to travel
back to the past centuries and make an
effort to peek behind the heavy curtain of
canonic regulations into the open horizon
of absolute creation. To accomplish that
task, we have selected four representative
examples from the period 12" -14" centu-
ry seriously investigated by the scholars,
all represented in monographs, as well as
listed among the extraordinary accom-
plishments of Byzantine visual culture.

First example

Magic Mirror — the church of Saint Panteleimon
at Nerezi (ca. 1166)

Socio-historic status: positive (original khtetorial
inscription preserved, no commissioner’s portrait)

The church of Saint Panteleimon at Nerezi', with a
bibliographic “support” of more than a century, is one
of the epitomes of the Byzantine cultural attainments
from the centuries long painterly tradition. Regard-

'1. Sinkevi¢, The Church of St. Panteleimon at Nerezi.
Architecture, Programme, Patronage, Wiesbaden 2000
(with bibliography); E. Dimitrova, G. Velkov, V. Iljovska,
Skopje. Seven Monuments of Art and Architecture, Skopje
2014; pp. 8-23; E. Dimitrova, G. Velkov, Seven Medieval
Churches in the Republic of Macedonia, Skopje 2014; pp.
28-45; E. Dimitrova, The Church of Saint Panteleimon
at Nerezi, Skopje 2015; D. Mitrevski, V. Lil¢i¢ Adams,
E. Maneva, E. Dimitrova, Skopje. Eight Milenia of Life,
Culture, Creativity, Skopje 2020, pp. 482-505.
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Saint Panteleimon at Nerezi, Officiating Church Fathers

ed as a metropolitan monument created in one of the
Byzantine provinces, moreover possibly a replica of
some Constantinople’s temple from the 12 century?,
Nerezi has been enumerated among the most remark-
able art works done within the medieval artistic treas-
ury. These compliments, however, mostly refer to its
original fresco painting, while the architecture of the
edifice which, according to the khtetorial inscription
has been finished in 1164, has not been praised that
much; except for the five domed disposition of its
vaulting structure, in the existing literature Nerezi has
been seen as a building with few shortcomings — the
lack of supporting pillars under the dome being the
most evident and treated as a provincial feature of the
architectural concept of the church. However, as we
shall see further in this paper, this deficiency can be
seen in a new light of consideration closely connect-
ed to the fresco programme of the church. What is
also evident when one looks at the fresco decoration
from the 12" century is the following: there are only

2 1. Sinkevi¢, The Church of St. Panteleimon at Nerezi.
Architecture, Programme, Patronage, 11.



Saint Panteleimon at Nerezi, Entry in Jerusalem

nine compositions encompassing biblical, as well as
apocryphal motifs uniting three different cycles — the
Festal, the Passion and the Marian; each composition
is depicted on the entire width of the respective wall;
the compositions of the Nativity and the Crucifixion
were omitted from the decorative programme; the
saintly figures are arranged according to the arithme-
tic calculation in groups of three or five and there are
no signatures written next to their representations.

Unlike other medieval fresco ensembles in which
the Gospel stories circle around the walls of the
church in a clockwise direction, in Nerezi another
orchestration of the visual components was chosen
to fill the interior with fluent spirituality. Namely, the
concept of mirroring in which every scene is a reflec-
tive counterpart of the one depicted on the opposite
wall is a groundbreaking methodology of the Nere-
zi fresco decoration. That is why each scene needed
its own wall as a whole and as a substantial element
of the architectural concept of the church, as well,
so it becomes obvious that the architecture and the
painting are in close connection, or better to say the
architecture serves as an appropriate background of
the fresco decoration in any given spatial aspect of
the programme. Theological ideas have been brought
to dialogue across the interior of Nerezi in a very spe-
cific and challenging manner, while the fresco pro-
gramme became a sophisticated puzzle recomposed
on the walls of the temple. Elaborated thoroughly and
arranged to detail, the scheme of disposition of the
nine episodes of the Nerezi saga is a unique method
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of configuring the religious context of the selected
motifs in a unifying network of divine components.
In that regard, the Nativity of the Virgin on the west-
ern wall of the temple mirrors the Communion of the
apostles in the bema since the birth of Mary announc-
es the incarnation of Jesus, while his incarnation be-
comes the prerequisite for the salvation of mankind
the starting point of which is the last supper depicted
as the Eucharist. The Annunciation represented with
the Archangel and Virgin Mary on the eastern wall of
the church mirrors the scenes of the Transfiguration
(western wall of the south wing of the cruciform in-
terior) and the Deposition (western wall of the north
wing of the cruciform interior) through the idea of
the embodiment of the Logos, i.e. the dual nature of
Christ. While the Virgin as the human instrument of
Christ’s incarnation mirrors the divine metamorpho-
sis of the rabbi witnessed by the three apostles, the
archangel Gabriel mirrors the dramatic spectacle of
the Deposition from the Cross as a consequence of
Christ’s human suffering. In that manner the diagonal
lines of the mirroring vistas are spread across the spa-
tial organization of the church with a powerful echo
of emotional turbulence united by the idea of celes-
tial glory versus real and passionate agony.

The mirroring of the scenes depicted on the south-
ern and northern walls of the west wing of the cru-
ciform interior can be seen in many details of their
playful iconography. Yet, the main idea that connects
their theological, as well as visual context is the cau-
sality of events — the Raising of dead Lazarus as the



Saint Panteleimon at Nerezi, Disposition

epitome of Christ’s supernatural power stands for his
salvational mission for the humanity which will ul-
timately lead to his future suffering the beginning of
which is marked by the Entry in Jerusalem. Similarly,
on the widest walls of the church the painters have
depicted Christ’s presentation in the temple (south
wall) as the crucial moment of prophecy for his fu-
ture suffering, while on the north wall one can see the
realization of that prediction — the Lamentation of the
dead Christ. Both scenes are connected by the em-
brace of the Virgin; yet, the one on the north wall is to
protect the baby Jesus from fear, while the one on the
south wall is covering him as a funereal shroud. The
sentiments are delicate but strong, the emotions criss-

cross the church transforming it in a live organism of
divine substance and human pain. That is the main
idea of the Nerezi fresco painting - to be spirited and
vibrant, vigorous and sparkling with intensity over-
whelming the entire spatial concept of the temple:
walls are actually painted mirrors reflecting the spar-
kles of the religious ideas and fleshing them across
the sanctity of the temple’s interior. That is why there
are no columns or pillars under the dome, so that the
entire space of the church can be united through the
mirroring system of the scenes. This implies that the
architecture was basically a supportive element of the
fresco decoration or at least the architecture and the
painterly arrangement were thoroughly conceived,

Saint Panteleimon at Nerezi, Lamentation
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i.e. mirrored in the process of creation of the monu-
ment. The fact that there are no signatures next to the
saintly figures so meticulously arranged in the first
register of the fresco programme, speaks in favour of
the intellectual elite that had the privilege to visit the
Nerezi church and attend the religious ceremonies. In
that sense, Nerezi could be seen as Capela Palatina
away from the palace for a Constantinopolitan prince
who was away from home just the right amount of
time to produce one aesthetically magic monument,
divine and human at the same time, a religious mirror
for sentiments and emotions, for passionate drama
and overwhelming sensation.

Second example

Kaleidoscopic view — the church of Saint Nicholas
at Manastir (1271)

Socio-historic status: optimal (original khtetorial
inscription preserved, original commissioner’s por-
trait preserved, as well)

The church of Saint Nicholas at Manastir is the
first monument which appears as a painterly ensem-
ble after the restitution of the Byzantine power fol-
lowing the collapse of the Latin conquest of the Em-

Saint Nicholas at Manastir,
Officiating Church Fathers
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Saint Nicholas at Manastir, Prophet Jeremias

pire’. Precisely dated and adorned with an extensive
khtetorial inscription, the temple is not withholding
anything which is relevant to its social or cultural
context. Maybe the only peculiar feature is the ground
plan of a basilica — outdated as an architectural ma-
trix in the second half of the 13" century, but who
can blame the commissioner depicted as modestly
holding the replica of the church in the north aisle of
the edifice. If we look at the broader picture, the en-
tire concept of the church at Manastir looks modest:
conservative building solution, old fashioned paint-
erly repertoire, no groundbreaking visual novelties,
no surprising historic portraits, etc. The classical ty-
pological frame of the khtetorial composition only
confirms the traditional method of approach to the
production of a monument with no spectacular fea-
tures and/or outstanding intentions. Yet, if one looks
closer at the fresco decoration, one will notice that it
is not as conventional as it seems at prima vista. It
is true that the programme encompasses only a few
components that were not seen prior to Manastir in
terms of Macedonian territory; it is also evident that
the iconographic solutions are far from innovative in
regard to their visual aspects; it is more than obvious
that the whole idea of the khtetorial enterprise is to
produce a temple in perspective adequate to the role
and function of a monk who renounced himself of

3 1. Koo, I1. MusbkoBuk-Ilenek, Manacmup, Cxonje
1958; E. Dimitrova, Ph. Niewohner, R. Paligora, G. Velkov,
Seven Churches in the Regions of Pelagonia, Mariovo and
Prespa, Skopje 2019, pp. 31-51; II. KocroBcka, Cgemu
Huxkona Manacmup. Cpeonosexogro cauxapcmeo, CKotje
2020 (with bibliography);



Saint Nicholas at Manastir, Deisis

all earthly pleasures and invested in a traditional and
conservative religious endowment.

It is, also, no surprise that the church was dec-
orated with frescoes by more than one painter. Its
dimensions and the three-aisled configuration de-
manded more than one individual for the production
of an ensemble consisted of several fresco cycles,
saintly busts and a large gallery of saintly figures in
the first register of the fresco arrangement. What is
odd in that regard is not the number of the painters
that participated in the depiction of the visual ensem-
ble at Manastir, but the manner in which they created
its decoration and all its constitutional components.
Namely, it is no strange notion that the Byzantine
churches, even the ones with small dimensions, were
fresco painted by more than one painter; the larger
ones were definitely adorned with frescoes by paint-
erly workshops consisted of several members. In the
majority of cases, if not in all instances, there was
one leading master and his accompanying associ-
ates who tried to resemble his painterly handwriting
or the painters had similar painterly handwritings to
make the fresco panorama look united in its aesthetic
capacity. In Manastir, on the other hand, that was not
the case; contrary to the aforementioned traditional
approach to the creation of ensembles produced by
more than one painter, the church of Saint Nicholas
is an example of an undeniable and clearly visible
oppositional practice. If one looks at Manastir’s fres-
co decoration, one can count six different painterly
handwritings with no intermediary aesthetic links
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whatsoever®. But what is even more strange than this
painterly freedom of expression is that the diversity
of artistic idiolects is mentioned in the very khtetorial
inscription, where one can read that the temple was
decorated with diverse painterly skills and a handful
of proficient artists>.

In that regard, the altar painting reveals a hand of a
master that in one of our previous articles was labeled
as an addictive to the Kurbinovo fresco ensemble®.
Much less talented than the leader of the Kurbinovo

*E. Dimitrova, Seven Streams. The Stylistic Tendencies
of Macedonian Fresco Painting in the 13" Century, Ni§ &
Byzantium Symposium. Collection of scientific works VI,
Nis 2008, pp. 194-203.

> @. bapummh, /[éa epuxa namnuca uz Manacmupa u
Cmpyee, 300pHUK pagoBa BusanTonomkor nHCTUTYTA 8/2,
Beorpan 1968, pp. 16-17; X. Menoscku, 3a ramnucom 00
ypxeama Cs. Hukona, c. Manacmup, Mapuoeo, T'omumex
300puuK Ha Duinozodckuor dakyrrer 23 (49), Cxomje
1996, pp. 211-212; Idem, Hamnucom 00 ypxeama Ce.
Huxkona c. Manacmup, Mapuoso, Inscriptions and notes
from Byzantine and Post-byzantine Times, [Tpunen 2009,
pp- 37-62; P. Kostovska — N. Popovska, The Painted
Inscription in Manastir and Struga Revised, Proceedings
of the 22" International Congress of Byzantine Studies,
Sofia 2011, Vol. III. Abstracts of Free Communications,
pp. 278-280; I1.KoctoBcka, Cgemu Huxona Manacmup.
CpeodnosekosHo cauxkapcmao, pp. 38-39.

¢ E. Dimitrova, Seven Streams. The Stylistic Tendencies

of Macedonian Fresco Painting in the 13" Century, pp.
194-195



Saint Nicholas at Manastir, Saint Artemios

atelier, he tried to emulate the grand master with the
ornamental modulations of the painterly mases and
with the tonal display of the fresh colouristic reso-
nances. Slightly less graphic is the author of the cycle
dedicated to the patron saint, who in the south aisle
of the church produced frescoes with toned down
linear approach and very little amount of decorative
ornamentation. The one who depicted the busts of
the prophets in the arches between the central and
the lateral aisles is the most conservative of all of his
colleagues since he goes back to the 11" century and
tries to find his inspiration in the monumental shapes
of the ascetic images from the Saint Sophia cathe-
dral church in Ohrid’. In contrast to this old timer,
the master who depicted the figure of Saint archangel
Michael in the central aisle, full of plasticity and mas-
culine strength, is the most progressive one, while
the figures of the holy warriors bear the signature of
deacon and referrendarius John, the leader of the Ma-
nastir’s artistic workshop and the one responsible for
the unconventional freedom given to his associates
and collaborative individuals. The frescoes depicted
in the north aisle, although heavily damaged reveal
yet another painterly instrumentarium particularly
in the configuration of the Last Judgement®, which

7 Ibidem, pp. 200-201.
8 P. Kostovska, Reaching for Paradise, - the Program of
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has much more complex iconographic constellation
than the rest of the painting in the temple. Does this
post-modern (yet, in a good sense of the term) ap-
proach to the division of tasks in the Manastir’s fres-
co decoration was simply due to the current artistic
circumstances in the Ohrid Archbishopric? We do
not think so since the leader of the workshop, dea-
con John, was a highly estimated church aristocrat,
who, by all means, could have been aware of such a
situation. Being open minded and unbiased, highly
selective, yet prone to variety, he has created the most
diversified fresco ensemble in the second half of the
13 century. Acting as a cultural visionary of his own
epoch, he stands for the virtues of artistic privilege,
painterly sovereignty and aesthetic vibrancy.

Third examle

House of Matriarch — the church of Dormition of
the Virgin at Matejce (1348-1352

Socio-historic status: admissible (no khtetorial in-
scription preserved, original commissioner’s portrait
preserved)

The fresco decoration of the church dedicated to
the Dormition of the Virgin at the village of Mate-
jCe is the largest painterly ensemble of 14" century
Macedonia’. The colossal dimensions of the edifice
make it look like a real stronghold of the imperial
power. Erected and fresco decorated at the pick of the
social, political and military capacity of the Serbian
state, it is a true representative of the leading artistic
potentials in time of peace, affluence and prosperity.
Its cluster oriented architectural design, encyclopedic
repertoire of the fresco themes, ideological context
of the decorative programme and the iconographic
novelties that permeate the visual panorama of the
interior speak in favour of a delicate taste for produc-
tion of an extraordinary monument and an unlimited
and extensive budget, as well. Besides the grandeur
of the building corpus of the temple, its complex spa-
tial configuration and the vast perspective of nearly
twenty cycles and numerous representations of saint-
ly portraits, attention has been given to the aesthetic
capacity of the depicted subjects, as well. Namely,
the poetic refinement of the vistas, the consistency
of the spatial organization of the compositional ele-

the North Aisle of the Church of St. Nicholas in Manastir,
Kynrypro Hacnencteo 28-29 (2002-2003), Cxormje 2004,
pp- 67-89.

% E. umurposa, Manacmup Mamejue, Cxomje 2022
(with bibliography); Eadem, The Church of the Holy
Mother of God at Matejce, Skopje 2016.



Dormition of the Virgin at MatejCe, altar decoration

ments in the depicted prospects, the noble luminosity
of the saintly portraits, the cultivate diapason of ki-
netic energy in the representation of the motion, as
well as the crystal radiance of the coloristic gamut
place this fresco ensemble in the treasury of the so
called court style of the Byzantine painting from the
mid-14" century; the name speaks for itself since the
Matejce painterly arrangement is a product of the im-
perial court, i.e. the Serbian empress — the most pow-
erful woman in the realm.

Although the architectural corpus of the church
is quite masculine in its dimensions and manner of
masonry work, the painted decoration of the church
is actually quite feminine. Gentle vistas filled with
noble characters, deep prospects framed by harmonic
scenery, tender drawing for modeling of the paint-
erly masses, inconspicuous kinetic energy filling the
locomotion of the depicted figures and particularly
the bright, pale, translucent chromatic repertoire of
the coloristic palette are all on the side of graceful
womanity. Although some debates have been going
on in the existing literature on the identity of the
painters'®, how can anybody claim that the temple of
the empress was decorated by the hands of the asso-
ciates, when the great John Theorianos was already
available for another engagement after finishing the

10 M. Panyjko, /paowancku manacmupuh ce. Huxone
11 scusonuc, 3orpad 24, beorpax 1995, p. 36.
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Dormition of the Virgin at Matejce, Akathistos,
V kontakion

repertoire on the second floor of the narthex in the
Saint Sophia cathedral church in Ohrid'. The aris-
tocratic stylistic approach of master Theorianos was

1 E. Mnmutposa, Dimensio Sacra: 3a npocmoprume
8PEOHOCMU HA KOMRUOUYUAMA 80 CIUKAHUME AHCAMONU
na Teopujanosomo amenje, Ha tparoBuma Bojucnasa J.
Bypuha, beorpax 2011, p. 186.



Dormition of the Virgin at Matejce, Akathistos, VI oikos

the most appropriate to delicately join the different
iconographic segments of the painted programme
into a visual entirety avoiding
the pitfall of creating too much
material with no intermediary
connections. Although a sharp
eye can recognize several differ-
ent aesthetic handwritings, one
has to admit that they all fall into
one basket. Contrary to the man-
ner of creation of the painted
decoration in the Saint Nicholas
church in Manastir, in Matejce
all participants in the project of
the fresco painting were under
the strict control of the leading
master. The programme in the
bema, the cycle dedicated to the
Martyrdom of the apostles, the
Three of Jesse, the Ecumenical
councils, the Legend of Abgar
— they were all done by different
hands but synchronized with the
general principle of noble artist-
ry, the one appropriate for the
demanding commissioner, i.e. the Serbian empress.

It all becomes clear if we look at the khtetorial
composition'?, or better to say, khtetorial ensemble
comprising ten substantial components depicted on
the eastern and southern walls of the church. The
Deisis skeleton, by all means, reflects the mausole-

2 E. JlumurpoBa, Kmumopcka Komnosuyuja u Hoeo
damosarve dcueonuca y ypxeu Ceeme bozopoouye y
Mameuuy, 3orpad 29, Beorpanx 2002-2003, pp. 181-188.
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um idea of the temple, although no one
can confirm its operability, i.e. practical
realization. Pictured among St. Stephan
— the patron saint of the Nemanjides,
emperor DuSan and Serbian patriarch
Ioanikios, empress Jelena is sharing her
commissionership with her son, Uros,
the administrator of the territory where
the church was erected. Situated be-
tween St. Stephan — the traditional pro-
tector of the Serbian state and its rulers
and her husband — the most powerful
ruler of the Balkans, she is celebrating
not only the completition of her khte-
torial enterprice, but the achievement
of the supreme harmony of the empire.
Bringing together emperor Dusan, pa-
triarch Ioanikios and king Uros, Jelena
is acting as a socio-imperial glue which
keeps the ruling constellation together.
Always prepared to give her feminine support and
wholehearted encouragement to her husband in the

Dormition of the Virgin at Matejce, Apostolic cycle,
Peter and Paul in Rome

most appropriate way'’, which is reflected in the
visual configuration of their fresco portraits in the era
of the Kingdom and later during the Empire, Jelena
in MatejCe is transferring her support to Uro$ as a
heir to the throne, thus vouching for the stability of
the dynasty assets and the future of the Serbian em-
pire. Managing to commission her own mausoleum

13 E. Dimitrova, “Beauty and No Beast”. Social and
Cultural Perspective of Beauty in Byzantine Painting,
Patrimonium Mk 20, Skopje 2022, p. 244.



King Marko’s monastery, Heavenly Court (detail)

church apart from that of her husband surely speaks
highly of her social charisma, political sustainabil-
ity and personal self-assurance. However, all that
has been put in operation in favour of the country,
its dominion and everything the dynasty stood for.
Proudly presenting the replica of her endowment,
Jelena actually presents her fifteen years old son as
an inheritor of the ruling couple, skillfully pictured
between herself and his father, as the khtetorial en-
semble intents to show. Manifesting her influential
and highly significant status of an imperial matriarch,
Jelena in the donors’ composition in Matejce reflects
the firm cohesion of political power and ecclesiasti-
cal rule within the Serbian empire; she is portrayed
as the One who is the firm link of that indestructible
coherence in the role of a loving mother, as well in
the function as a loyal and faithful imperial consort.

Fourth example
Oratorio de la grande tragédie — the church of
Saint Demetrius at SuSica (1376/77) (1389-90)

Socio-historic status: optimal (original khtetorial
inscription preserved, original commissioners’ por-
traits preserved, as well)

Nowhere else has history influenced artistic ex-
pression so much as in the creation of the church ded-
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icated to Saint Demetrius at the village of SuSica'.
Except for the confusing khtetorial inscription, too
long for its purpose, too puzzled for its function',
everything else in the temple is up to the highest lev-
el of artistic quality. The harmonized ground plan
of the architectural planning, the merge of the naos
with its western portion which served as a narthex,
the cascade of building masses in the exterior and the
elegant dome that gives the silhouette of the church
graceful accent of vertical amplitude are only some
of the visual qualities of the edifice commissioned
by King Marko’s family. Regal in its overall design,
the temple in SuSica stands proud of its architectur-
al achievements and can be enumerated among the
most successful solutions of Byzantine artistry in the
last quarter of the 14™ century. Compiling elements
from the century long Paleologan building practice,

14 E. KacamoBa, Apxumexmypama na ypksama Ca.
Jumumpuja — Mapkos manacmup, Cxomje 2012; M.
Tomuh Bypuh, @Ppecxe Maprosoe manacmupa, beorpan
2019 (with bibliography); E. Dimitrova, The Church of
Saint Demetrius (King Marko'’s Monastery) at SusSica,
Skopje 2020; D. Mitrevski, V. Lil¢i¢ Adams, E. Maneva,
E. Dimitrova, Skopje. Eight Milenia of Life, Culture,
Creativity, pp. 526-553.

5 E. Dimitrova, Cultural CSLFour Case of Socio-
artistic Investigation: files, exhibits, evidence, Patrimonium
Mk 17, Ckomje 2019, pp. 131-133.
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King Marko’s monastery, The Cry of Rachel

the church of Saint Demetrius can be easily labeled
as the crown of architectural attainments in the clos-
ing decades of the medieval era. However, when we
claim that King Marko’s monastery is the product of
the specific historic circumstances, we point to the
outstanding and highly expressive amplitude of the
fresco painting which, besides the program novelties
and iconographic unconventionalities, brings new
and compelling aesthetic charge to the visual articu-
lation of depicted subjects.

The two khtetorial compositions, the one in the
interior depicted as a constitutional element in the il-
lumination of the Heavenly Court and the one in the
exterior, above the royal entrance to the temple'® are
interesting enough in terms of the historic validity of
the decoration. Namely, the commissioners’ portraits
included in the illustration of the Heavenly Jerusa-
lem can vouch for the notion of a salvational prayer
with accentuated soteriological constellation. Some
twenty saintly figures accompany the khtetorial tri-
ade giving substantial support to their ruling house
and lineage although in the time of their depiction
as members of the celestial court, King Vukasin was
already dead and his successor, young King Marko
was not officially crowned as his inheritor. Was that
the main reason which inspired the depiction of so
many characters with no accompanying signatures
to substantiate the unstable position of Marko in the
tumultuous historic circumstances of Ottoman in-
vasion. It seems that the two challenging situations,
one caused by the foreign invaders and the other
by the resentment of the feudal lords in the Serbi-
an empire have given unifying background for the
most elaborated depiction of the Heavenly Court in

161, Sinkevi¢, Representing without icon: presence and
image of king Marko in the church of St. Demetrios near
Susica, Proceedings of the 21* International Congress
of Byzantine Studies III, Abstracts of Communications,
London 2006, p. 318.
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the Byzantine painting of the 14" century. Since its
configuration is based on the imperial type of Deisis
accompanied by holy warriors as celestial courtiers,
in King Marko’s monastery they are placed in the
first register of the decoration firmly connected with
the commissioners’ scene portrayed in the narthex.
One can debate whether all of them are soldiers and
martyrs or at least some of them can be put in other,
historic categories or perspectives; yet, one thing is
clear — they are here to testify to the legitimacy of the
ruling family in times of need and despair, in situa-
tions of necessity and demand and in circumstances
that require fundamental and utter support. Other ele-
ments in the painted decoration of the church refer to
tragedy, such is the cycle dedicated to the Slaughter
of the innocents at Bethlehem, the depiction of the
Man of Sorrow, the image of the dead Christ in the
prothesis, the symbolicaly designed Menologion, etc,
but at the fundaments, in the lowest register of the en-
semble, there is still hope and expectation, power and

e e

King Marko’s monastery,
The Man of Sorrows (detail)

support for King Marko in the painterly testament of
King Marko’s monastery.

Some fifteen years later, the exterior of the church
of Saint Demetrius was adorn with yet another khte-
torial scene depicted over the south entrance to the
edifice!”. Highly implicative and certainly very much
explicative, it has two substantial elements — the fig-
ures of late king Vukasin and that of king Marko,

17 E. Dimitrova, The Portal to Heaven. Reaching the
Gates of Immortality, Ni§ & Byzantium Symposium.
Collection of scientific works V, Nis 2007, p. 379.



accompanied with bust of saintly individuals. Schol-  substantial evidence, no one of the respected schol-
ars have tried to decipher the meaning of the second  ars has noticed that Marko holds the horn in a vic-
khtetorial scene either connecting it to some ritual  torious manner, accompanied by the late father, i.e.
practices'® and dating it in concurrence with the fres-  the former Serbian king Vukasin. Represented as two

co decoration in the interior, or
alluding to the vassal task of king
Marko', or to his unfortunate
relations with the Serbian nobil-
ity?®. Regardless of the fact that
the existence of two simulta-
neous khtetorial compositions
cannot be validated without a

18 7. Gavrilovi¢, The Portrait
of King Marko at Markov manastir
(1376-1381), Byzantinische
Forschungen XVI, Amsterdam
1990, pp. 415-428.

¥ B. J. Bypuh, Busanmujcke
¢pecke 'y Jyeocrasuju, Bbeorpan
1974, p. 80.

2 Y. M. Bophesuh, IIpedcmasa
Kpawa Mapka Ha jyscuoj ¢hacaou
ypkee  Ceemoz  [JqQumumpuja 'y
Mapkoeom  manacmupy, Kpanor
Mapko BO wuWcCTOpHjaTa H  BO
Tpaauijara, Hpumen 1997, pp. 299-
307.

King Marko’s monastery, King Vukasin and King Mark
as commissioners
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pillars of the governmental power over the territory
endangered by the Ottomans, the dual depiction of
Vukasin and Marko alludes to the issue of legitima-
cy of the later linked to the privileges of the former.
The historic momentum which inspired this second
khtetorial arrangement is, by all means, the battle at
the Kosovo Polje and the death of Marko’s political
rivals, or better to say his bitter adversaries in terms
of his pending rights to a royal crown and lawful-
ness. Furthermore, the iconographic constellation of
the scene is designed in such a manner that Christ is
simultaneously giving his blessing to the patron saint

!

i i
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King Marko’s monastery, King Vukasin and King

in the lunette and favouring both rulers who flank the
benefactor. Unlike the commissioners’ composition
in the interior, the external one does not need too
many characters to vouch for the one who adminis-
ters the law and order, since after becoming a vassal
to the Ottomans he succeeded to maintain a relatively
stable position in the governmental policy of the in-
vaded territory. In that manner, the historical tragedy,
the agonizing pictures of which have been depicted
in the interior of the church, became bearable circum-
stances with striking iconographic application in the
decorative exterior of King Marko’s monastery.

Marko as commissioners (detail)
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Enmuzabera IUMUTPOBA

“TOMOBUTE HA CBETUTE”

Uetnpu npuMepy 3a BPBHA BU3aHTUCKU CIIMKAPCKHU MPOIAYKTH

(ecej 3a camopedaekcHBHOCTa HA YMETHUIKOTO TBOPEIIITBO)

Pezume

Yertupu npuMepu Ha PENpPE3CHTATHBHH OCTBA-
pyBama O TpEe30pOT Ha BU3AHTHUCKATa IJMKOBHA
KyJITypa CEKako He ce JOBOJHH 1a ce o0jacHH Me-
TOJIOJIOTHjaTa Ha HACTAaHYBAmbETO HAa YMETHHYKH-
Te Jefa WHCIOUPUPAHH O OUONHMCKUTE CTUXOBU U
CPEIHOBEKOBHATA JIMPHUKA, KOH(OUTYPHPAHHU CIIOPE]
BOCIIOCTAaBCHUTC KaHOHU W OBOIJIOTCHU BO BU3YCII-
HU TMMaHOpaMu CO CHe]_[I/I(bI/I‘IHI/I ImporpaMCKu, MKOHO-
rpagcki M CTHICKH KBanuTeTH. Cemak, YeTHPHUTE
CENICKTUPAHH IPUMEPH MOXKAT J]a TO OTCIIUKAAT MPO-
[IECOT Ha TpaHchopMalMjaTa Ha MPBUYHATA HJICja BO
(bMHAJIEH TPOJYKT HA €IHO OMINTO HUBO — HAa XOPH-
30HTOT Ha KOj C€ CcOIielyBa KOHIIENTyalHaTa paMKa
Ha TBOPEILTBOTO, T.€. Kako (hyHJIaMeHTallHaTa ujeja
MpepacHyBa BO BU3yeJIHA CTPYKTypa MM KaKo HUeO-
JIONIKATA TOJIOTa Ce pa3BUBa BO JIMKOBHA BH3ypa CO
cnenu(uYHU MOpaKy, MOA3HAIM U mocTynaTty. [Ipu-
MEpOT co (uryrHaTa PeISKCUBHOCT HA HEPEIIKOTO
CJIMKAPCTBO T'M “ONpaBayBa’” HAaBUIAYM 3a0CIICHKIIU-
BUTC HCAOCTATOIM HA apXUTCKTypaTa Ha LpKBaTra U
ja MaHudecTHpa HEOMXoIHATA KOXaOUTAaTHBHOCT HA
HEJ3UHHUTE TPAJUTEIICKA U JIUKOBHH KOMITOHEHTH.
[IpocropuuTe TpaHchep3anu Ha HEpelIKara ClIMKaHa
naHnopaMa ru nmo4uTyBaaT KaHOHCKUTC LCJIM HA KH-
BOIIMCOT, HO T'M CTaBaaT BO €1Ha HOBA U MOIIIHEC BIIC-
YaTiiiBa TEpPCIEeKTHBA, JIOTOrall He3adelexaHa BO
Pa3BOjOT HAa BU3AHTUCKATa JINKOBHA NpomyKIija. Ko-
XaOUTAaTUBHOCTA, MaK, HA CJIMKAPCTBOTO BO IPKBAaTa
Ceeru Hukona Bo Manactup ce ogHecyBa Ha mapa-
JIETHUOT MOJYC BO PAa3JIUKUTE HA CTUIICKATA EKCIpe-
CHja Ha MajCTOPHUTE, KOja CO37aBa KaJeIHOCKOTICKA
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BI/ISI/Ija Ha €CTCTCKU IIOMMHU CO pa3sHOBH/IHA JIMKOBHA
amromuTyna. Cemnak, Mako pa3IndHU BO CBOjaTa MHHU-
nyjanHa (ppekBeHIrja, THE ce KOH3UCTEHTHO TMOBp-
3aHH BO CTUJICKO-JIMKOBHHUOT ILTypain3aM Ha TBOpeU-
Kara c10001a ¥ Ha KOHLENTYaJIHO U Ha KOHTEKCTY-
AJTHO HUBO. BO €HIIMKIIONEIMCKUOT MYATHBEP3YM Ha
¢bpeckonekopanujara Bo boropoguurHara 1pKBa BO
Marejue moMHHHpA HIEjaTa 3a UMIIepHjaTHaTa MOK
Ha BJIJIETEJICKOTO CEME]CTBO U 3a KoXabHTarujara Ha
JIP’)KaBHUOT U HA IIPKOBHHOT aItapar BO CPEITHOBEKOB-
Ha Cp6wuja. “IlomeneHoTo” KTUTOPCTBO MoMery IIapH-
nara Eyena u xpayior Ypolu yiTe nmoBeke ja Harjia-
CyBa MarpHjapxaliHara yjiora Ha )KEHCKHOT eIEMEHT
BO JOHATOPCKHUOT TIOABUT M ja aKIEHTHPA QyHKIIH]ja-
Ta Ha [ApUIaTa BO OJPKyBameTO HAa KOXEPEHTHATa
CTPYKTypa Ha UMIIepHjamTHUoT paktop. Krutopckure
KOMIIO3UIHH, MaK, BO L[PKBaTa Ha MapKOBHOT MaHa-
CTHp MMaar coceMa MoWHaKBa yjora oj oHaa Bo Ma-
Tejue; Tre Tpeba xa mpeHecar mopaka 3a eymarHuoT
CTaryc Ha camara 3aBeTHHHA, JeKOpHpaHa BO Tell-
KHTE BpPeMHIa Ha OTOMaHCKata wHBazmja. OTTyKa,
EHTEPUEPHUOT AOHATOPCKH aHCaMOll € “OmKpyKeH™
CO MHOIITBO ONaropomHUNIM KOM ja WIyMHHHpaar
BU3yeIHAaTa CTPyKTypa Ha HeGecHHOT ABOpEI] BO TO-
JTUHUTE HAa HEONXOAHATA TMOAAPINKA Of (peymamHnoT
amapar Ha MapxkoBara apkaBa. ExcrepuepHara, nax,
JIOHAaTOpCKa (pecka ro nprukaxysa MapKo Kako BEIT
aJMHHUACTPATOP HA TEPUTOPHjaTa IO HEroBa ympa-
Ba, KaKO CIUHCTBCH 3allITUTHUK Ha MPaBOCIaBHHUTEC
TpaaUIIiy, Kako Kpaj 0e3 oduiinjaaHa KpyHa, HO CO
Jo0JIecTH eTHAKBY Ha KPYHUCAHUTE BIIAIECTEIH.



