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1
Adoration of the Magi, detail

2
St. Peter’s church, view 
from the northeast



introduction

In the early stages of the development of Ser-
bian culture, Raška (Rascia) had a prominent 
and often leading role among the territories in-

habited by Serbs. In the 9th and 10th centuries, this 
region, which at the time housed the nucleus of 
Serbian political life, began to bring forth monu-
ments that would have lasting significance for the 
evolution of national art and without which its 
genesis would be very difficult to understand. Af-
ter a hiatus and a period when Zahumlje (Zach-
lumia) and Zeta took over the leading role, the 
political center of the Serbian lands once again 
shifted northward in the first half of the 12th cen-
tury, permanently anchoring itself in the Raška 
region. Developing under the Nemanjić dynas-
ty, the Serbian state – whose rulers lived in the 
fortified capital of Ras and which had reincorpo-
rated parts of the regions of Neretljani, Zahum-
lje, Konavle, Travunia, and Diokleia and expand-
ed its territory at Byzantium’s expense – began a 
distinct cultural rise. From the second half of the 
12th and throughout the 13th century, Raška saw 
the construction of religious monuments whose 
architecture, sculpture, and wall paintings would 
decisively influence the building and emerging 
identity profile of Serbian medieval culture in an 
area much broader than Raška itself.

It was then that the distinctive solution of the 
church emerged: a single-nave (aisleless) building 
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with a dome-topped central bay with lateral vestibules and façades with Roman-
esque secondary sculpture, later elaborated by transforming the vestibules into rec-
tangular choir spaces and adding lateral parekklesia along the narthex, and its inte-
rior ennobled by Byzantine-style wall paintings. Those frescoes were the works of 
first-class Byzantine painters accompanied by Serbian zografoi, and their thematic 
program, like the architecture of those churches, was shaped to serve the needs of 
the milieu for which they were created. In this process, the formulation of the dis-
tinctive ideology of the Serbian state and church had a remarkable impact. It rest-
ed on the notion of the saint-bearing ruling dynasty and the holiness of the auto-
cephalous church, explained in both literature and the visual arts. The 13th century 
brought the writing of literary and liturgical texts and the painting of distinctive 
thematic fresco programs intended for the glorification of the Nemanjić dynasty as 
the leader of New Israel and for explaining the apostolic underpinnings and justifi-
ability of founding an autocephalous national church. The legacy of those artworks 
would decisively shape later Serbian art and the idea of Serbian national identity, re-
maining influential until modern times. It would long serve as the framework and 
impetus for artistic projects in Raška, where notable works of monumental paint-
ing continued to be produced even in the 14th and 15th centuries, when the hubs of 
state political life were on the other territories. 

There can be no doubt that the wall paintings created in Raška from the 9th/10th 
century to the second half of the 15th century hold extraordinary importance for 
understanding artistic and ideational flows in Serbian culture and for interpreting 
the evolution of Byzantine painting as a whole. Hence, it warrants intense scholar-
ly attention, which it has not always enjoyed as much as it deserves. Some fresco 
ensembles of remarkable importance in the history of Serbian art have never been 
exhaustively and comprehensively studied in a stand-alone monograph. That is es-
pecially true of two heavily damaged ensembles of monumental painting produced 
in Raška, both of which are now reduced to modest remains but are, all the more 
so, precious witnesses of the distant past as the earliest examples of their kind to 
have reached us. It is to them that this book is dedicated in the hope that it is only 
the first volume in a thematic series aimed at minimizing those blanks and gaps in 
art-historical studies.
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view from the northeast 
(aerial photo using a drone)
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4
Enthroned Virgin and Child 
in the Adoration of the 
Magi, drum of the dome

5
Shepherds in the Nativity of 
Christ, drum of the dome



The paintings of St. Peter’s church – closely 
tied to the fate of the for centuries, built, 
removed, and rebuilt church walls they 

once graced but still much more vulnerable 
than them – testify to the long and turbulent 
history of one of the oldest Serbian shrines.1 
Unfortunately, those paintings, chronologically 
multi-layered, have survived only as smaller or 
larger fragments scattered on the wall surfaces 
of different parts of the ancient edifice. They are 
difficult to date and impossible to conclusively 
sort into chronological groups. At times, even 
identifying the general content of these scarce 
remnants is an exacting task. Using them to 
draw conclusions about the wider thematic or 
programmatic circles to which they belonged is 
even more challenging. The seductive conser-
vation retouches on them, often indistinguish-
able from the original parts, can easily lead us 
astray. The yearning to wrench away at least a 
modicum of bygone times from the oppressive 
darkness of oblivion is, therefore, inspiring but 
always fraught with the fear that the lack of re-
liable guideposts might mislead us in the misty 
depths of history and along stray paths that 
falsely promise to take us to the truth. And yet, 
those modest morsels of the past are invalua-
ble, and often the only, evidence we have about 
the history of the ancient edifice. As such, they 
are also the inevitable starting point for any 
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Plan 1
Longitudinal section of St. Peter’s church, 
present state (corrected drawing from the 
documentation of the Institute for the Protection 
of Cultural Monuments of Serbia – Belgrade)
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Plan 2
Ground plan of St. Peter’s church, present day (corrected 
drawing from the documentation of  the Institute for the 
Protection of Cultural Monuments of Serbia – Belgrade)



knowledge we hope to glean about the beginnings and directions of the evolution 
of old Serbian art and culture in general. Scarce and seemingly obscure as they 
may be, they will long continue to elicit attempts to decipher the cryptic messages 
of times gone by and decode their sometimes pitilessly illegible contents. No less 
persistently, they will continue to invite constant evaluations and reexaminations 
of the authenticity of the deciphered content.

Earliest frescoes

The stylistic, programmatic and iconographic characteristics of the surviving fres-
coes in the Church of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul in Ras allow us to establish, 
with a fair degree of certainty, that they were painted in several rounds and in dif-
ferent medieval and post-medieval periods. The church was fully (or almost fully) 
frescoed at least twice – in the early Middle Byzantine era, i.e., at the end of the 9th 
or in first decades of the 10th century, and again in the last quarter of the 13th centu-
ry. In the late Middle Byzantine period, from the beginning of the 11th to the early 
13th century, the wall paintings of the church were thoroughly restored, probably not 
all at once but gradually, in several stages. Finally, some parts of the church, such as 
the narthex and exonarthex, were frescoed in the Post-Byzantine period, i.e., dur-
ing the era of Ottoman rule.

Some remnants of the earliest frescoes, created around 300 years before the orig-
inal paintings of Studenica, have survived, albeit partially covered by more recent 
fresco layers, in the drum of the dome, the upper zones below the dome, and the 
walls in the sanctuary. Smaller fragments of the original murals, mostly showing 
no more than traces of the borders that once separated their zones, have also sur-
vived in the lower parts of the naos. That points to the conclusion that the original 
frescoes covered the entire naos, including the sanctuary, expanding into the large 
openings on the gallery but only partially (Figs. 15, 16). Approximately at a third 
of the breadth of the wall in these openings, the fresco decoration ended with a 
border; behind the border, the fresco plaster was left blank, suggesting that the 
gallery had not been frescoed. By that time, the smaller windows on the galleries 
and the blind niches between them had already been walled up and covered with 
plaster to create suitable and sufficiently wide surfaces for the frescoes in the area 
below the dome (Figs. 13, 14). Furthermore, the ancient paintings also covered – 
at least in some parts of the church – the decorative drawings from the period of 
Iconoclasm carved into the plaster layer previously spread over the wall surfaces.2 
Sadly, ax blows and other types of damage have heavily disfigured those paintings, 
reducing them to a pale and barely detectable shadow of their former beauty. No 
finer final touches of paint have been preserved anywhere on the surviving orig-
inal frescoes. What can still be discerned are almost exclusively the undercolors 
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and faded silhouettes of figures on an ocher background. Hence the iconograph-
ic content and visual characteristics of the few distinguishable representations in 
this fresco layer can be assessed only in very general outlines. However, identify-
ing their basic content is by no means easy: it entails meticulous poring over the 
scarce details and piecing them together into more suggestive ensembles, so it 
seems sensible to at least roughly describe the iconography of these almost com-
pletely lost images, whose traces are rapidly disappearing in the inexorable rav-
ages of time.

The original wall paintings of St. Peter’s church are best preserved in the drum of 
the dome. In this area, even the elaborate ornamental frieze – stylized floral motifs 
on a fluted wreath separating the drum from the cupola – has survived, along with 
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6
Annunciation and Visitation, 
drum of the dome



five narrative compositions on the surfaces between the four windows.3 The scenes 
that have elaborate iconographic contents deserve special attention.4

In the southeastern part of the drum are two Gospel scenes (Figs. 6, 20, 21): the An-
nunciation to the Virgin (Lk. 1:26–38) and the Visitation (Lk. 1:39–56), the visit of 
the Blessed Virgin Mary to Elizabeth. On the left side of the field, nearer to the east, 
wearing a red dress, the Mother of God stands in a slight contrapposto on a rectan-
gular pedestal in front of a wide backless throne. The throne seems to be ornately 
carved or inlaid. On it is an oval cushion and next to it a knitting basket; one of the 
yarn threads is held by the Virgin in her relaxed left hand. Her right hand, probably 
holding a distaff, is raised almost to the level of her head framed with a fairly small 
halo. She is turned to the right, from whence the archangel Gabriel strides forward 
to bring her the joyful tidings. Almost unknown in later art, this arrangement of 
the scene, with the Mother of God on the left and Gabriel on the right, was used in 
the pre-Iconoclast period and the early phase of Middle Byzantine art.5 At St. Pe-
ter’s, it allowed the artist to more clearly distinguish the contents of the two chron-
ologically separated episodes in the Gospel narrative while compositionally unit-
ing and balancing them. The massive figure of the archangel is at the center of the 
scene, so that the Virgin before the throne in the Annunciation, on the left side of 
the painting, balances out the huddled, almost conjoined bodies of Mary and Eliza-
beth on the right. The two relatives in the Visitation embrace each other: Elizabeth, 
in an ocher dress, drapes her left arm over Mary’s shoulders, while the Virgin lays 
her outstretched right hand on Elizabeth’s underarm.

The Nativity of Christ, the next scene in line (Fig. 7), is in the southwestern part of the 
drum. Based on what is still discernible, the composition seems to have the standard 
iconography, essentially inspired by the Gospel text (Lk. 2:4–15). The dominant el-
ement in the scene is the diagonally positioned figure of the Virgin, who is lying on 
a birthing bed in the cave of Bethlehem. The undulating edge of the cave opening is 
indicated along the upper rim of the composition and descends towards its left part, 
which shows two shepherds in animated conversation on a yellow background, out-
side the cave (Fig. 5). The shorter, beardless shepherd wears a red tunic and, softly 
inclining his head, rhetorically stretches his arm to the left, to his taller and certain-
ly older companion. Only the silhouette of the second shepherd has survived, but 
it is enough to infer that his face was upturned and that, with his right hand raised 
high, he gazed upwards. In fact, this shepherd was shown conversing with an angel, 
now only partially visible, who had come to tell the shepherds about the birth of the 
Christ Child and invite them to pay homage to him. The manger with the Divine In-
fant seems to have been painted at the foot of the Virgin’s bed, in the right part of 
the scene, but the figures of the three eastern magi bowing to the newborn Savior, 
which would become almost a standard feature in the later iconography of the Na-
tivity,6 were not included here. Instead, they are shown in a separate composition.

Saint Peter’s Church
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Nativity of Christ, 
drum of the dome



That composition – Adoration of the Magi – has survived in a somewhat better state 
of repair than the other scenes in the dome of the ancient cathedral of Ras (Figs. 4, 8). 
It was located on the northwestern side of the drum, where the cycle continues. 
Along its right edge, the Virgin sits on a throne with a lyre-shaped backrest, char-
acteristic mainly of the early Middle Byzantine period,7 and holds the Christ Child 
on her lap. They are approached by an angel, his body fully turned to them but the 
head thrown back toward the left side of the painting, facing the three magi he has 
brought to Bethlehem and, with his right wing raised above them, inviting them 
to come closer to the Savior.8 Dressed in ornate tunics with golden trims, the three 
magi approach and offer him gifts with their hands covered with white cloths (Fig. 1).

The sequence of scenes in the drum ends on its northeastern side with the Presenta-
tion of Christ in the Temple (Lk. 2:22–38). At first glance, just two female figures and 
the outlines of a column-supported ciborium are perceptible (Fig. 9). Half-turned 
to the left, the prophetess Anna, in a red maphorion and ocher tunic, stands by the 
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left edge of the composition. Her raised right arm is outstretched in the same direc-
tion. The Virgin is shown much closer to the center of the image. She wears a dark 
red tunic and a light-colored maphorion and holds the Christ Child in front of the 
chest but looks back. Between her and the prophetess Anna, there is the faint, whit-
ish silhouette of St. Joseph’s figure, which has lost all of its paint. The outlines of the 
back, shoulder, and back of the loins of Mary’s aged husband are discernible on the 
red background of Anna’s maphorion and her dark yellow tunic. Closer to the Vir-
gin, the outlines of his chest and himation-covered arms, which once must have held 
the sacrificial turtledoves, can be traced on an ocher background. Similarly but even 
less clearly, it is still possible to distinguish the silhouette of St. Simeon the God-re-
ceiver, who stood in front of the Mother of God with his back turned to the cibori-
um.9 Placed at the right end of the image, the ciborium marked the holiest part of 
the Temple of Jerusalem.

Saint Peter’s Church
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Adoration of the Magi, 
drum of the dome

9
Presentation of Christ in the 
Temple, drum of the dome



Illustrating the events recounted at the beginning of the Gospel narrative, the four 
described scenes unfold clockwise in a regular and expected chronological sequence. 
What is unusual, however, is their location in the topography of the church. Except 
for the Ascension of Christ, narrative iconographic scenes were very rarely positioned 
in the domes of Orthodox and, more widely, Christian churches. Their placement 
in the drum of the dome was even more uncommon. The drum’s many windows, 
which served to let light into the central part of the church, disrupted the cylindri-
cal wall surface and made it impossible to paint more elaborate compositions in it. 
Therefore, the series of Gospel scenes in the drum of St. Peter’s must have been the 
result of special reasons, which were not ideational or conceptional but rather prac-
tical. The lack of broad wall surfaces for painting narrative scenes in the space below 
the dome and the lower zones of the naos, where such representations were usually 
shown, meant that suitable surfaces had to be sought elsewhere. They were, among 
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other places, found in the dome because it had only four windows (Plan 1).10 It 
should, therefore, be noted that the drums of the very few Orthodox churches whose 
domes feature sequences of Christological or hagiographic scenes also had only four 
windows (Panagia Koubelidiki in Kastoria, Panagia Kera in the Cretan village of Krit-
sa, White Church of Karan, Taxiarches on Aegina, Panagia Kountouriotissa in Pie-
ria).11 The wall surface between them was wide enough to accommodate composi-
tions with elaborate contents. In other words, the unusual architecture of St. Peter’s 
church dictated the suppression of the five scenes recounted at the beginning of the 
Gospel story from the central to the highest points in the spatial hierarchy of the ed-
ifice, and adequate space for them was found in the uppermost sections. The height 
of the drum allowed the figures to be slightly larger than those in the lower parts 
of the building, which meant that they could be easily seen even in the dome. That, 
however, leads us to the question of the extent to which these scenes – sectioned off 
into the space between the two cornices of the drum12 – were separated in terms 
of content from the rest of the thematic program of the church’s wall paintings, i.e., 
whether they constituted a stand-alone ensemble, as previously sometimes believed.

Firstly, it should be noted that the interpretation of these images as a separate cycle of 
Christ’s childhood was heavily influenced by the fact that the monument was underre-
searched.13 All of the scenes in the space below the dome remained unidentified long 
after the identification of the representations in the drum of St. Peter’s church. This, in 
turn, precluded an assessment – even a very general one – of the wider programmat-
ic ensemble of the paintings in the upper zones of the central part of the church and 
the underlying idea of the program. However, the drum of St. Peter’s features three 
scenes that belonged to the cycle of major Christian feasts (Annunciation, Nativity, 
Presentation of Christ), whose representation had to be continued somehow in the 
lower sections of the central part of the edifice. The two remaining scenes in the drum, 
the Visitation and the Adoration of the Magi, had the most direct connection with the 
representations of the first two Great Feasts. Namely, the Adoration of the Magi was, 
for example, the main topic of Gospel readings in the Christmas liturgy (Mt. 2:1–12) 
in the early Middle Byzantine period, like in other eras.14 In view of all this, it is en-
tirely understandable that, in ancient illustrated manuscripts and programs of many 
churches from the early Middle Byzantine period, these two scenes were included in 
more or less extensive cycles of paintings illustrating the complete New Testament ac-
count.15 Beginning with the Annunciation to Zechariah or, much more commonly, the 
Annunciation to the Virgin Mary, this cycle, which could also include other episodes 
from Christ’s childhood, did not end with the Presentation of Christ, i.e., the scenes 
that precede the Baptism. In old painted programs, the narrative continued without 
interruption with the subsequent events. It unfolded to the end of the history recount-
ed in the New Testament and included scenes from the ministry of Christ, his mira-
cles and passion, as well as the events that took place after his ascension into Heaven. 
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Baptism of Christ, 
northwestern squinch



When it comes to monumental Middle Byzantine art, the richest treasury of such cy-
cles has survived in the churches of Cappadocia, especially the ones frescoed in the 
10th century: Kiliclar Kilise, Old and New Tokali Kilise and El Nazar in Göreme, Ay-
vali Kilise in Gullu Dere, Tavşanli Kilise, Pigeon House Church in Cavushin, Kokar 
Kilise in Ihlara, Bahattin Samanliğı Kilise in Belisirma, etc.).16 Although known earli-
er as a solution, grouping the scenes from the New Testament account into parceled, 
thematically distinct cycles would not become the norm until the monumental pro-
grams of the Late Byzantine period and even then with many exceptions.

That the New Testament narrative beginning with the paintings in the drum con-
tinued below the dome of the old cathedral of Ras is evidenced by a few barely 
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detectable scenes in the lower parts of the church. Directly beneath the drum, in 
the squinches that formed the transition to the dome, it is possible to reliably iden-
tify two or three Gospel scenes that continue the sequence of the five compositions 
described above, following the chronology of the New Testament narrative. Based 
on the rather modest yet informative remnants, it can be inferred that the Baptism 
of Christ (Mt. 3:13–17; Mk. 1:9–11; Lk. 3:21–22; Jn. 1:29–34) graced the northwest-
ern squinch (Fig. 10).17 All of the main elements of the iconography of the Epiphany 
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are distinguishable here.18 The center of the squinch held the figure of Christ, now 
reduced to traces of an ocher halo and the outline of the head – bowed and light-
ly turned to the left, to St. John the Baptist, who bends over the Lord and places his 
right palm on the Savior’s head covered with brown hair. The facial features of St. 
John, dressed in a reddish-brown himation and yellow chiton, have completely fad-
ed, as have Christ’s, but the shape of the hair framing the face and the point of the 
short beard still remain partly discernible. St. John’s figure is balanced out by the 
angels with folded wings on the opposite, right side of the scene. They raise their 
arms with cloths draped over them, waiting for the Lord to emerge from the waters 
of the Jordan. There seem to have been just two of them, which was fairly common 
in early post-Iconoclast art.

The neighboring, northeastern squinch featured the Betrayal of Judas (Mt. 26:47–
51; Mk. 14:43–47; Lk. 22:47–50; Jn. 18:3–10).19 Again, Christ’s figure is at the cent-
er of the scene, his head illuminated by a halo with an inscribed cross (Fig. 11). The 
Savior holds a scroll in his left hand; his face and body are turned to the left, to-
wards the traitor Judas, who treads forth in a wide stride. The outlines of Judas’ 
body are discernible only as a grayish silhouette – a surface that has lost all of the 
paint and is now only visible partly on the ocher background and partly on Christ’s 
clothing. Disingenuously kissing his teacher, Judas lays his right hand on the Savior’s 
chest. Behind Judas follow the Israelites in long tunics and cloaks, shod in black 
footwear. However, the upper parts of their figures are covered by a considerably 
younger layer of frescoes and are no longer visible. In the bottom right corner of 
the squinch, the head of the prostrate Malchus, whose ear St. Peter cuts off, appears 
faintly discernible.

The scene in the southwestern squinch also seems possible to identify, although 
it has lost a lot more of the painted layer than the two previously described ones. 
Again, at the center of the field, although now at its very top, there is Christ’s head 
with long dark hair, positioned almost frontally but very lightly inclined to the right 
(Fig. 12). An ocher nimbus with an inscribed cross is clearly visible around his 
head. Below Christ’s neck and at his shoulder level, there are no broad surfaces in 
the dark color used for underpainting the Savior’s himation in other scenes, which 
could mean that here he wore very pale or white garments. In addition, roughly in 
the middle of the left half of the composition, the outline of a light-colored, perfect-
ly circular mandorla is discernible on the ocher background. On it, to the Savior’s 
left and at the height of his neck, there is a dark mass of someone’s hair – an un-
known figure without a halo bending towards the Lord. The surface of the fresco to 
the right of Christ’s head has completely faded, but along the sides of the squinch, 
much lower than the level of the two previously described figures, the outlines of 
the hair of two even smaller heads remain detectable. This scene seems to have been 
the Transfiguration (Mt. 17:1–6; Mk. 9:2–8; Lk. 9:28–35). In the Early and Middle 
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Byzantine period, the Transfiguration was more frequently depicted with a perfectly 
circular mandorla that, besides Christ, enveloped the figures of two prophets, and 
the dark-haired Moses was shown on the left much more commonly than later.20 
That was, for instance, the case on the miniatures in some manuscripts (Paris Gr. 
510, Chludov Psalter, Panteleimon Ms. 2, etc.),21 as well as in monumental art, espe-
cially in the Middle Byzantine churches of Cappadocia (Old Tokali Kilise, Karanlik 
Kilise, Elmali Kilise, Çarikli Kilise, etc.).22 At Saint Peter’s church, the white-haired 
St. Elijah seems to have stood to the Savior’s right, but his white tresses are no long-
er detectable on the almost faded frescoes. Slightly lower, to the left and right of the 
mandorla, where the outlines of the heads are, and below it, near the bottom edge 
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southwestern squinch



of the squinch, where the fresco layer has been completely lost, three apostles were 
depicted. In pre-Iconoclast and early Middle Byzantine art, the arrangement of their 
figures in the iconographic concept of the Transfiguration was not fixed, and hence 
St. Peter could sometimes not be shown on the left side of the composition, which 
would later become more common.23

As the mark of the Savior’s divine nature, the mandorla did not appear in depictions 
of the New Testament events that had taken place before the Transfiguration. Having 
climbed Mount Tabor with three of his disciples, the Lord incarnate revealed himself 
to the members of humanity in ethereal radiance. All other scenes that show him in 
a mandorla describe the New Testament events that happened after the Resurrec-
tion: the Descent into Hades, Ascension, and Dormition of the Mother of God.24 Since 
the arrangement of the faintly detectable figures and other elements of the iconog-
raphy that can be discerned on the heavily faded fresco in the southwestern squinch 
correspond only with the Transfiguration, it is almost certain that it was indeed fea-
tured in this scene. Consequently, it follows that, in the series of squinches below the 
dome of St. Peter’s, the scene of the Baptism was given a place between the Transfig-
uration and the Betrayal of Judas and that the guiding principle behind the sequence 
of the Gospel episodes in the space below the dome remains unclear. It should be 
noted that the chronological order of the scenes in the Christological cycle could 
sometimes be disrupted even in much younger Byzantine and Serbian medieval art.25

But whatever the arrangement of the themes in the space below the dome at St. Pe-
ter’s might have been, there is no doubt that it featured the scenes that illustrate the 
stages of the New Testament account after the Presentation of Christ. It included de-
pictions of the events that were being celebrated with increasing stability among the 
great Christian feasts in the medieval period, but also illustrations of other Gospel 
episodes topically connected with them, just like in the drum. In this way, the Gos-
pel narrative beginning in the dome continued beneath it, flowing through space as 
it had done through time and unfolding from the higher to the lower zones. Based 
on the higher number of figures in the zone of the big openings on the gallery, 
dressed in long tunics and black footwear like the Israelites in the Betrayal, it seems 
that this area featured the scenes associated with Christ’s entry into Jerusalem and 
his subsequent passion (Figs. 13, 14). Some scholars have identified the traces of 
the frescoes on the western wall as the remnants of the Crucifixion,26 a hypothesis 
that for now remains impossible to verify. Unfortunately, most of the scenes in the 
space below the dome are now destroyed or so heavily faded that they can no long-
er be recognized. The much younger frescoes that partially cover them are of little 
help in their identification because, as we will see, they did not repeat the selection 
and arrangement of the themes of the original wall paintings. In addition, it is im-
possible to conclusively ascertain the number of zones the frescoes in the space be-
low the dome might have been divided into. Furthermore, it is unclear whether the 
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squinches and the wall surfaces between them formed a separate zone or whether 
the scenes on the eastern, southern, western and northern wall below the dome cov-
ered the entire surface up to the sub-dome cornice, which is the case on the young-
est layer of paintings in this part of the church. The figures on the walls, although 
slightly larger than those in the squinches, are of a size that suggests the first pos-
sibility, albeit not conclusively. Hence, the number of scenes painted in the original 
layer of the space below the dome is impossible to hypothesize even with relative 
certainty, just as the system of their arrangement cannot be definitively reconstruct-
ed. The complexity of this problem is best exemplified by the remnants of the scene 
with Christ’s figure in a mandorla, which has been fairly reliably identified as the 
Transfiguration, in the southwestern squinch.

That brings us to the question of what might have been painted above the drum, in 
the half-sphere, that is, the cap of the dome, when the Church of the Holy Apostles 
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Peter and Paul in Ras was frescoed for the first time. At first glance, it seems accept-
able – even very plausible – to assume that the Ascension of Christ occupied this 
area because it often featured in the domes of Middle Byzantine churches.27 In the 
crown of the dome at the cathedral church of the ancient eparchy of Ras, there are 
no visible traces of the earliest paintings to either confirm or refute such a hypoth-
esis. However, the modest fragments of the original frescoes in the sanctuary seem 
to suggest the untenability of this assumption.

Very near the bottom of the northern part of the conch of the altar apse, directly 
above the cornice, on the oldest layer of the fresco, a few unshod feet are visible fair-
ly clearly (Fig. 17). The feet are one next to another, turned in opposite directions, 
and almost raised on tiptoes. Their position, stance and size in proportion to the 
entire space of the conch suggest that the figures to which they belonged were once 
part of an elaborate, dynamic composition with multiple participants. Although 
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these feet very likely belonged to Christ’s disciples, the scene was almost certainly 
not the Communion of the Apostles. That this was not the case is suggested, on one 
hand, by the position of the feet and, on the other, by the fact that the Commun-
ion of the Apostles did not become a part of the thematic programs of the central 
part of Orthodox sanctuaries until the 11th century.28 Furthermore, a fragment on 
the southern side of the conch also contradicts the hypothesis that the Communion 
of the Apostles graced the sanctuary of St. Peter’s. The fragment shows a halo and 
a head whose surviving features suggest that the face was upturned (Figs. 18, 35). 
The size of the halo and head is proportionate to that of the feet on the northern 
side and points to the conclusion that the scene in the conch of the apse at St. Pe-
ter’s in Ras was the Ascension.29

Of course, in themselves, these scarce remains offer more of a hint than firm grounds 
for the conclusive identification of the scene. However, the belief that this was indeed 
the Ascension is further supported by the relatively well-known practice of depicting 
this scene in the apses of churches frescoed in pre-Iconoclast and early Middle Byz-
antine times. In this case, the Coptic and Syrian examples of representing the As-
cension of Christ in conchs on the western sides of Monophysite churches and chap-
els (Bawit, Saqqara, the Syrian monastery in Wadi El Natrun, etc.) should be laid 
aside.30 Far more important for identifying and interpreting the scene at St. Peter’s 
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is the practice of painting the Ascension in the conch of the altar apse that can be 
traced in the art of the adherents of the Chalcedonian Creed from the 6th to the 8th 
century. It was most consistently followed from the 9th to the 11th century. This prac-
tice is evidenced by examples from the churches of St. Michael in Tarrasa, Catalonia 
(6th c.); Panagia Drossiani in Naxos (7th c.); the “Little Church” or Kilise Mescidi in 
Byzantine Amastris (modern Amasra), Paphlagonia (probably 9th c.); the Rotunda 
of St. George in Thessalonike (late 9th c.),31 and ten or so churches in Cappadocia: 
St. Elijah in İltaş (8th c.); three churches in the area of Ilhara – Yilanli Kilise (9th/10th 
c.), Pürenli Seki Kilisesi (first half of the 10th c.), and the Church of the Mother of 
God or Eğri Taş Kilisesi (9th/10th c.); St. George in Açik Saray (11th c.), Kale Kilisesi 
near Selima (11th c.), Forty Martyrs of Sebasteia in the village of Shahinefendi near 
Ürgüp (1216/1217).32
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Painting the Ascension in altar apses had both a formal and a symbolic or mysta-
gogical justification. The curved surface of the conch gave the composition scenic 
credibility, introducing the two-dimensional painting into three-dimensional space 
and creating the impression that Christ, floating above, really bent over his disci-
ples. On the other hand, the altar apse has always been seen as one of the celestial 
zones in the church – an icon of the sky where God resides,33 and hence the depic-
tion of the Lord’s ascent to the Heavens suited it very well. Furthermore, the Ascen-
sion, as is well known, does not merely describe the Savior’s return to the heavens. 
It was also a faithful picture of His Second Coming (Acts 1:11) and an allusion to 
Christ taking his seat on the prepared throne from which he would judge human-
kind once the Kingdom of Heaven comes as the ultimate eschatological aim of every 
liturgical assembly, which both physically and spiritually faces the shrine in the East.

The symbolic connection of the sanctuary, its cultic foci and the sacerdotal rites per-
formed in it with the Ascension and Second Coming has been highlighted by some of 
the most learned early Byzantine theologians. St. Maximos the Confessor (580–662) 
in his Mystagogy explains that the Savior’s “ascension into heaven and return to the 
heavenly throne… are symbolically figured in the bishop’s entrance into the sanctuary 
and ascent to the episcopal throne”, i.e., the so-called High Place in the center of the 
apse.34 On the other hand, the archpriest’s descent from the High Place after reading 
the Gospel, according to St. Maximos, symbolizes “the end of this world.” The end will 
come “in the second coming of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ from the heav-
ens in glory”, who will “through the holy angels separate the faithful from the unfaith-
ful, the just from the unjust.”35 For St. Germanos I, Patriarch of Constantinople (715–
730), the archpriest’s ascent to the synthronon and his blessing the people essentially 
have the same meaning that St. Maximos ascribes to them. They signify the blessing 
that Christ, having completed the economy of salvation and begun his ascent to the 
heavens, gave his disciples with the words: “Peace I leave with you” (Lk. 24:50–51; Jn. 
14:27). Therefore, the bishop’s sitting at the High Place, the learned patriarch teaches 
us, signifies that the Son of God “sat down by the right hand of the Majesty on high” 
(Heb. 1:3) in the deified human body that he raised to the heavens and offered to the 
Father.36 At the same time, for St. Germanos, the sanctuary with the episcopal throne 
is a “concave place, a throne on which Christ, the king of all, presides with His apostles 

…judging the twelve tribes of Israel”, precisely as he taught them when he foresaw that 
“He will come sitting on the throne of glory to judge the world” (Mt. 19:20; Is. 121:5).37

The fact that the two theologians offered very similar explanations shows that their 
ideas were deeply rooted in the Orthodox understanding of the liturgy. These inter-
pretations of the symbolism of the sanctuary and High Place, that is, the bishop’s en-
trance into the holiest part of the church, ascent to, sitting on and descent from the 
throne, fully justified the programmatic association of the Ascension scene and its 
two meanings with the conch of the altar. Positioned in the apse of the church, this 
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scene highlighted the celestial symbolism of the space and offered eloquent Chris-
tological and ecclesiological explanations. The association of the Ascension with 
the altar conch is also easy to understand when it comes to parish and monastery 
churches, especially those with carefully built High Places, such as the abovemen-
tioned Panagia Drossiani on Naxos. However, this composition acquired its full ide-
ational meaning in churches that held a bishop’s cathedra, such as the church of the 
Holy Apostles in Ras. In later times, the Ascension would often be shown directly 
in front of the apse, in the sanctuary vault.

Some remnants of the original wall paintings have also survived in the lower zone 
of the conch, below the cornice, beside the High Place. On the northern side, a 
few heavily damaged and faded haloes and, among them, but a little lower, traces 
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of a row of male saints’ heads with nimbuses are discernible yet unclear (Fig. 19). 
It is impossible, for now, to identify reliably enough the ensemble that the saintly 
images might have been part of. Perhaps that was the tribunal of the apostles on 
thrones and standing angels behind them? Such a representation in the Ras apost-
oleion would have additionally emphasized the symbolism of the High Place as the 
throne “on which Christ, the king of all, presides with His apostles,” judging the 
world upon his Second Coming.38 The socle zone offers a few more modest traces 
of the original murals, but they are only partially visible beneath as many as three 
younger layers of frescoes.

Given the state of repair of the oldest wall paintings in St. Peter’s, very little can be 
said about their iconographic, programmatic and visual features or the characteris-
tics of their style. Hence we can but offer a very wide and rough time frame in which 
they might have been painted. Although not always clearly perceptible, these fres-
coes undoubtedly have many archaic iconographic and programmatic traits. Some 
of those are, for instance, the arrangement of the Annunciation composition with 
the archangel Gabriel approaching the Virgin from the right, the shape of the back-
rest on the Mother of God’s throne in the Adoration of the Magi, and the content of 
the Gospel cycle and the distribution of its scenes in the topographic structure of the 
church. In this regard, the placement of the Ascension in the conch of the altar apse, 
if the identification of the scene were to prove correct, would be highly suggestive. 
That would mean that the oldest frescoes at St. Peter’s church must have been paint-
ed not long after the church acquired a dome and was built in the form it more or 
less still has, that is to say, they were made at the end of the 9th or in the first half of 
the 10th century. The painterly characteristics of the earliest wall paintings, insofar 
as they are still discernible, do not suggest a different dating.39 In the higher zones, 
the frescoes were painted on a peculiar background with a wide band of ocher in 
its lower part (Figs. 6–10, 20, 21). This section covers four-fifths of the composi-
tions; above it, there was a rather narrow strip of another, now completely lost paint 
that provided the background for the haloes of the participants in the scenes. Such 
a background, in warmer or cooler tones of ocher, which reaches to the level of the 
nimbi executed in a similar color, can be found in some other monuments of the ear-
ly Middle Byzantine period.40 It was consistently used in the images making up the 
first fresco layer at the Church of the Taxiarches in Kastoria (9th/10th c.); it is dom-
inant on the original wall paintings at the Church of St. Stephen in the same city 
(9th/10th c.) and also appears on a separate, heavily faded fresco from the 9th or 10th 
century showing the image of an unidentified bishop in the basilica of St. Demetri-
os in Thessalonike.41 A somewhat more far-fetched parallel for this color scheme of 
the background – ocher in the lower part and another color (light blue) in the up-
per section – is the monumental Ascension of Christ in the apse of the Rotunda of 
St. George in Thessalonike (late 9th c.).42
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The figures of the compositions in the drum and the spaces below the dome at St. 
Peter’s are characterized by elongated proportions, measured gestures, and graceful 
stances. That is particularly true of female figures. All participants in the depicted 
events are in the foreground of the compositions, which are reduced to their basic 
content and characterized by a subdued rhythm, classicist order and a general air of 
monumentality. The abovementioned abstract yellow background almost completely 
offsets any depth of the space. Very faint hints of perspective and three-dimensional-
ity have been achieved in the Virgin’s throne and the pedestal in front of it in the An-
nunciation and the ciborium in the Presentation of Christ rendered in oblique projec-
tion. Those heavily attrited frescoes have not preserved enough evidence to discuss 
the voluminosity of the figures, modeling and coloristic harmonies they once had. 
In most cases, nothing has survived but the unnuanced base color used for under-
painting shapes or mere imprints of forms on the background that have completely 
lost their painted layer. For the most part, there are no detectable traces of painter-
ly elaboration or finishing touches on the forms. It is, therefore, difficult to propose 
any well-grounded conclusions about the artistic value and more specific stylistic 
characteristics of these earliest wall paintings. However, the fine draughtsmanship 
of the figures and throne in the Annunciation (Figs. 4, 8, 20), the studied stances 
and harmonious proportions (Figs. 1, 9) do suggest a fairly accomplished work be-
longing to the classicist trend of the early Macedonian dynasty period. The light-in-
fused coloring adds to the classicist atmosphere of the paintings in the drum and the 
higher zones of the space below the dome, at one time – too hastily, it would seem – 
described as provincial. To counter this inference, some might argue that the faded 
and whitened frescoes now seem much paler than they would have been when they 
were created. There is, however, little doubt that the dominant ocher background 
and the long-lost light accents on the shapes even then gave these scenes a very sol-
emn character and allowed them to produce the impression of a brightly lit spectacle.

The classicist mood of the earliest wall paintings in the drum, as a whole, was inten-
sified by the unusually consistent introduction of wide ornamental borders around 
scenes and architectural elements. This was a very carefully executed and highly 
elaborate decorative system rooted in geometric principles. In the space around the 
scenes, little has survived except the border in the form of thin red and black lines 
set wide apart, with an occasional, faintly visible trace of geometric decoration be-
tween them (Figs. 7, 21–23). A hint of the full splendor of the skillfully and spirit-
edly painted vegetal ornaments, executed by imprinting circular dot-shaped matri-
ces into wet plaster, has survived in the painted decoration of the upper cornice of 
the drum (Figs. 20, 21, 23). Traces of the fresco decoration have also been preserved 
on the cornice at the base of the dome and directly below it, especially on the south-
eastern side. This system of framing iconographic compositions with wide decora-
tive bands instead of simple red borders was most closely associated with miniature 
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painting, but it also had a long tradition in the monumental classicist 
art of the Byzantine Empire. Compelling evidence about this is pro-
vided, for instance, by the elaborate system of bands used to section 
off the fields with images in the lower part of the dome at the Rotun-
da of St. George in Thessalonike (5th/6th c.) or in the uppermost zones 
of the walls at the Basilica of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna (6th c.) 
or the border of the fresco showing the adventus of a basileus at St. 
Demetrios in Thessalonike (7th/8th c.).43 In later Byzantine art, wide 
decorative bands were mostly used to emphasize the framing of the 
paintings by the architectural elements in the interior of the church. 
The wide ornamental band around the edge of the Ascension fresco 
in the Rotunda of St. George (late 9th c.), for example, serves that pur-
pose. It is, therefore, worth noting that the vertical bands in the drum 
of the Holy Apostles in Ras, used as scene dividers, were painted right 
along the windows although their shape does not fully reflect that of 
the window openings. The implementation of decorative systems sim-
ilar to the one in the Ras cathedral can be found also among Western 
early medieval murals, such as some Carolingian and Ottonian fresco 
ensembles: the main church of the Benedictine monastery of St. John 
in Müstair (ca. 800), the Church of Saint George in Oberzell on the 
island of Reichenau (10th c.), etc., and some slightly younger, Roman-
esque ones, e.g., Sant’Angelo in Formis (c. 1080) and Castel Sant’Elia 
di Nepi (11th/12th c.).44

In terms of the general impression they create as a whole, as well as 
their still visible details and manner of execution, the oldest wall paint-
ings at St. Peter’s in Ras are very far from the rigid draughtsmanship, 
rather naïve and rustic, of the probably considerably younger provin-
cial frescoes in the Church of the Transfiguration in the town of Koropi 
in Attica, although some attempts have been made to draw parallels be-
tween the two groups of murals.45 The paintings in the Ras church have 
more in common with some of the oldest frescoes in the Taxiarches 
church in Kastoria (late 9th or early 10th c.). However, those wall paint-
ings, like their counterparts in the Church of St. Stephen in the same 
city, differ from the frescoes at St. Peter’s in that they employ high-
ly schematized drawing, sometimes achieved with wide contour lines 
that rigidly break and fragment the shapes, and have simplified stanc-
es, static figures and restrained movements with no softness or natu-
ralness to them. It seems that the frescoes under consideration have 
a closer – but by no means perfect – analogy in Thessalonian monu-
ments from the late 9th century. The Virgin’s elegant contrapposto and 
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the complex movement of the archangel to her right in the 
Ascension scene in the dome of St. Sophia,46 for instance, are 
very reminiscent of the carefully studied stances of the Moth-
er of God in the Annunciation and the angel in the Adoration 
of the Magi at St. Peter’s (Figs. 8, 20), probably painted then or 
a few decades later. Furthermore, there are other comparable 
details. The drawing, shaping and rendering of the angel wings 
in the Ascension scenes at the Thessalonian churches of St. So-
phia and St. George47 are very similar to those in the Annunci-
ation at the old cathedral of Ras (Figs. 6, 20, 21). The Ras fres-
coes also have more in common with the Thessalonian murals 
than with those from Kastoria48 in terms of the elongated fig-
ures, softer lines and less prominent drawing strokes that cut 
up shapes, i.e., their more pronounced borrowing of the solu-
tions of classical art. Unfortunately, the damage that the paint-
ings at St. Peter’s have suffered precludes a more in-depth and 
reliable comparison with early Middle Byzantine murals from 
the second city of the Byzantine Empire.

The remains of the oldest wall paintings in the altar apse – ad-
mittedly very scarce – seem to suggest that they were not the work of the same art-
ists who frescoed the dome and space below it. These murals also have very archaic 
stylistic features, but they were set on a blue background and, it would seem, used 
a slightly different painting approach, with a considerably more prominent role of 
the base drawing outlined before painting in thinner or thicker lines (Figs. 17–19). 
This makes the forms appear cruder and more rustic than those in the higher zones 
of the central part of the church, and they were executed with a much less refined 
feeling for classicist norms.

Late Middle Byzantine frescoes

As a result of the poor state of repair of the original, apparently less than durable 
frescoes and the changes that the 11th and 12th centuries brought in the program-
matic and iconographic concepts employed in the murals of Orthodox churches, St. 
Peter’s church in Ras entered the end of the Middle Byzantine period with its wall 
paintings completely or almost completely changed. Remnants of the frescoes that 
can be dated to this period have been preserved in different parts of the church. 
They have survived in the dome, sanctuary, front of the northeastern pilaster and 
the socle zone of the western conch below the little drapes painted in the late 13th-
century layer. That shows that, in this period, a thorough reworking of the existing 
frescoes took place. However, a comparison of the style, iconography and technical 
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details that characterize some of the frescoes from the late Middle Byzantine peri-
od at the old Ras cathedral reveals a high level of heterogeneity. These wall paint-
ings are so diverse that their differences cannot be plausibly explained by the con-
current involvement of multiple painters. Their physical stratigraphy also testifies to 
the different chronologies of their creation. Hence it seems fairly certain that, from 
the 11th to the 13th century, the frescoes at St. Peter’s were repainted gradually, in 
several stages. Unfortunately, the content of the frescoes from this period with an-
iconic contents (ornaments in the windows, the socle, etc.) is not chronologically 
suggestive enough, and the iconographic representations have survived only in frag-
ments, which makes their assessment and interpretation very difficult. It is, there-
fore, unsurprising that scholars have proposed widely divergent hypotheses about 
grouping the fragments into smaller chronological sets and dating those fragments 
and ensembles.

Representation of St. Peter the Apostle. On the northeastern pilaster, on the side 
facing the center of the naos, there is a partially preserved standing figure of St. Pe-
ter the Apostle, one of the patrons of the church (Fig. 24). Since the accompanying 
inscription has not survived, the saint is identified based on his distinctive iconog-
raphy and prominent place in the fresco program. He was shown half-turned to the 
right, dressed in a dark blue chiton and a golden-ocher himation. What remains of 
the image are only a fragment of the head, more specifically, the face, and one half 
of the torso with the right hand raised to the chest level in a blessing gesture. In 
his left hand, of which only the fingertips remain visible, the apostle holds an open 
scroll, most of which has been lost.49 His white-haired head is framed by a nimbus, 
which has a double pearl trim painted around it with gems between the two strings 
of pearls – a commonly shown detail in the early periods of Byzantine art, especial-
ly in the 9th and 10th centuries. This ancient custom – later replaced, but not com-
pletely lost in provincial art – was also used here to emphasize the importance and 
solemnity of the representation. Painted on the frontal side of the northeastern pi-
laster, the image of St. Peter, as the representation of the church’s patron, was part 
of the painted program next to the altar screen. It has been rightly assumed that the 
front of the southeastern pilaster facing it – to which St. Peter directed his gaze and 
where there are no traces whatsoever of the fresco that once must have stood there 

– featured the other prince among the apostles and patron of the old Ras cathedral: 
St. Paul the Apostle.50

Most scholars who had studied the frescoes of St. Peter and Paul’s believed that 
the image of St. Peter was painted concurrently with the second fresco layer in the 
sanctuary and dated it to the late 12th century.51 However, it has already been not-
ed that the apostle’s depiction does not match the overwhelmingly dominant ty-
pology of this saint in late Komnenian art. In the 12th century, a new iconography 
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of St. Peter came to be widely accepted, in which he was 
portrayed with white, mid-length, thick, wavy hair, usual-
ly with many curls.52 In contrast, at the ancient cathedral of 
Ras, he is depicted with a very low forehead and combed-
back, completely straight hair (Fig. 25). While this archaic 
Petrine iconography cannot be said to have been unknown 
in Byzantine art during the reign of the last Komnenoi and 
Angeloi, it was by no means characteristic of that period. 
The Ras representation of Christ’s most devout disciple also 
differs from its late 12th century counterparts in the very 
wide modeling of the clothing folds. Fairly thick and vo-
luminous, they follow one after another in a slow rhythm, 
with no dynamism or any hint of waviness or movement. 
The very subtle drawing of the face has a similar character, 
meticulously outlining the firm, simple shapes, never di-
gressing into linear playfulness. Further, it is important to 
note that in its typology – the shape of the head, the pro-
portions and interrelations of the different parts of the face 
with its low forehead, and the draughtsmanship and mod-
eling of the carnation, hair and drapes – the apostle’s rep-
resentation clearly stands out as different than all other im-
ages in the altar conch at St. Peter’s. This is easy enough to 
observe if we compare the drawing and painting of his head 
and garments with the heads and clothes of the evangelists 
in the conch (Figs. 32–34). A comparison with the rem-
nants of the archpriests in the Officiating Bishops scene re-
veals equally prominent differences (Figs. 36–37). In addi-
tion, it is worth noting that the painter of St. Peter’s figure 
laid the fresco plaster only up to the level of the stone cor-
nice, leaving the existing architectural frame visible.53 Un-
like him, the artist of the Officiating Bishops in the sanctuary 
covered the cornice with plaster and painted an ornamental 
band at its height (Fig. 36).

All of the above leaves no doubt that the figure of St. Peter was created independent-
ly of the younger layers of wall paintings in the apse and that it is not contempora-
neous with any of them. The archaic features of this partially surviving representa-
tion suggest a considerably earlier date of creation than the late 12th century. Some 
scholars – although alone in their views – have proposed its dating to the first dec-
ades of the 10th century.54 However, given the chronology of the construction of the 
church and the existence of an even older fresco layer, as well as the paleography of 
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the Greek inscription on the scroll in the apostle’s hand and the visual character-
istics of the image, this date seems too early. The typological and visual features of 
the image more likely suggest the early decades of the 11th century, the time of the 
restoration of Byzantine secular and ecclesiastical rule in the area of Ras.55 Since, in 
other parts of the church, there are no remnants of wall paintings that could be re-
liably associated with the image of St. Peter in terms of style and chronology, the re-
establishment of Byzantine domination probably gave rise to a need to restore only 
a part of the painted program in the cathedral church. It is difficult to estimate just 
how large this restored part might have been. What does seem certain is that, direct-
ly opposite the image of St. Peter, with which it formed a pair, a representation of St. 
Paul the Apostle, the other patron of the church, was then depicted next to the altar 
screen. The task of painting these two figures was entrusted to an accomplished art-
ist capable of capturing the character of the saints, who seems to have been closer to 
the followers of the so-called monastic style than to classicist court art.

The Greek inscription in the dome and the ornamentation in the windows of the 
drum. In the upper half of the dome, around the tondo with Christ’s bust at its top, 
a wide ring-shaped band has survived with a representative Greek inscription in-
scribed on it in the fresco technique (Fig. 26). The layer with the Savior’s image and 
the one with the representations of the prophets in the lower part of the dome – both 
of which belong to the Late Byzantine period and will be discussed below in more 
detail – cover the said “ring” of the fresco with the inscription (Figs. 27, 43, 44). This 
undoubtedly means that the inscription belongs to a layer of paintings older than 
the one featuring Christ’s protome and the prophet figures.56 Besides, the appearance 
of such a representative inscription in Greek would have been completely inconsist-
ent with the customs followed in the area of the Serbian autocephalous archbishop-
ric when these images were created.57 The inscription was done in black lettering on 
a whitish background. In some places, there are paler remnants of other letters that 
do not match the black ones. Those other letters are brown. Since the same color was 
used to under-paint the band with the inscription before applying the finishing coat 
of white paint to the background, these are more likely to be the imprints of some 
younger, subsequently added and then faded Cyrillic letters than the traces of any 
changes the painter might have made while working on the inscription. In-depth re-
search of the inscription’s paleographic characteristics will hopefully allow a more 
accurate dating but, based on the above, we can infer that it belongs to the late Mid-
dle Byzantine period. The inscription is a quote from Ps. 33: 13–14: “The Lord looks 
down from heaven; he sees all humankind. From where he sits enthroned he watch-
es all the inhabitants of the earth.”58 These verses unambiguously show that, even at 
the time of creation, the inscription was tied to the bust of the ascended Savior, the 
King of the Universe, and acted as its frame. They were generally seen as a suitable 
accompanying text for the Pantokrator image, painted at the top of the dome, the 
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par excellence “heavenly” zone of the church.59 The conclusion that Christ Pantokra-
tor was shown in the crown of the dome at the time of writing of the inscription is 
further supported by the modest remains of his image. In the same layer as the fres-
co with the inscription, a little above it and precisely at the level of Christ’s codex in 
the younger layer, there is a small fragment of the gold book cover and whitish pag-
es of the Gospel that the Savior held in the older representation (Fig. 27).

Having suffered damage, probably because it was on the very vulnerable surface of 
the dome crown, the Middle Byzantine image of the Pantokrator was detached and 
replaced by a new fresco with the same content. In any case, it shows that the prac-
tice of representing Christ’s bust in the half-sphere of the dome, widely accepted in 
the late Middle Byzantine period, was implemented at St. Peter’s in Ras. Consequent-
ly, this provides grounds for the hypothesis that, again in line with the customs of 
the time, the prophets were featured below the Pantokrator. If this was indeed the 
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case, then their figures, as well as the image of Christ, were merely repeated during 
the restoration undertaken in the last quarter of the 13th century, which will be dis-
cussed below. It is fairly certain that the entire body of wall paintings in the dome 
was overpainted in the late Middle Byzantine period. This is suggested by the wide 
ornamental bands, skillfully executed in light, well-harmonized colors that have sur-
vived in the southern, western and northern windows of the drum (Fig. 28). There 
is little doubt that those bands, like the inscription, date from the said period, but 
a more specific dating would require additional thorough research – in this case, of 
the underexplored field of Byzantine painted ornamentation.

The younger frescoes in the sanctuary. In the socle of the altar apse, on its north-
ern part, four layers of frescoes can be distinguished (Fig. 62), which suggests that 
the holiest section of St. Peter’s church was painted more times than the other areas. 
The oldest layer of plaster in the bottommost part of the sanctuary, as noted above, 
contains the original wall paintings of the church; the youngest, as we will see, dates 
from the last quarter of the 13th century. In the meantime, the altar conch was fres-
coed at least twice.

The artists of the late Middle Byzantine period completely changed the iconographic 
program of the apse (Fig. 29), whose conch previously featured a scene, most like-
ly the Ascension of Christ. In the upper part of the conch’s semi-hemisphere, they 
painted a large tondo framed by a wide ornamental band with a yellow background 
and featuring the bust of the Virgin Orans of the “Sign” type (Fig. 30). She is set on a 
vivid red background and dressed in a light blue tunic and dark maphorion. On her 
bosom is a green medallion with a bust of the Christ Child wearing light-toned yel-
low vestments. Unlike the Virgin’s ocher halo, his aureole is red and has an inscribed 
cross with blue arms. Surmounting the altar apse, such a depiction of the Mother of 
God, with its unambiguous symbolism of the incarnation, was much more in line 
with the programmatic norms of the period than the Ascension,60 by that time long 
abandoned as the scene to be featured in the conch of a shrine. Christ’s ascent into 
the heavens would continue to appear in the holiest section of the church, but it 
would be moved to the vault of the sanctuary bay,61 an architectural element not pre-
sent at St. Peter’s. However, as much as the Virgin’s image in the conch might have 
been a widespread programmatic solution in the 11th and 12th centuries, its reduc-
tion to a bust in a tondo and placement at the very top of the central altar apse is a 
rarity indeed. This decision can be explained by the need to develop to the greatest 
possible extent possible the thematic program of the single-part sanctuary, which is 
made up of only the conch without any walls or a bay vault above it. The expansion 
of this program, however, was achieved in a very unusual way.

Right below the medallion with the Virgin of the Sign bust, near the bottom of the 
conch’s semi-hemisphere and directly above the cornice, there is a surviving fragment 
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of a painted wooden pedestal decorated with large pearls on which Christ and the 
Mother of God were traditionally depicted (Fig. 31). Since her image was represent-
ed in the upper part of the conch, the space below it could have only held the fig-
ure of her son, Lord Jesus Christ.62 The rest of the thematic program in the conch 
reinforces this conclusion. The standing figure that once occupied the pedestal was 
flanked by four saints wearing chitons and himations – the garments of learned men 
in classical antiquity, which the Savior’s disciples also wear in their representations 
(Figs. 29, 32, 34). Although scarce, the remains of their figures allow us to identify 
them. Three figures hold codices with the golden covers of the kind used to deco-
rate Gospel books; the fourth figure, the one at the southern end of the line, has suf-
fered damage at waist level, where the other three rest their tomes. There is, how-
ever, no doubt that the fourth figure also held a Gospel book and that these were 
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representations of the four evangelists.63 Sadly, the head has survived on just one of 
them and even that one only partially. The preserved elements are the lower part of a 
face with a very short, sparse beard and the crown of the head covered in light, curly 
hair, which is still enough to definitively identify this evangelist as St. Luke (Figs. 32, 
33). The placement of his figure – at the outer end of the left flank of the five-member 
group (Fig. 29) – is noteworthy because it shows that the artists arranged the evan-
gelists around Christ’s figure to reflect their hierarchy. The Lord was almost certain-
ly flanked by the two most highly venerated among them – St. John the Theologian 
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and St. Matthew. These two were held in higher regard because they had been among 
the Twelve Apostles and personally witnessed Christ’s ministry on earth. Therefore, 
in programmatic and iconographic ensembles, they were given precedence over Luke 
and Mark, whose accounts about the Savior were not first-hand testimonies and who 
had belonged to the wider group of Christ’s followers – the Seventy Disciples.64 The 
damaged figure of the evangelist at the outer end of the right flank, shown as Luke’s 
counterpart, would have accordingly belonged to St. Mark.

On the southern and northern ends of the conch, there is an archangel each, dressed 
in imperial vestments and girdled with a crossed loros (Fig. 29). The figure on the 
northern side has a preserved signature with the name of Michael, but only the right 
part of the head, the upper segment of the chest and a fragment of one wing have 
survived of his depiction. The figure of the other archangel, no doubt Gabriel (Fig. 
35), which has survived in a somewhat better condition, allows us to infer that they 
held orbs and labara in their hands (only the rod in his right hand is visible now). 
The archangels must have been depicted as the court guards of Jesus Christ, shown 
at the center of the conch, and their imperial costumes and insignia prove that the 
One whom they served was of a higher rank than imperial.

Following the established custom, the lower part of the altar conch, below the cornice 
that separated this section of the semi-hemisphere, was covered by a representation 
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of the Officiating Bishops, which had once been very elaborate. Located on the north-
ern side, the lightly bowed heads of two bishops facing the center of the apse are all 
that has survived of this scene (Fig. 36). Based on the size of their heads and haloes, 
as well as the width of the conch, we can assume that the liturgical procession con-
sisted of five or six figures on the northern and as many on the southern flank. Due 
to the scene’s fragmentary state of preservation, many aspects of its iconographic 
and epigraphic content remain unknown. Thus, what might have been painted in 
the center of the composition, in the axis of the once much smaller apse window, if 
anything was shown there at all, must remain in the realm of conjecture.65 An even 
more challenging riddle is the content of the frescoes on the western wall of the 
sanctuary, that is, on the eastern face of the triple-arched opening – tribelon, where 
only a small fragment of a figure has survived. Dressed in a reddish chiton and gray 
himation, this figure blessed with its right hand and held a rolled scroll in its left 
(Fig. 38). The fragment is located directly above a low wall supported by the north-
ern pillar of the tribelon. The proportions of the figure’s hand in relation to the total 
surface of the western wall suggest that the remaining part of the fresco belonged 
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to a composition that had no more than a handful of participants.66 However, this 
is not entirely certain and, because of the very fragmentary state of preservation of 
the figure, which might have belonged to an angel or apostle, as the only surviving 
iconographic detail, we must for now refrain from attempting to identify the con-
tent of the destroyed scene.

Regardless of all those missing pieces, it is possible, at least roughly, to reliably re-
construct the program from the late Middle Byzantine period in the sanctuary of 
St. Peter’s church. This is particularly true of the frescoes in the apse, a very unusu-
al and intriguing ensemble. The series of apostle figures that appear in the conchs 
of Middle Byzantine Orthodox churches usually represent no more than a partial 
analogy for it.67 The center of the conch at the Ras church is covered by an image 
of the Savior surrounded by four instead of twelve apostles, all of them evangelists. 
Fundamentally Christocentric, probably like the original concept of the late 9th or 
early 10th century frescoes, this apsidal program can, it seems, be understood only 
when taken as a whole and associated with the cathedralic purpose of the church 
it decorates. The four authors of the Gospels, depicted at Christ’s side, are witness-
es of divine incarnation – additionally accentuated and explained in the image of 
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the Virgin of the Sign shown directly above them – but also of the entire economy 
of salvation, whose subsequent fulfillment is both the foundation and the mission 
of the Church. The Church realizes its mission in two ways: by spreading its teach-
ing, which rests on the four Gospels, and by performing the God-given holy sacra-
ments, all of which reach their climax in the liturgy, which is encapsulated in the 
Officiating Bishops scene in the bottommost zone of the conch. It should be borne 
in mind that the bishop is the heart of the Church on earth. In line with the princi-
ple of apostolic succession, he is the source of its teaching and officiant of the holy 
sacraments – an icon of Christ as the heavenly high priest.68 The altar throne of the 
bishop of Ras was located below the mentioned figure of the Savior, whom he repre-
sented, and precisely at the center of the line of archpriests from the Officiating Bish-
ops, with whom he co-officiated in an all-times liturgical reality. Multiple ties con-
nected the imagery and purpose of this space, i.e., the symbolism of the cultic foci 
that the images marked. In this way, the liturgical context of the bishop’s throne lent 
a convincing ecclesiological perspective to the themes of the wall paintings in the 
sanctuary of the Ras cathedral, just like the imagery provided important explana-
tions of the historical, dogmatic and theological underpinnings of the “High Place.” 
This program of the sanctuary was probably somewhat more complex than the orig-
inal one, and for that reason it seems ideologically more nuanced.

The poor condition of the frescoes in the sanctuary, i.e., the very fragmentary state 
of preservation of the most informative parts of those representations, such as fac-
es, does not allow us to assess their visual characteristics as fully as we would like. It 
is, therefore, impossible to offer a well-grounded and accurate dating of these wall 
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paintings, about whose time of creation there are no written or more specific icono-
graphic testimonies. It seems fairly certain that the paintings in the semi-dome and 
the lower part of the conch were not the work of the same artist. This is suggested 
by a comparison of the drawing and modeling of the surviving head parts, as well 
as the execution of the haloes, Luke the Evangelist in the semi-dome (Figs. 32, 33) 
and the second bishop in line on the northern flank of the Officiating Bishops scene 
(Figs. 36, 37). The draughtsmanship of Luke’s head and the figures of some evange-
lists, particularly the drapes, seem more rigid, and the contrasts of light and shad-
ow on them are stronger. However, the images of the Virgin and Christ in the me-
dallion are under-painted with light green, modeled very softly, and drawn in thin, 
supple lines (of course, in places where there is no conservation retouching), which 
is also the case with the bishop’s head. The frescoes in the upper and lower part of 
the conch share the use of light-infused, transparent coloring with ruddy ochers and 
vivid green on the haloes, backgrounds and garments, and bright red on the bor-
ders. The hues of the ornaments in the windows of the dome complement this color 
scheme. That suggests that all second-layer frescoes in the apse, and possibly also 
those in the dome, were painted concurrently.

The wall paintings in the apse were most likely created around the middle of the 12th 
century.69 Their typology and the drawing of the said bishop depiction indicate such 
a dating (Fig. 37). It is characterized by elongated, noble proportions, a prominent, 
high and slightly protruding forehead, slender, arched brows, large eyes, and a very 
lightly curved nose. The drawing was done with a thin brush, in measured strokes, 
using lighter and dark brown paint, and the modeling is very mild. Starting from 
the narrow, pale green and light-brown shadows, it moves towards ruddy, light-in-
fused ochers, “rising” to the subdued white, unfortunately mostly worn off, accents. 
They are still discernible on the nose, the undereye area, and partially on the cheeks. 
On the cheek that the illusion of perspective makes closer to the eye of the specta-
tor, there are some traces of a circle indicating ruddiness and a whitish line around 
it. That was a painting device characteristic of Komnenian art no less than the mul-
tiple thin red lines drawn towards the bottom of the other cheek of the same bish-
op. In line with the practices of the Komnenian period, his white hair and beard 
were not treated as a uniform mass and were instead painted in strands with alter-
nating brown, light-green and white lines. The bishop’s head betrays no traces of the 
mannerism characteristic of the closing decades of the 12th century. Likewise, there 
are no visible remnants of the art that preceded the Komnenian style to support its 
dating to the early 1100s. The most convincing parallels for the typology and paint-
erly execution of the bishop’s image can be found in the Byzantine painting of the 
second third of the 12th century.70 The proposed dating of the remnants of the Of-
ficiating Bishops scene at St. Peter’s church is not contradicted by any programmat-
ic or iconographic reasons. Among the fresco ensembles that include the Officiating 
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Bishops, the one at Veljusa is believed to be the earliest and, based on its stylistic fea-
tures, has been dated to ca. 1080.71 The oldest monument with this theme that has 
been more specifically dated in its ktetorial inscription is the fresco decoration in 
Nerezi from about 1164.72

The wall paintings in the semi-hemisphere also share the stylistic characteristics 
of Byzantine art from the mid-12th century. This dating is suggested by the slen-
der, elongated figures of the evangelists and the archangel Gabriel, with no pro-
nounced weight and volume; the appearance of the loros and the thinness of the 
archangel’s wings; the execution of St. Luke’s and the archangel Michael’s curls; 
and the drawing and modeling of the Mother of God and the Christ Child in the 
clipeus at the top of the conch. If it had survived in a slightly better state of re-
pair, the representation of the commander of the Bodiless Hosts painted over the 
older figure of the archangel Michael, on the younger layer of the fresco (Fig. 39), 
could probably confirm the validity of this dating. In the later layer, the archangel 
holds a saber in his hand – an extremely unusual detail in the painted program 
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of the sanctuary that is difficult to ex-
plain. The extent to which the fresco 
layer on which it was painted repeated 
the previous program and arrangement 
of the figures in the semi-dome of the 
apse remains unclear. The wide orna-
mental band painted around the me-
dallion, with the Virgin of the Sign in 
the new layer, follows the frame of the 
older representation (Fig. 30). The fig-
ure of the archangel, however, is con-
siderably shorter and smaller than the 
previously painted bodiless beings and 
evangelists. Unfortunately, the archan-
gel’s head has suffered heavy damage 
due to being struck with an ax, and 
when it was uncovered, both eyes and 
the majority of the face were missing 
(Fig. 40). The extensive conservation 
retouching had, in fact, created a new 
visage, which has little value in a stylis-
tic analysis of the archangel’s features.73 
Judging by the old photos taken before 
any retouching was done, the archangel 
seems to have been painted sometime 
in the first decades of the 13th centu-
ry and belonged to the backward sty-

listic trends practiced in Raška at the time, which included a considerable input of 
Komnenian art (the Vukan Gospel, northern parekklesion of the Virgin’s Church 
at Studenica, fresco fragments from the exonarthex at Žiča).74

Late Byzantine frescoes

The last medieval redecoration of St. Peter’s church took place in the closing decades 
of the 13th century. Almost all frescoes in the church were overpainted at that time, 
but the reasons for undertaking such an extensive project remain unknown. There is 
no evidence whatsoever that more serious devastation or remodeling of the edifice 
directly preceded the redecoration. The extant remains of the frescoes from the late 
Middle Byzantine period do not suggest that those murals were damaged in a fire 
or were in particularly poor condition. The assumption that the Greek inscriptions 
on the earlier frescoes irked Serbian bishops does not seem to point to the correct 
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answer. Admittedly, as discussed above, it is possible that one of the most extensive 
and prominently positioned Greek inscriptions – the one around the Pantokrator 
image in the dome – was overpainted in the secco technique and replaced by a Ser-
bian text.75 But the most plausible hypothesis might be that the bishops of Ras want-
ed to change the structure and themes of the Middle Byzantine program created un-
der the supervision of the Byzantine archpriests – to modify its ideational emphases 
and messages. This assumption is, however, difficult to verify because the remnants 
of the wall paintings at St. Peter’s are insufficient to allow a comparison of the con-
tents of the earlier Middle Byzantine and the Palaiologan-era murals. The program 
was undoubtly changed in the ground zone on the southern side of the church, but it 
seems that it was mostly repeated in the upper part of dome and partialy in the apsis.

In this redecoration project, the bust of Jesus Christ was again painted in the dome 
crown, but now the Savior was marked only with the abbreviation of his name, in-
eptly and incorrectly written, without an attribute to unambiguously define him as 
the Pantokrator (Fig. 26). With his left hand with the fingers splayed, he brings a 
Gospel book close to his chest and blesses with his right hand. His halo has an in-
scribed cross, whose arms were once decorated with gemstones. The face, however, 
is destroyed, and the details that would have been the most informative for deter-
mining the stylistic characteristics of the image and its accurate dating are no longer 
visible. Below the surviving ring of the earlier fresco-layer with the Greek inscription 
around Christ’s bust, a series of half-length figures was painted in the lower part of 
the cupola (Fig. 26): four archangels, placed above the windows of the drum, in the 
longitudinal and transversal axis of the church, and ten prophets between them.76 
The archangels wear imperial sakkoi with kontomanikia and loroi, and each holds 
a scepter topped with three gems in his raised right hand. Their figures have been 
preserved to the chest level, and hence we can only assume that, as usual, they held 
orbs in their relaxed left arms. The names beside the representations of the archan-
gels Michael (Fig. 43) above the eastern and Gabriel (Fig. 42) above the southern 
window are legible enough to allow conclusive identification. Judging by the partial-
ly discernible letters of the damaged inscription, the one on the northern side seems 
to be Raphael, which would consequently mean that the archangel above the west-
ern window should be identified as Uriel (Fig. 44). The inclusion of the images of 
the Bodiless Powers in the dome was not unusual at all. However, representing the 
four commanders of the Bodiless Hosts, dressed in imperial regalia and placed di-
rectly above the dome windows, at the four cardinal points, had special symbolism. 
In this case, they are to be understood both as beings of light who “escort invisibly” 
the King of the Universe shown in the summit of the dome and as an active, extend-
ed-from-above bridge between his Heavenly Court and the earthly realm.

Down below, on the ground, multitudes of hands were for centuries prayerful-
ly being raised towards the Lord, yearning for knowledge of Him. However, only 
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the select few righteous, such as the Old Testament prophets, could come clos-
er to the Heavens in their visions and convey the attained truths, however vague 
they might be, about the Lord to humankind. Therefore, in the late medieval pe-
riod, as the second bridge between the two worlds, they were represented in the 
drum of the dome, which symbolized the Heavens.77 Only when the Ascension of 
Christ covered the entire dome, their figures were placed in the uppermost zone 
of the space below the dome. Here at St. Peter’s, due to the peculiar proportions 
of the dome and the lack of suitable surfaces for painting scenes, the prophets are 
not in the drum but in the cap of the dome. They were placed there alongside the 
bodiless heralds to, together with them, mark the mystagogical meeting point of 
the heavens and earth, reconciled and united into one liturgical community by 
the God-man, who is shown at the very apex of the edifice’s spatial hierarchy. Two 
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prophets are depicted between each archangel on the eastern half of the dome and 
three between each on the western.

The fragmentary state of preservation of the prophet images and the damaged ac-
companying inscriptions allow us to identify no more than a handful of them. On 
the southeastern side, the prophets Daniel and Elijah are between the archangels Mi-
chael and Gabriel (Fig. 43). Shown as a frontal figure, the former is youthful, with 
the usual phylactery on his head covered with mid-length, curly hair, and he raises 
his right arm in prayer. The long- and white-haired Elijah, with a long beard, bless-
es with his raised right hand, lightly turning and directing his gaze to the archan-
gel Gabriel on the right. The prophet shown on the other side of the archangel, in 
the southwestern part of the cupola, is not Elijah’s disciple Elisha, as would have 
been expected, but a beardless prophet with dark, mid-length hair and a dome-
shaped crown on his head, wearing the costume of a ruler – King Solomon, no 
doubt. Shown as a frontal figure, he holds – very unusually and parachronically – 
a large cruciform scepter in his right hand. A white- and long-haired prophet fac-
es him, but the only surviving fragment of his image is the upper part of the head. 
Based on two preserved letters of his signature (… kqI..), it can be assumed that this 
is Ezekiel. Even less has survived of the next prophet. His representation is reduced 
to the remnants of the upper part of the halo, a fragment of a dark-haired head, and 
a right arm raised high, almost to the top of his head. Since there is much less space 
between the haloes of this and the previous prophet than between the aureoles of 
the other figures in the sequence, he seems to have been shown inclining his upper 
body and head to his right. This detail, coupled with the elevated right hand with 
its fingers pointing to the top of the head, probably his ear, matches the iconogra-
phy of Habakkuk and is associated with very specific verses of his prophecy (Hab. 
3:2).78 That makes it highly likely that the figure in question does indeed represent 
the prophet Habakkuk.

Clockwise, the line of prophets continues with three half-length figures in the north-
western part of the dome. Behind the archangel Uriel (?) above the western window, 
there are two middle-aged, long- and dark-haired men: the first has a longish beard, 
while the face of the second is destroyed (Fig. 44). Both wear chitons and himati-
ons, are half-turned to the archangel, bless with their right and hold rolled scrolls in 
their left hands. Not a single letter of their accompanying inscriptions has survived, 
and hence they are now impossible to identify. Next to those two, there is a frontal 
figure of the Old Testament King David. If the still legible inscription with his name 
had happened to be lost, this image, although almost destroyed, could have been 
identified by the dome-shaped, pearl-encrusted crown with perpendoulia. Like his 
son Solomon, this king of Israel holds a big scepter in the parachronic cruciform 
shape in his right hand. On the northeastern side of the dome, between the archan-
gels Raphael and Michael, there are two more prophets. The one closer to Raphael, 

Saint Peter’s Church

63



shown en face, has a rather confusing iconography. He is youthful and beardless, 
with long, wavy hair and a cap and phylactery on his head, all of which would have 
suggested that this was Daniel had he not been shown on the southeastern side of 
the dome. No other young prophets were portrayed with this type of headdress 
in Byzantine art. The image of the next prophet has almost disappeared. Old pho-
tographs reveal that he was half-turned to the right, to the archangel Michael. A 
heavily faded inscription has survived next to his nimbus and seems to read Isai-
ah, although it cannot be deciphered with absolute certainty. Another problem with 
identifying this figure is that the upper part of its head was underpainted with dark 
brown, and it is questionable whether white lines were once drawn on this base to 
indicate strands of white hair, which would have befitted a representation of the 
prophet Isaiah.79

The series of prophet images in the cap of the dome at St. Peter’s is too heavily dam-
aged to allow the finer layers of the messages it probably once conveyed to be read. 
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Less than half of the depicted personages can be identified conclusively. In addition, 
the texts on their scrolls are crucial for determining the more specific ideational 
underpinnings on which the sequences of Old Testament prophets in the domes of 
Orthodox churches rest. Unfortunately, in the dome of the ancient cathedral of Ras, 
none of the scrolls with quotes have survived. In fact, almost all representations of 
the prophets are damaged from the shoulder level down. Only the half-length fig-
ures of the two prophets on the southwestern side of the dome have survived to a 
somewhat larger extent, with both arms visible on each. They, however, do not hold 
unrolled rotuli but closed scrolls. It is difficult to believe that all other prophets at St. 
Peter’s held rolled rotuli, as that would have been very odd and almost impossible to 
explain, especially in a cathedral church. The prophets Daniel and Elijah raise their 
right arms, while their left arms hang relaxed alongside the body and, in line with 
the custom of the time, probably held an open scroll with a quote. If this was indeed 
the case, the content of the quotes on the lost scrolls will remain a mystery forev-
er, as well as the specific meaning of the selection and arrangement of the prophet 
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images in the cupola of the Church of Sts. Peter and Paul in Ras. The heavy damage 
these representations have suffered also precludes more reliable assessments about 
their iconography. Only two conspicuous oddities can be detected: the appearance of 
two youthful prophets with caps and phylacteries and the large crosses in the hands 
of the kings David and Solomon. This detail is undoubtedly a cross-topped scepter, 
an important insignia of Christian sovereigns. It was most likely adopted, together 
with other insignological details, from the contemporaneous portraits of Byzantine 
emperors and Serbian kings,80 who served as the models for the representations of 
the two Old Testament rulers.

Since a remnant of the ornamental band, painted in the late 13th century fresco layer, 
has survived in the eastern window of the drum at St. Peter’s (Fig. 47), there are re-
liable grounds for the conclusion that the entire dome was repainted in the last me-
dieval reworking of the frescoes in the naos. The youngest frescoes in the drum, as 
well as those from the late Middle Byzantine period, had unfortunately been com-
pletely ruined. Hence it is impossible to offer a well-grounded assessment of the 
contents and themes of the restored paintings in this part of the dome. What we 
do know for sure is that, at the time of the Late Byzantine restoration, the drum 
was covered in frescoes whose selection and arrangement of themes did not match 
those in the original layer because at least one of the important scenes in that layer 

– the Annunciation – was assigned a new place in the program of the last quarter of 
the 13th century. It was painted, as it will turn out, on the eastern wall of the space 
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below the dome. In fact, the programmatic differences between the earliest and latest 
wall paintings in the naos must have been rather profound in all segments of their 
structures – a change compellingly evidenced by the frescoes in the area below the 
dome. There are inconsistencies both in the distribution of the subject matter and 
the system and logic that guide the unfolding programmatic discourse. Those dif-
ferences were largely the result of the changed stylistic framework of the epoch and 
the younger artists’ aspiration to achieve monumentality, which led them to employ 
larger formats and, consequently, condense the number of pictures.

In the late 13th century, the Gospel scenes from the original fresco layer in the 
squinches underneath the dome were replaced by large-format prophet busts. In 
the southeastern squinch, there is an extant image of a long-haired Old Testament 
high priest named Aaron in the inscription (Figs. 45, 46).81 In line with the stand-
ard iconography of the first High Priest of the Israelites, he holds a long rod with 
budding green leaves in his right hand.82 The leafing rod acquired Theotokological 
symbolism in the works of religious writers and poets, although it could sometimes 
take on Christological meanings too. It was emphasized as a prefiguration or medi-
um of the prophecy of the Savior’s resurrection. Hence, depending on the program-
matic context in which it featured, the representation of Aaron could acquire differ-
ent symbolic meanings. Opposite the image of the first High Priest of the Israelites, 
in the northwestern squinch, stood the bust of another Old Testament personage, 
evidenced only by a remnant of the inscription that included the word “prophet” 
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because the rest of the representation is destroyed. That was most likely another of 
the Old Testament righteous to whom the Orthodox tradition assigned the rank of 
a high priest. It was precisely in the late 13th and early 14th century that their imag-
es were grouped together, usually separated from other prophets, in the uppermost 
zones or sanctuaries of churches in the Byzantine cultural sphere (Virgin Periblep-
tos in Ohrid, Arilje, St. Nicholas in Prilep, Protaton, etc.).83 The inference that such 
a grouping existed in the space below the dome at the old Ras cathedral is suggest-
ed by the fact that no high priests appear among the prophets in the cupola. From 
the late 13th century, Moses was also shown in high priest vestments, usually as a 
counterpart to his brother Aaron,84 and hence it seems reasonable to assume that 
his image graced the northeastern squinch at St. Peter’s. Two more members of 
the group of Old Testament high priests – which also included the priest Zechari-
ah, Melchizedek, Samuel and Hur – seem to have been shown in the western pair 
of squinches, judging by the programmatic customs of the early Palaiologan period.

All of the abovementioned Old Testament personages were seen as prefigurations of 
the New Testament high priesthood of Jesus Christ, the founder and archpriest of 
the new Church.85 After the Incarnation, he became the Great High Priest who sac-
rificed Himself on the cross to atone for the sins of humanity and with his divin-
ity raised the resurrected human nature to the Heavens, to the “tabernacle that is 
not made with human hands” (Heb. 9:6–24) as the God-man, the eternal leitourgos. 

Saint Peter’s Church

68

47
Ornamental band in 
the eastern window of 
the dome drum: Middle 
Byzantine (above, left) 
and Post-Byzantine layer 
(right; below, left)



Pictured in the squinches that form the transition from the dome to the space be-
low it, the images of the Old Testament high priests bore a very specific symbol-
ism, which permeates the entire program of the central part of the church. On one 
hand, they pointed to the image of the ascended Savior in the dome as the heavenly 
high priest, the source of all sacerdotal powers and the icon of all archpriests in the 
earthly part of the Church. On the other hand, placed between the Gospel scenes in 
the space below the dome, they highlighted the stages in the economy of salvation 
shown on those paintings as the acts in the fulfillment of Christ’s mission on earth 
as a high priest. The most prominent and crucial place in the program was given 
to the two scenes below the busts of the Old Testament archpriests, on the eastern 
wall of the space below the dome – the illustrations of the very events that the high 
priesthood of the Savior rests on: the Annunciation and the Crucifixion.

In itself, the placement of the Annunciation at the entrance to the sanctuary was not 
unusual or peculiar at all.86 The figures of the archangel Gabriel and the Mother of 
God were painted on the subsequently destoyed tribelon, which had once rested on 
high columns between the naos and the sanctuary (Fig. 48). The remnants of the tor-
so and wing of the bearer of glad tidings can be discerned on the northern, low wall 
of the former three-arched structure (Fig. 49). All that has survived of the Virgin’s 
representation are the upper part of the halo with the Greek signature above it that 
designated Mary as the Mother of God and the right hand resting on the maphorion 
at the chest level (Fig. 51). The Mandylion, the imprint of Christ’s face not made by 
human hand (i.e., an acheiropoieton), preserved as a fragment on the right side, is 
between the archangel and Mother of God and forms a part of the scene. It was by 
no means a coincidence that the holy “towel” – for centuries seen as significant ma-
terial evidence of God’s incarnation – was given a place in the Annunciation scene.
It served as an irrefutable confirmation of the reality of the holy mystery of the in-
carnation and the descent of the Holy Trinity’s second hypostasis to earth – the mi-
raculous and fateful event that happened in Nazareth.87 Into the spatial framework 
of the Annunciation, the artists purposely and very skillfully incorporated the im-
ages of two evangelists, those who, by the written word, testified to the appearance 
of God in the flesh and his salvation mission on earth (Figs. 48–50). These heavily 
damaged representations of the apostles Matthew and John are above the frontal side 
of the northeastern and southeastern pilasters below the dome. The evangelists are 
shown writing the beginnings of their Gospels88 in elaborately described scriptorium 
interiors with desks, stands and writing implements, but the architectural elements 
only partially separate them compositionally from the podium where the Annunci-
ation scene takes place. In fact, their scriptoria are not unequivocally distinguished 
from the room in Nazareth where humanity heard the glad tidings. Thus, the artist 
depicted the evangelists as eyewitnesses of the great mystery of the deification of the 
human flesh. It is very important to note that the beginning of the Gospel of John 
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concerns the God-man’s divine nature, while the opening chapter of the Gospel of 
Matthew speaks of his human nature.

Cleverly combining and ideationally uniting several programmatic elements into 
an eloquent iconographic concept, the painters constructed a peculiar narrative 
around the Annunciation scene. Created in that way and bound into a single en-
semble by multiple ideational ties, it served as one of the important segments in 
the much broader, multi-directional dogmatic discourse of the church’s wall paint-
ings. The Incarnation heralded in the Annunciation and at the same time fulfilled 
in the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the maiden Mary was a necessary and cru-
cial precondition of the Savior’s high priesthood.89 Only after becoming human 
could Christ perform the perfect ministerial service and offer Himself in a cor-
poral sacrifice, once and for all, to meet death in the flesh and vanquish it. This 
redeeming act of sacrificial offering for the salvation of humanity was realized in 
the crucifixion on the cross, a strongly emphasized scene in the program, shown 
directly above the Annunciation (Fig. 51). The emphasis of the Crucifixion in the 
thematic and symbolic structure of the fresco paintings in Serbian religious art 
was known from earlier times and, ever since the time of St. Sava, acquired dif-
ferent forms (Studenica, Žiča, probably Mileševa, Gradac).90 However, nowhere is 
it as clearly imprinted into the very heart of the entire program as here, at St. Pe-
ter’s, where it has become the most prominent focal point, visible on the eastern 
wall, immediately upon entering the naos.

Only a small lower part of the once monumental Crucifixion, which covered most 
of the eastern wall and stretched to the cornice underneath the cupola, has sur-
vived (Figs. 48, 51). At its center is the craggy hill of Calvary with a cross at the 
top. A horizontal wooden beam is nailed to the bottom end of the cross to serve 
as a foothold for the crucified Christ. The toes of one of Christ’s feet are still dis-
cernible on the beam, as is the skull of his forefather Adam in the cavity of the 
hill. In line with the widely followed iconographic practice, the left side of the 
scene was occupied by the Mother of God and the women in her retinue.91 Of 
these figures, only a part of the Virgin’s figure and the end of the dress worn by 
a woman in her vicinity have survived. On the opposite side, to the right of the 
cross, stood – as inferred based on the very modest remnants – John the The-
ologian, the centurion Longinus and one of the Roman soldiers. The demarcat-
ing line of the ground, indicated in green paint on the background, was set very 
low, beneath the level of the Calvary hilltop. Above the completely flat, horizon-
tal ground line is a surface covered with ocher paint. It is more likely that this 
is a remnant or, more specifically, the lower part of a simplified depiction of the 
Jerusalem walls than that the entire scene was executed on a yellow background, 
which does not appear in any surviving compositions from the Late Byzantine 
period in the church.
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Prominently placed on the large surface of the eastern wall, broader than the oth-
er sides of the space below the dome, the Crucifixion was an imposing visual dom-
inant and the ideational focus of the entire thematic program of the youngest fres-
co layer in the naos of St. Peter’s church. Most directly associated with the contents 
of the other wall paintings on the same side of the church, it did not make up a 
closed semantic ensemble with them but acted as an ideational vantage point with-
in the entire fresco program – the vantage point that provided the key for its read-
ing. It informed the whole program with the overarching notion of Jesus Christ as 
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the great archpriest of the New Testament and the executor of the economy of sal-
vation. Bringing this ideational emphasis to the foreground of the fresco program 
was fully consistent with the purpose of the church as the cathedra of the local bish-
op – the living icon of the Savior’s high priesthood.92 That, however, did not disrupt 
the logical structuring of the program as a whole or its subsequent reading and as-
sessment in the diachronic, topographic or mystagogical key. The application of this 
last approach in conceptualizing the thematic structure of the frescoes at St. Peter’s 
has already been and will be discussed. On the other hand, the remnant of the En-
try into Jerusalem scene is of crucial importance for analyzing the guiding princi-
ples of the arrangement of the subject matter and the meaning of the painted pro-
gram in the central part of the church. The preserved elements are the upper part of 
Christ’s figure on a donkey, the haloed head of an apostle, a segment of the Jerusalem 
walls, and the remnants of the figures of the children who greet the Savior (Fig. 52). 
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The scene was painted on the northern wall below the dome, reveal-
ing that the Great Feasts cycle, perhaps supplemented with some oth-
er major Gospel events, unfolded clockwise in chronological succes-
sion. Therefore, there is little doubt that the depictions of the events 
that occurred before the Crucifixion and Entry into Jerusalem once 
covered the southern and western walls of the sub-dome area. This 
small segment of the painted program is enough to show that the late 
13th century selection and arrangement of the themes on the walls of 
the church followed, at least to a certain extent, the historical timeline 
of the New Testament narrative.

Sadly, no other scenes of the cycle painted in the youngest fresco lay-
er in the naos have survived. Given the available space in the lower 
parts of the church and the fact that the entire standard program of 
the dome is positioned in its half-sphere (Pantokrator, ten prophets 
and four angels), it seems certain that, like earlier, some Great Feasts 
were painted in the unusual drum of the dome. The appearance of the 
Great Feasts in the lower part of the dome in a much younger church 
in Raška, the White Church of Karan,93 supports this conclusion. Such 
a programmatic solution of the Karan wall decoration, which abounds 
in programmatic and iconographic references to the older churches of 
Raška (King’s Church of Studenica, Arilje),94 could have been modeled 
after the youngest layer of frescoes in the dome of St. Peter’s. As noted 
above, there is no doubt that the selection of the scenes in the drum 
of the Ras cathedral was different from the one made in the early 
Middle Byzantine period. The Annunciation has been brought down 
to the space below the dome, and representing the Visitation sepa-
rated from it in the drum would not only be uncommon but would 
also make little sense. In addition, when the frescoes of St. Peter and 

Paul’s were restored in the Palaiologan period, depicting the Adoration of the Magi 
as a separate scene in the expanded cycle of the Great Feasts was no longer custom-
ary in Orthodox art. In the meantime, it had become an almost mandatory part of 
the Nativity scene.95

Due to all this, we should not discard the possibility that the Christological scenes 
on the late 13th century layer unfolded in the opposite direction from their 9th/10th 
century predecessors and ran from the lower to the higher zones. It might be of note 
that the sequence of the Great Feasts follows the same from-the-bottom-up direc-
tion at the abovementioned White Church of Karan. There, the drum features the 
scenes from the final part of the Great Feasts cycle (Crucifixion, Descent into Hades, 
Ascension, and the Descent of the Holy Spirit upon the Apostles). In other – admit-
tedly very few – Late Byzantine and Post-Byzantine churches whose domes feature 
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representations of the Great Feasts and sometimes even of the Passion of Christ, the 
scenes in question belong to the central or final part of the Christological account. 
At Panagia Koubelidiki in Kastoria (ca. 1260–1280), the Descent into Hades and the 
Myrrhbearers at the Tomb were painted in the drum, and they were probably fol-
lowed by the now lost scenes of the Crucifixion and the Descent of the Holy Spir-
it upon the Apostles.96 The cupola of the unusual dome at Panagia Kera in the vil-
lage of Kritsa in Crete (late 13th century) features the Presentation of Christ in the 
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Temple, Baptism, Raising of Lazarus and Entry into Jerusalem,97 while the Raising of 
Lazarus, Entry into Jerusalem, Mocking of Christ and Crucifixion scenes were paint-
ed in the fresco layer from the late 15th or early 16th century in the drum of the an-
cient Panagia Kountouriotissa in Pieria.98 In view of all this, it can be assumed that, 
at St. Peter’s, some of the opening scenes in the cycle, such as the Nativity, Presen-
tation in the Temple and Baptism, were located in the semi-domes of the southern, 
western and northern conchs of the naos. In that case, the drum would have had 
enough space to accommodate the four final scenes of the Great Feasts cycle. If the 
Dormition of the Virgin was in the narthex, then one of the Passion of Christ scenes 
could have also been located in the dome.

The thematic program of the lost paintings on the western side of the space be-
low the dome can be discussed with much more confidence because the surviving 
parts of the frescoes on the eastern half provide sound grounds for such an en-
deavor. It is almost beyond doubt that the space below the dome featured five of 
the Great Feasts: four on the walls and one on the tribelon. The monumental busts 
of four prophets, most likely Old Testament high priests, occupied the squinch-
es. There is even less cause to doubt that directly across the two evangelists – John 
and Matthew, shown above the frontal sides of the eastern pair of pilasters below 
the dome – stood the representations of the remaining two Gospel authors, Mark 
and Luke, above the western pilasters. Between the figures of the latter pair, the 
Keramion (Holy Tile), Christ’s other acheiropoieton, must have been painted on 
the western wall as a counterpart to the Mandylion. Christ’s face was miraculously 
imprinted onto the Keramion after it had come into contact with the Mandylion.99 
The representations of the evangelists with the Keramion on the western side of 
the space below the dome formed an ensemble with St. Matthew, St. John and the 
Mandylion gathered around the Annunciation on the eastern side. In this way, they 
completed and rounded off the reminders of the most important written and mate-
rial testimonies of the appearance of the God-man and his act of salvation in his-
tory, described and minutely explained through the entire system of paintings in 
the church, primarily those with Gospel themes. Therefore, the representations of 
the evangelists and acheiropoieta were built into different thematic and ideational 
programmatic circles, both narrower and wider. As an ensemble in the more lim-
ited sense, however, they also had – besides their symbolic, dogmatic and didactic 
roles – a special, prophylactic purpose. Arranged on the opposite sides of the heart 
of the edifice, these representations were invoked – reflecting the inextricable ties 
that connect the works of the four evangelists and the generic-mystical bridge be-
tween Christ’s acheiropoieta – to spiritually bind together the physical structure of 
the church. Prayerfully entrusting this task to holy images, the creators of the the-
matic program of the Ras cathedral accepted long-established views and repeated 
old programmatic patterns.
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Remnants of the frescoes from the last quarter of the 13th century have also sur-
vived in the lower zones of the naos. In some places, they can be traced from the 
socle to the little squinches that make the transition toward the semi-hemispheres 
of the conchs. It is, therefore, certain that the youngest frescoes in the naos covered 
all walls in this zone including, among others, the figure of Peter the Apostle on the 
frontal side of the northeastern pilaster (Fig. 24). Its paint – unlike on the repre-
sentation of Matthew the Evangelist directly above it and on the remaining frescoes 
in the lowest zone of the naos (Figs. 41–46, 49–59) – have preserved their original 
chromatic values. In other words, the ochers on St. Peter’s halo, face and himation 
did not become red because the new fresco layer, painted over the apostle’s figure 
and in the meantime lost, protected them from the heat effect of a fire that had bro-
ken out at some point. This new layer probably repeated the old iconographic con-
tent, and so the images of the church patrons, St. Peter and St. Paul, retained their 
previous places. That this was indeed so is rather reliably indicated by the fact that, 
on the new layer of the fresco, Jesus Christ was not given a place on the frontal side 
of the southeastern pilaster, just by the altar barrier, as would have been expected. 
At this spot, where no painted content has survived, must have stood the figure of 
St. Paul. The image of the Savior was painted on the southwestern side of the pilaster 
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and, although somewhat further away from the altar barrier, it can be understood 
as part of the extended program by the entrance to the sanctuary (Fig. 53). In this 
way, it was not demoted to a hierarchically unacceptable extent because the south-
eastern pilaster was positioned so that its frontal and southwestern sides faced the 
center of the naos at almost the same angle. In addition, the figure of Christ was 
larger than that of the apostle, which could have reached no higher than the stone 
cornice on the pilaster. The lower part of a fresco representing John the Evangelist, 
painted on the new layer, still stands right above the cornice. Finally, the accom-
panying inscription assigns a special epithet to the Lord – the “King of Glory,”100 
while the quote on the open Gospel in his hands refers to him as “the Light of the 
World” (Jn. 8:12).101 This quotation, like almost all other inscriptions on the paint-
ings from the last quarter of the 13th century, was written in the Cyrillic script of 
the Old Serbian language.

Moving the Savior’s image to the west and its closer association with the southern 
conch also had other justifications. It perfectly suited the organization of the icono-
graphic content in that part of the church. Namely, although a border separated the 
representation of Christ from other figures in the lowest zone of the southern conch 

– allowing it to function as a stand-alone devotional painting within the program of 
the altar screen, i.e., one of the cultic foci of the frescoes in the lower zones – it was 
still unambiguously connected to those images in terms of both content and idea. To 
the right of the Lord, on the eastern side of the curved wall of the conch, the Moth-
er of God was painted in a dark blue tunic and brown maphorion. Only the lower 
part of her figure has survived, but it is enough to show that she stood facing her son, 
with her arms raised, apparently in prayer (Fig. 56). Behind her approaches a sche-
mamonk in a light gray tunic and reddish-brown cloak with a wide belt fastened with 
a frame-and-prong buckle below the waist, over his analabos. He raises both arms in 
supplication to the chest level. The upper part of his figure is lost too. However, there 
is little doubt that this is St. Simeon Nemanja. His image appears in a wide range of 
13th century Serbian churches in a very similar iconographic and spatial context: in 
donor compositions with the Mother of God interceding with Christ on behalf of a 
Nemanjić ktetor. The donor is usually being recommended to the Savior by his holy 
ancestors that took the vow and became monks painted between the ktetor and the 
Virgin. Their progenitor, St. Simeon, was shown as the first in those lines of Nemanjić 
rulers, usually depicted in the southwestern part of the church.102 The remnants of 
the ktetorial procession in the southern conch provide indisputable evidence that a 
member of the House of Nemanjić, probably the incumbent ruler, should be cred-
ited with the fresco restoration in the last decades of the 13th century and perhaps 
even some minor repairs on the cathedral church of the Ras bishopric.

In 1728, a passage was made or expanded in the said conch,103 destroying the figures 
of the Nemanjić family members painted behind the dynasty’s founder. Valuable 
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information about the person who commissioned the last medieval restoration of 
the church’s frescoes and the time when they were painted was thus lost. Howev-
er, it is still possible to observe that the Virgin was shown as the intercessor be-
tween the Nemanjić family members and Christ, whom the members of the ruling 
family prayerfully approached under her patronage in their ktetorial compositions 
from Studenica, Mileševa, Voljavac, Morača and Sopoćani to Gradac.104 In slightly 
younger monuments, such as King Dragutin’s parekklesion at Djurdjevi Stupovi, the 
Mother of God does not appear between the Nemanjić family members and Christ 
in her intermediary role.105 On the other hand, sometime in the last quarter of the 
13th century, the custom of depicting the Virgin and the tonsured Serbian rulers as 
intercessors bringing the ktetor to Christ, holding his hands, was abandoned. There-
fore, the donor composition at St. Peter’s church seems to have been created in the 
late 1270s or early 1280s, making it at least slightly more probable that the resto-
ration of the frescoes was undertaken during the reign of King Dragutin than un-
der King Milutin.106 In any case, the ktetor and his forebears who, in the footsteps 
of the Mother of God, strode towards Christ were represented, as per the quote on 
his Gospel tome (Jn. 8:12), as those who “will not walk in darkness.” Of course, it 
is implied that – having embarked on that path of salvation, which everyone who 
sets foot in a church is invited to follow – the members of the Nemanjić family, the 
saint-bearing ruling dynasty, also lead to the Light all the people entrusted to their 
care. The Savior in front of them is designated as “Merciful” because he showed mer-
cy for the fallen and debased humanity by becoming flesh and offering Himself on 
the cross for the salvation of humankind. As noted above, the described paintings 
in the higher zones of the church are reminders and detailed explanations of that. 
That is why the image of the merciful Lord is not clearly connected only with the 
representations in the lowest fresco zone, along the horizontal axis. Programmati-
cally, he is also the crucial ideational link between those images and the contents of 
the upper parts of the naos, on the vertical axis.

The damage incurred by the wall paintings in the bottommost zone precludes their 
full assessment and prevents us from understanding all of their underlying ide-
as. The number of the figures that made up the donor composition and the exact 
place where it ended is unknown, and their relation with the images in the south-
western part of the conch is unclear, too. There, the southeastern side of the south-
western pilaster has preserved the remnants of two martyrs dressed in tunics with 
wide, gold-embroidered, sewn-on pieces of fabric and cloaks hemmed with bands 
encrusted with gems and pearls, fastened at the chest with fibulae (Fig. 56). Both 
hold martyr’s crosses in their left hands and stretch out their open right palms in 
a gesture of supplication. They have dark brown, wavy hair, and the one on the 
left seems to have had a mid-length beard. The other one, whose figure is easier 
to observe and accompanied by an inscription with the name of Christopher,107 is 
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beardless with long hair falling down his back (Fig. 57). On his head is a circlet 
made of pearls on a white string.

The function and symbolism of the monumental standing figure on the frontal side 
of the southwestern pilaster are somewhat clearer.108 This is a representation of St. 
John the Merciful,109 an early 7th century bishop of Alexandria (Fig. 58). He has a 
long, white beard and wears a pink sticharion and light-green phelonion with an 
epigonation, epitrachelion and unusually wide epimanikia, and a white omophori-
on with large black crosses over it. St. John blesses with his right hand raised to the 
chest level and holds a large Gospel book generously adorned with gemstones and 
pearls in his left. The saint’s halo was subsequently “decorated” by incising a series 
of small circles after the fresco had dried (Fig. 59) – a procedure for which analogies 
can be found in the mush later, Post-Byzantine art. The separation of the archpriest’s 
figure from the context of the sanctuary program and its painting in the southwest-
ern part of the space below the dome was motivated by special reasons. The exteri-
or bishop’s throne (“lower place”), where the bishop sat during the first part of the 
Divine Liturgy, until the Little Entrance, was in that part of Orthodox churches. A 
raised stone platform under the said pilaster, which dates from the time of the res-
toration of the church in 1728, provides indirect evidence that such a throne in-
deed existed by the frontal side of the southwestern pilaster at St. Peter’s.110 Thus the 
image of St. John the Merciful, in the role of a protector and ideal exemplar of the 
bishops of Ras, overlooked and marked the place intended for their throne. Since 
no medieval bishop of Ras is known to have been a namesake of the Alexandrian 
archpriest, the reason for the choice of this particular Alexandrian is difficult to de-
termine. In any case, seated during the opening part of the liturgy on a throne sur-
mounted by an image of St. John the Merciful, the bishops of Ras were, at the same 
time, in visual communication with the most prominent representations associated 
with the program of the altar barrier: the images of the two Princes of the Apostles 
and patrons of the church, whose successors they were by apostolic succession, and 
the representation of the resurrected “King of Glory” to whose Kingdom, as the ul-
timate aim, they brought the flock entrusted to them, just like the Mother of God 
led to Him the members of the Nemanjić family in the ktetorial procession.

The western conch of St. Peter’s church, whose position corresponds to that of the 
western bay of the naos in longitudinally positioned churches, featured representa-
tions of saints, commonly shown in this space. Two monks in light gray rhasons and 
brown mandyases with purple analaboi were painted on the northwestern side of the 
southwestern pilaster. Both hold rolled rotuli in their hands. The image on the right 
is in a better state of repair: it is a representation of St. Ephrem the Syrian, recogniz-
able owing to a part of the accompanying inscription111 and his very short, sparse 
beard (Fig. 64). Based on this figure, it is clear that the analaboi of both monks end-
ed in koukoulia of the same color.
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Remnants of valuable murals have survived in other parts of the conch too. To the 
south of the entrance, there is a representation of a healer saint holding medical in-
struments, which has the distinctive iconography of holy physicians (Fig. 41). Since 
this is a younger man with a very sparse beard and thin mustache, it must repre-
sent one of the two anargyroi brothers – Kosmas or Damianos.112 Only a part of the 
shoulder and arm has survived of the second brother, whose figure was destroyed 
when the once very narrow entrance to the naos on the curved western wall of the 
conch was substantially expanded in 1728.113 Before the door was widened, the space 
to its south could accommodate only two figures, which makes it clear that Pantelei-
mon, the third anargyros, was not shown with them, as he could sometimes be. We 
will probably never know if he was depicted, together with some other saint, north 
of the western entrance to the naos, where there was enough space for two figures, 
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or which personages could have been painted on the south-
western side of the northwestern pilaster. The content of the 
murals in the northern conch will remain no less obscure. 
However, there is no doubt that, in the late 13th century, a 
painted socle in the form of small white drapes with red and 
dark gray ornaments was executed below the zone of stand-
ing figures in the entire naos. The remnants of those cur-
tains have been preserved below Christ and the Virgin in 
the southern conch, below the figure of St. John the Merci-
ful on the southwestern pilaster, and on the entire western 
and northern side of the western conch (Fig. 60),114 as well 
as on the front of the northwestern pilaster and the subse-
quently added wall along the northwestern side of the north-
eastern pilaster. The late 13th century frescoes also covered 
the small squinches that formed the transition to the hem-
ispheres of the conchs, originally decorated with drawings 
impressed onto the plaster base. Only the ornament of the 
northern squinch in the western conch has survived – a red, 
foliate cross with the sigla of Jesus Christ’s name (Fig. 61). 
There is no reason to doubt that the five other small squinch-
es were painted accordingly and held similar visual contents.

The decoration on the socle from the last quarter of the 13th 
century, although of a different shape, has also been pre-
served in the lowest zone on the northern side of the altar 
apse, on top of three older layers (Fig. 62). It is, therefore, 
certain that the eastern conch was refrescoed at that time, 
at least partially. However, there are no remnants from this 
period in the upper parts of the apse although some schol-
ars believe otherwise.115 The fragmentarily preserved head 
of the archangel on the third fresco layer in the hemisphere 
of the conch and the heads of the two archpriests from the 
Officiating Bishops scene on the second fresco layer under 
the cornice (discussed above) betray no typological or stylis-
tic similarities with the youngest paintings in the naos. Furthermore, they also dif-
fer in some secondary and technical details, such as the way of drawing and paint-
ing haloes, the tone of the background, and the borders. It is hence possible that 
only the wall paintings of the socle were restored, probably due to having suffered 
the heaviest damage from capillary damp. If, however, the entire sanctuary was fres-
coed anew in the last quarter of the 13th century, then that layer is completely lost 
in the higher zones.
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The youngest murals in the naos of the ancient cathedral church of the Ras bishops 
were heavily damaged in a fire, as mentioned above. Due to high-temperature ex-
posure, the colors lost their original chromatic values. The ochers were completely 
lost, acquiring a vivid or dark red hue. Later, the frescoes suffered further damage 
when they were struck with an ax to prepare the surface for applying a new layer of 
plaster, and conservation retouches also seriously altered their character. No definite 
judgments can, therefore, be proposed about the visual characteristics and value of 
this group of murals, which is generally true of the entire older corpus of paintings 
in the church. Its surviving parts, unfortunately, do not provide enough evidence 
for a reliable ascertainment of the number of artists who worked on it or for de-
termining their shares in the frescoing of the church. However, this layer of paint-
ings has reached us in a better state of repair than the others, and hence it does al-
low a somewhat more specific consideration of its thematic and stylistic or formal 
characteristics.

The extensive damage suffered by the frescoes poses a major impediment al-
ready in the analysis of the most prominent image in the spatial hierarchy of 
the church: the representation of Christ in the hemisphere of the dome (Fig. 26). 
There is no doubt that it was created in the Late Byzantine period. However, it is 
impossible to determine if it was executed by the same artists who restored the 
frescoes of St. Peter’s church in the last quarter of the 13th century. The surface 
of the fresco on which it was painted and the fresco layer with the archangels 
and prophets are not physically adjacent: as noted above, the Middle Byzantine 
belt of mortar with the Greek inscription sits between them. The fact that, un-
like the half-length figures of the prophets and archangels, the bust of Christ is 
not separated from the background by white contour lines suggests that caution 
is advised when attempting to date it. The very unusual circumstance that only 
the ring of the older fresco with the inscription between Christ’s bust and the 
frescoes in the lower part of the dome cap have survived would be easier to ex-
plain if we were to assume that the image at the top of the dome was a few dec-
ades younger then the prophets below it. Could it be that, during the 13th cen-
tury restoration, the painters did not detach the fresco with Christ’s bust, along 
with the accompanying Greek inscription, and began their reworking of the ex-
isting murals in the zone of the prophets? In that case, the Pantokrator image 
in the crown of the dome, where frescoes are prone to erosion, could have been 
damaged a few decades later and then also had to be removed and repainted in 
the early decades of the 14th century.

A few better-preserved representations of prophets and archangels on the south-
eastern side of the bottom part of the dome cap, however, correspond to the sty-
listic characteristics of the saints painted in the late 13th century in the lower zones 
of the church. There are very strong similarities in the typology and manner of 
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execution of some depictions, for example, Elijah the Prophet in the dome and 
St. John the Merciful in the bottommost zone. These parallels are so conspicuous 
that they point to the conclusion that both depictions were the work of the same 
painter (Fig. 63). Many similarities can be observed in their general appearance 
and details, such as the shape of the ear on the left side of both of those represen-
tations, the drawing and expression of the lower lip, the forms of the dark under-
eyes and cheeks slit by long vertical and curved horizontal indentations. They also 
share the manner of rendering light accents in pastose layers of white paint on 
the forehead, above the brows, on the bridge of the nose, below the undereye area, 
and on the chin. The accents were executed in brisk brush strokes and appear like 
sparks that have not fully melded with the surface of the face. Admittedly, there 
are some differences in the fineness of the modeling and draughtsmanship as a re-
sult of the painter’s adaptation to the different distance of the two depictions from 
the eye of the spectator and the increased disruption of the coloristic values on the 
prophet image due to having been exposed to heat. Further, a comparison of the 
representation of St. John the Merciful with the prophet Aaron in the southeast-
ern squinch suggests that the latter was also painted by the same artist. More than 
in their typology, the similarities are noticeable in the painterly treatment of the 
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images characterized, on the one hand, by the usage of lines as the key elements 
of visual expression, which defines but also breaks down shapes into smaller units, 
and on the other, by the dominant role of tone modeling in rendering the rather 
pronounced voluminosity (Figs. 45, 46, 59). The artist who painted those images – 
and who can be said to have been the first – was an excellent draughtsman capa-
ble of imbuing his portraits with character but falling short of achieving full exu-
berance and liveliness of the painted matter.

A markedly different approach was employed by the painter of Christ the Merci-
ful on the southeastern pilaster (Fig. 54), who seems to have also been responsi-
ble for the figures in the ktetorial composition and the Entry into Jerusalem (Fig. 
52). His drawing is much less eye-catching and his modeling more gradual – es-
sentially tonal, too, but more reliant on coloristic relations in creating the impres-
sion of rounded shapes. He uses green in somewhat broader strokes, swiping it 
even over the shadowy part under the eyes, and employs light pink for coloring the 
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carnations. On the high points of the cheeks and forehead, over the pink, he ap-
plies a subdued white hue, creating the impression that the face is lit by sufficient-
ly strong yet indirect, almost diffused light. Unlike the first artist, he very rarely – 
for example, along the undereye area of the Savior’s left eye and on his right arm 

– uses pastose white paint to apply, with a very thin brush, tiny, usually barely per-
ceptible reflections of light that do not meld with the skin tone. Due to all this, his 
painted matter seems more natural and much less dry. Besides considerable differ-
ences, the works of the two painters also display some similarities, probably as a 
result of their having worked together over a longer period and taking cues from 
one another. They can be noticed, for instance, in the chosen type of blessing, posi-
tion, drawing, and even the modeling on the right arms of Christ and St. John the 
Merciful (Figs. 53, 58). Due to the damage that the Savior’s image has suffered in 
the eye area, only from up close it can be observed that the scheme and the lines 
that trace his lids, pupils and undereyes are very similar to those on St. John’s rep-
resentation (Figs. 54, 59).

Those two artists were probably the leaders of the painting workshop that fres-
coed the church of Sts. Peter and Paul in Ras in the last quarter of the 13th century. 
That this was indeed the case is also suggested by the fact that they were entrusted 
with painting the most prominent images in the naos – those near the altar bar-
rier and above the bishop’s throne. However, the two of them did not fresco the 
entire church by themselves. The figures of some prophets and archangels in the 
cap of the dome were executed by a much less competent painter, who was also 
responsible for the image of St. Christopher and the unidentified martyr on the 
southwestern pilaster (Figs. 56, 57). He seems to have been a journeyman of the 
second artist, inferior to him in both skill and talent. In his works, the drawing 
is rougher and less confident, the modeling harder and unrefined, and the color-
ing cruder. That makes the painted matter appear quite dry and bereft of pictorial 
beauty. More than the formerly mentioned two artists, this one tended to simpli-
fy shapes and reduce them to mere and inharmonious cubist geometry. His way 
of depicting hands, especially St. Christopher’s left, best exemplifies that. As the 
expressions of a more refined painterly culture, the figures of the monks and holy 
physicians in the western conch of the naos show much higher artistic merit (Figs. 
64, 65). Although considerably marred by facial retouching, they are undoubted-
ly the work of an accomplished draughtsman capable of rendering the calmly su-
perior, striking characters of the shown saints. On those representations, the lines 
are again far from aggressive and very subtly trace the noble physiognomies. They 
usually blend into the mostly tonal, very gradual modeling without markedly deep 
or wide shadows or flickering accents of light, which – evoked by the lazure lay-
ers of white paint – spills over the forehead and the high points of the face. The 
skin tone is rendered in light ocher and pink and appears very natural. The more 
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prominent role of the skillfully combined colors on the clothing adds to the beau-
ty and appeal of the painted matter in these representations. The palette ranges 
from pastel purple (St. Ephrem’s koukoulion and analabos) to transparent red (tu-
nic of the holy physician).

With their markedly broad noses and faces, large eyes and softly curved brows, 
those images are typologically more consistent with the representations execut-
ed by the first artist. However, they could only be ascribed to him assuming that 
he employed radically different approaches when painting younger men (without 
many wrinkles or white hair) versus elderly personages (Elijah the Prophet, St. John 
the Merciful, the high priest Aaron). Substantial differences in painting young and 
aged saints can indeed be found in the works of some medieval artists. However, 
the shift is so striking here that it seems more likely that the latter images were the 
work of a fourth artist from the same workshop. Be that as it may, all of the mem-
bers of the group that restored the frescoes of St. Peter’s in the late 13th century are 
characterized by an adherence to the conceptions of the final stage of the so-called 
monumental style of 13th-century Byzantine painting. To a lesser or greater ex-
tent, they strive to achieve plasticity, conquer the planes of the scene, add perspec-
tive and depth (the backdrops of the evangelists, Entry into Jerusalem), and attain 
monumentality of expression. Their commitment to achieving an air of grandeur is 
also apparent if we compare their system of decoration with the one employed by 
the painters of the original layer. Instead of the scenes with shrunken figures in the 
squinches, the late 13th century artists painted large busts of high priests and, on the 
walls of the space below the dome, spread out compositions that probably occupy 
two former fresco zones. In doing so, in multiple places, they chose not to follow 
the framework dictated by the architecture of the church. They covered all shallow 
niches in the space below the dome, including those with impressed ornamenta-
tion, with a thick layer of plaster to obtain surfaces spacious enough to accommo-
date the Great Feasts scenes. The window on the eastern wall below the dome was 
walled up for the same reason (but was reopened later) – to make room for the 
Crucifixion composition.116 Space for painting scenes in the area below the dome 
was also obtained by allowing the borders on both sides to penetrate deep into the 
sub-dome squinches in defiance of their masonry framework.

A pronounced tendency to use tonal modeling, some deviations from classicist can-
ons and typology, a new role assigned to drawing and, at times, dryness of painted 
material, that is, of texture, are the stylistic elements of the 13th-century wall paint-
ings in the church of St. Peter that bring it closer to the works of Byzantine and Ser-
bian art created in the last quarter of that century. Some programmatic and icono-
graphic details also point to their similarity with this, so-called monumental art in 
decline. For instance, it is worth noting the emphasis on, and probably grouping of, 
the high priest images in the thematic program of the higher parts of the church,117 as 
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well as the specific organization of the ktetorial composition. The closest parallels for 
all mentioned stylistic, iconographic and programmatic characteristics of the young-
est painted layer in the naos of the ancient cathedral church of Ras can be found on 
the frescoes of Serbian churches and icons from the second half and last quarter of 
the 13th century: the parekklesia next to the narthex of Sopoćani, the Parekklesion 
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of King Dragutin in Djurdjevi Stupovi, the Serbian icon of Sts. Peter and Paul in the 
Vatican, Arilje, and a Hilandar icon of St. Panteleimon.118 However, the similarities 
are not strong enough to propose ascribing any of the abovementioned works to one 
of the painters from St. Peter’s church.
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Post-Byzantine paintings

The abovementioned fire and the resultant heat exposure, so detrimental to the col-
oristic values of the youngest fresco layer in the naos, did not change the visual char-
acteristics of the remnants of the murals in the small narthex of St. Peter’s church. 
But neither did those wall paintings survive intact: they were heavily damaged in the 
rebuilding of the narthex vault and struck with an ax during the preparations for ap-
plying a new layer of plaster. In the upper part of the southern wall of the narthex, 
there is a large bust of St. Nicholas (Fig. 66),119 and below it, around the passage lead-
ing into the southern compartment, an ornamental field (east) and the representa-
tion of a stylite – St. Simeon, no doubt (west).120 In the passage itself, some anicon-
ic wall decoration has survived: an ornamental field in an arch and a foliate cross 
with a cryptogram on the eastern side (Figs. 67, 68). On the eastern part of the bar-
rel vault of the narthex, above the entrance to the naos, two rather large fragments 
of the Dormition of the Virgin scene have been preserved (Fig. 69). The fresco pro-
gram in the narthex must have been much more elaborate in the past. On the north-
ern wall, little has survived except a plaster base that had been struck with an ax. 
The layer with the Dormition extends only up to that base, which can be seen along 
the arched edge of the upper part of that wall on the eastern side, but that does not 
necessarily mean that it did not once spread further (Fig. 69). It is fairly certain that 
another composition had been painted in the same layer opposite the Dormition, on 
the western side of the vault, before it was remodeled (Plan 1). Prior to the substan-
tial expansion of the passages to the naos and northern part of the edifice in 1728, 
there were wall surfaces around them suitable for painting several saints in the low-
est zone of the eastern and northern walls (Fig. 3b).

Such surfaces do not seem to have existed on the western side or, if they did, they 
would have been smaller. Namely, the surface of the fresco with the stylite stretch-
es to the west, over the line of the border around the bust of St. Nicholas, which fol-
lowed the curve of the earlier vault, replaced by a somewhat wider and higher ver-
sion under Patriarch Arsenije IV (Fig. 66). Judging by the placement of the stylite 
figure, the surface of the fresco must have extended much further to the west than 
today, below the subsequently built pilaster. It was probably for this reason that, 
shortly before or after the exonarthex was built,121 most likely in the Ottoman pe-
riod and definitely before the painting of the representations of St. Nicholas and St. 
Simeon the Stylite, the circular western wall of the old narthex was demolished. Af-
ter that, the old narthex must have been connected to the subsequently added ex-
onarthex, either with one wide arch or multiple arches that melded into the upper 
part of the lateral walls. When the narthex vault was later remodeled, the construc-
tion on which it rested on the western side was moved further to the west and some-
what altered (Plan 1–2). In any case, there is no doubt that more than half of the 
thematic program of the frescoes in the narthex of St. Peter’s was thus lost. Hence, 
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the program’s ideational underpinnings and the messages it conveyed cannot be re-
liably reconstructed.

Although St. Simeon the Stylite ranked among the most highly venerated pillar 
saints,122 the painting of his image in the narthex, on the narrow surface of the wall 
by the passage into the southern part of the building (Fig. 66), is not an oddity that 
warrants special attention. The position of pillar saints, even the most highly revered 
among them, in the program and their place in the sacral topography of the church 
were not strictly defined at all. Stylites were shown on similarly proportioned, nar-
row surfaces of various parts of Orthodox churches, ranging from the sanctuary to 
the exonarthex, including narthexes.123 Many more questions surround the saint-
ly image in the upper part of the same wall. The representation of St. Nicholas, the 
famed wonderworker and bishop of Myra, whose cult was and continues to be very 
strong in all Serbian lands,124 was commonly given a prominent place in the program 
of the central part of the church – the naos. It is unlikely that such a spot could not 
be found for St. Nicholas in the ancient cathedral church of Ras. On the other hand, 
if his image happened to be repeated in the peripheral zones of religious edifices, the 
second depiction usually appeared in a direct connection with side parekklesia dedi-
cated to him. That might lead us to assume that the bust of St. Nicholas was featured 
above the passage to the southern part of the church because this area could have 
once held a parekklesion dedicated to him. However, the remaining wall paintings in 
the narthex seem to contradict such a hypothesis. The abovementioned fresco with 
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ornamental fields and foliate prophylactic crosses in the passage on the southern side 
of the narthex, below the representation of St. Nicholas, covered only slightly more 
than one-half of the thickness of the wall in the passage (Figs. 66, 67). This suggests 
that, when the narthex was frescoed, the passage had a door separating the narthex 
from the courtyard, meaning that there was no adjacent structure on the exterior side 
of the narthex’s southern wall. The appearance of the monumental bust of the mir-
acle worker of Myra in the tiny narthex of St. Peter’s thus remains quite mystifying.

Similarly, the placement of the Dormition of the Virgin, one of the most important 
Great Feasts, into the narthex of St. Peter and Paul’s church is also very extraordi-
nary. Admittedly, in some older churches, this scene could be assigned a place in the 
narthex, but almost all of those religious buildings did not have a full wall between 
the naos and narthex, and the two areas were separated only by high pillars.125 Since 
in such churches the western wall of the naos was not large enough to accommo-
date the elaborate scene of the Dormition, it was instead shown on the western wall 
of the narthex, where it would be visible from the central part of the church. At St. 
Peter’s, however, a full wall with a narrow door once separated the naos and narthex, 
and the Dormition was painted on the eastern side of the vault, meaning that it was 
impossible to even glimpse from the naos. There can be little doubt that the reason 
for choosing this unusual place in the program for the depiction of the Virgin’s pass-
ing should be sought in the peculiar architecture of the central part of the church 
and the lack of space for painting frescoes with elaborate contents in it. Hence, the 
illustration of the last Great Feast in chronological order probably had to be moved 
from the naos to the narthex, where it was given a prominent place above the en-
trance into the main part of the church. Whether it was joined, on the western side 
of the vault, by a representation of another Great Feast or, which is more probable, 
by a scene of an important Marian feast (Nativity of the Virgin, Presentation of the 
Virgin in the Temple) must remain in the realm of conjecture.

The wall paintings in the narthex of the old cathedral church of Ras have been pre-
viously dated to the second half or end of the 13th century, like the youngest fresco 
layer in the naos. Admittedly, some differences have been noted between the paint-
erly approaches in the lower parts of the naos and the narthex, but they have been 
interpreted as the result of two different groups of artists working concurrently in 
the naos and narthex at the end of the 13th century.126 But a more careful analysis of 
the frescoes in the narthex of St. Peter and Paul’s church in Ras and their compari-
son with the youngest murals in the naos, as well as with other Serbian and Byzan-
tine monuments of the late 13th century, point to a very different conclusion.127

Comparing, for instance, the image of St. Nicholas with the representation of St. 
John the Merciful, another elderly bishop, in the naos, major differences between 
them become apparent at once (Figs. 58, 59, 66, 70). The two depictions are very 
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far from each other in terms of general typology, head shape and some parts of 
the face, as well as the proportional relations between those parts. More important-
ly, the artists who painted them employed radically different painterly approach-
es. First of all, the importance, role and nature of the draughtsmanship in the two 
paintings are incomparable. On the bust of St. Nicholas, the drawing was execut-
ed in distinct yet unimposing, very thin, dark brown lines, without haste and ten-
sion, softly tracing the broadly curved, geometric forms of the head, eyes, brows, 
nose, mouth, chin, mustache and ears. The representation of St. John the Merci-
ful reveals a more dynamic approach, with the drawing strokes broken up more 
abruptly, firmly and substantially. The modeling is also very different, as is the lev-
el of plasticity and “massiveness” of the shapes. The modeling on the portrayal of 
St. Nicholas, who looks almost weightless, is very subdued, mild and translucent, 
while the volume is barely intimated. On the other hand, the face of St. John the 
Merciful is much harder and more convincingly modeled, with pronounced valeur 
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differences between the shaded and illuminated parts. It looks as if it had been 
sculpted, with its full and taut forms creating the impression of massiveness and 
heaviness. The two images also differ considerably in the painted textures and ma-
terial effects, which are unrefined and much drier in the representation of St. Nich-
olas. All of the above can be repeated, with more or less consistency, if we juxtapose 
the bust of St. Nicholas, the best-preserved image in the narthex, with the depic-
tions of the holy physician Kosmas and St. Christopher and the representations of 
St. Ephrem the Syrian or Christ the Merciful in the naos of St. Peter’s church (Figs. 
54, 57, 64, 65).128

Similarly, the stylite in the narthex does not betray any specific similarities with the 
saints shown in the naos. A comparison of his image with the naos representations 
admittedly has reduced value due to its limited authenticity because it was heavi-
ly retouched during the conservation and restoration works (Figs. 71, 72). Howev-
er, he is so different from the images in the naos, particularly when considering the 
original parts of his representation, that the results of previous comparisons can but 
be confirmed. There are also pronounced dissimilarities between the shape and size 
of the letters in the accompanying inscriptions of the representations in the narthex 
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and those in the main part of the church. The signature of the 
image of St. Nicholas differs most obviously from the inscrip-
tions in the naos.129

The strong dissimilarities in facial typology and painterly treat-
ment – especially in the role and nature of the drawing, mode-
ling, firmness and voluminosity of the shapes – which distin-
guish the frescoes in the naos and narthex at St. Peter’s from 
each other also separate the latter from other fresco ensembles 
of the late 13th century.130 The wall paintings in the narthex 
of the old cathedral church of Ras contain other rather sug-
gestive details with certain stylistic characteristics not usual-
ly found in the monumental art created at the end of the 13th 
century. Late 13th-century artists, and even those who worked 
in the early 14th century, tended to magnify the size of the ob-
jects held by archpriests. In the hands of bishops, they showed 
enlarged, voluminous codices, a tendency that can be traced 
from the frescoes of Mileševa to St. Peter’s (naos), Arilje, Pro-
taton and the Virgin Ljeviška in Prizren.131 On the other hand, 
the Gospel in the left hand of the holy bishop of Myra in the 
narthex of the old Ras cathedral is of modest dimensions (Fig. 66). It is substan-
tially reduced compared to the size of the archpriest’s bust and shown without any 
attempt to render the voluminosity of the painted tome. The emphasizing of large 
crosses with very wide arms on the bishops’ omophoria also reflected the 13th cen-
tury artistic tendency to achieve as convincing an impression of monumentality as 
possible. In some cases, those crosses are quite oversized, for instance, on the rep-
resentation of St. John the Merciful in the naos of the Ras cathedral (Fig. 58). In 
contrast, the crosses on St. Nicholas’s omophorion have much thinner and elongat-
ed arms. The shrunken size of the pearls decorating the saint’s epitrachelion, visible 
around the neck, epimanikion and cover of his Gospel book, is also at odds with the 
painting practices more widely followed in the late 13th century (Fig. 70). Present in 
the same painting, those elements are a valuable indication that can be important 
for stylistic and, consequently, chronological considerations.

The painterly manner, coloring, drawing, and modeling on the murals in the narthex 
of the church of Sts. Peter and Paul in Ras are very similar to those in the works of 
Serbian artists who were active in the second half of the 16th century. The closest anal-
ogies for the execution of the ornamental fields in the narthex of the ancient Ras ca-
thedral are also found in the art of the said period. Post-Byzantine art offers a pleth-
ora of parallels for the listed distinctive secondary stylistic elements on the depiction 
of St. Nicholas, such as the undersized codex, slender arms of the crosses on the omo-
phorion, and the tiny pearls on the edges of the epitrachelion, cuffs and Gospel covers. 
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Due to all this, the frescoes in the narthex of St. Peter’s church should be dated to the 
last third of the 16th or the early 17th century at the latest. No other works of the art-
ists who painted them seem to have survived, and so there are no direct analogies to 
be found for them. However, it seems fairly certain that those artists were aware of the 
painting trends in the territory the restored Patriarchate of Peć because some general 
features connect them to this rather wide artistic circle, which included the painting 
workshops that frescoed the churches in the Serbian lands in the post-1557 decades. 
Therefore, it is precisely this artistic circle that offers some stylistic and typological par-
allels for the murals in the narthex of the old Ras cathedral.132 The dating of the fres-
coes in the narthex of St. Peter and Paul’s church to the Post-Byzantine period is also 
supported by the above-proposed conclusion that they were painted after the western 
wall of the old narthex had been removed and a door installed in the passage lead-
ing into the southern part of the church, by that time probably already demolished. 
The fact that the murals in the narthex contain some peripheral epigraphic and icon-
ographic archaisms should not affect this rather late time frame for their creation.133

As noted above, St. Nicholas’s bust in the narthex of the episcopal church of Ras is 
not particularly three-dimensional or voluminous. Hence, the representation’s air of 
monumentality was primarily achieved by making it oversized compared to the spa-
tial and visual context to which it belongs (Fig. 66). The size of the bust of the Myra 
wonderworker is disproportionate to the surface on which it was painted and the 
surrounding images. The bust, especially the head, was enlarged so much that the 
top of the halo could not fit into the available surface of the wall and had to be cut 
off by a border. This needed to be done although the diameter of the nimbus was 
diminished compared to the size of the saint’s head. The stylite painted directly be-
low the bust of St. Nicholas and the figures in the nearby Dormition of the Virgin 
scene are completely incomparable in terms of size with the holy bishop’s protome. 
As a result, the wall paintings in the narthex of St. Peter’s do not seem like a formal-
ly well-balanced and esthetically well-harmonized ensemble. To a certain extent, the 
impression of those paintings as a unitary ensemble is also impaired by the differ-
ences in the painterly treatment of the figures.

At first glance, there are already noticeable coloristic differences, which are most ap-
parent in the dissonant tones of the haloes of St. Nicholas (cool ocher) and the pil-
lar saint below him (a much warmer ocher hue). Further comparisons of the two 
representations, although hampered by the damaged condition of the stylite figure, 
reveal other dissimilarities between them (Figs. 66, 70–72). The head shapes of the 
archpriest and stylite and the proportional relations between their facial parts are not 
even roughly analogous. There are also many differences in the painterly treatment 
of those images. The drawing of the stylite’s face is markedly harder and sharper, and 
the modeling drier and more tonal, without the vivid brown sections on the cheeks. 
The dissimilarities between the images of the two saints on the southern wall of the 
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narthex at St. Peter and Paul’s church are particularly easy to spot in the drawing 
and modeling of the noses. The nose of the bishop of Myra was modeled much more 
gradually and softly and is noticeably wider compared to the rest of his face than the 
pillar saint’s, which is, unlike Nicholas’s, bifurcated just under the forehead, form-
ing the Y symbol. The two representations also differ in the drawing and modeling 
of the beards and mustaches, as well as the folds of the clothing. It is, therefore, ap-
parent that the depictions of the two saints on the southern wall of the narthex were 
not painted by the same artist. However, given the painterly approach and end result 
of the artist who painted the heavily damaged pillar saint, there can be little doubt 
that he worked concurrently with and alongside the one who executed the bust of 
St. Nicholas. The fact that both images were painted on the same plaster layer attests 
to this too. Furthermore, the two artists seem to have jointly done the Dormition 
scene. In that composition, the style of drawing and painting of the artist who exe-
cuted the stylite can be recognized on the head of John the Apostle, particularly on 
the upper part of his nose, which forms the Y symbol (Fig. 73). On the other hand, 
the drawing and modeling on the folds on the chitons and himations of the apostles 
on the right side of the Dormition, whose faces are almost lost, are more reminis-
cent of the creator of St. Nicholas’s bust. Finally, the conclusion that the two artists 
worked side-by-side is firmly supported by one technical detail on their paintings.

More specifically, both saints painted on the southern wall of the narthex at St. Pe-
ter’s, as well as the figures in the adjacent scene of the Dormition of the Virgin, are 
framed with a thin white line. That is a technical detail known from the Middle Byz-
antine period and used in Eastern Christian art even later to distinguish the figures 
from the background, especially in dimly lit parts of the church.134 The practice was 
not forgotten in the Post-Byzantine era and was sometimes employed both in the 
Greek and Serbian milieu.135 Therefore, the possibility that at least one of the two 
painters adopted it from his teachers or other contemporaries should not be discard-
ed. However, as mentioned above, it was also used by the late 13th century artists 
on the half-length figures of the prophets in the dimly lit hemisphere of the dome. 
If the narthex was frescoed concurrently, as it seems to have been, this detail could 
have also been employed in its wall paintings, especially because the narthex also 
suffered from a lack of light. The remnants of those frescoes, in a better or poor-
er state of preservation, might have influenced the restorers from the Ottoman pe-
riod to resort to the ancient painting device. That, however, inevitably leads us to 
the question of whether – and if so, to what extent – the programmatic and icono-
graphic solutions of the Post-Byzantine paintings in the narthex were the result of 
repeating the older murals. Since the appearance of some themes in the narthex (for 
example, the Dormition of the Virgin) seems possible to explain only by the spatial 
framework and the programmatic disposition of the content of the frescoes in the 
entire church, those themes seem to have been part of the program in the narthex 
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even earlier; in other words, it seems likely that the younger artists repeated the old-
er program at least to some extent. Certain iconographic archaisms in the works of 
the younger painters, such as the high wire fence on St. Simeon’s pillar, suggest the 
same conclusion.

•
The dating of the wall paintings in the narthex of St. Peter’s church to the last third of 
the 16th or the early 17th century entails the conclusion that the old cathedral church of 
Ras was not neglected during the lively restoration activities in the wide territory of the 
Patriarchate of Peć after 1557. Given the monument’s current state of repair, the scope 
of the restoration and reworking of the frescoes in the church during the first centuries 
of Ottoman rule cannot be definitively ascertained. The remnants of the wall paintings 
in the narthex are certainly not the only ones that have survived from the Post-Byzan-
tine period at the Church of the Holy Apostles Sts. Peter and Paul in Ras. In the niche 
on the southern side of the sanctuary, there is a cross with a cryptogram decorated with 
a simple ornamental field at its foot (Fig. 75).136 Based more on the ornament in the 
field than its superficial and inattentive execution, the painted cross can be very relia-
bly dated to the Post-Byzantine period.137 The ornamental field consists of a sequence 
made up of alternating pairs of red lines, a slanted straight one and a broken one, and 
pairs of identical black lines on a white background. Ornamental fields executed in 
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such lines, with simplistic and unappealing 
coloring and drawing, are not found in Ser-
bian art from the Byzantine period. On the 
other hand, they were often – almost rou-
tinely – painted in Serbian Post-Byzantine 
churches. Similar yet diverse ornaments, 
usually rhombus-shaped, composed of al-
ternating red and black lines, sometimes 
either broken or straight and sometimes 
combining both, are not unknown in Ser-
bian 16th century art but appear more com-
monly in the following century. Because of 
this and the fact that the cross with the or-
namental field at its foot was executed with 
considerably less painterly skill than the 
frescoes in the narthex and is hence high-
ly unlikely to be the work of one of the art-
ists that worked in that part of the church, 
it is much more probable that it dates from 
the 17th than the 16th century.

On the other hand, the painters of the narthex might have been responsible for the 
prophylactic crosses that have survived in the breadth of the exterior part of the 
window wall, on the eastern side of the dome (Fig. 76). This is suggested by the 
fact that those crosses, insofar as they have survived, mostly match the shape of 
the abovementioned cross with a cryptogram, painted in the passage leading from 
the narthex into the southern compartment of the church. Sadly, the crosses in the 
dome windows and the passage are so heavily damaged that they prohibit any re-
liable comparisons and definite conclusions. If the crosses in the dome windows 
are indeed older, the painters of the narthex probably based their own versions on 
them. In any case, the frescoes in the narthex and the modest remnants of the mu-
rals in the sanctuary, and possibly also those on the exterior part of the dome win-
dows, suggest that the additional painting and reworking of the wall paintings at St. 
Peter’s took place in several rounds in the first centuries of Ottoman rule and that 
they are by no means negligible in any recapitulation of the church’s long history. 
The remnants of crude frescoes on the eastern and western side of the window in 
the southern wall of the exonarthex belong to the same period (Figs. 77–78), but at 
this point, nothing more specific can be said about their time of creation. However, 
the remnants does make it clear that the interior of the exonarthex was once also 
covered with frescoes, which were destroyed during the extensive rebuilding of this 
part of the religious edifice.
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Going through the portal of the restored 
katholikon of the Djurdjevi Stupovi 
Monastery and, a moment or two 

later, stepping into the naos, we enter the space 
below the dome, wide open to the eye and 
generously lit, with its harmoniously composed 
volumes delineated by the striking architectural 
framework. The balanced structure of its forms 
lights up one’s spirit and raises it gradually 
by the distinctive crescendo of the building’s 
architectural articulation. It takes it from the 
steady, spacious wall surfaces in the lower 
segments of the edifice, framed by the slow-paced 
arches, to the more elaborate parts, toward the 
dome, where the rhythmic alteration of blind 
arcades and colonnettes becomes a lively play of 
forms, which is not common in the interiors of 
Eastern Christian churches. At the first glance, it 
seems as if, on the wishes of the ktetor and chief 
architect, this abstract harmony of the building 
was meant to achieve by itself a completely 
rounded fullness of expression. That, however, 
was by no means so. The eye that can, thanks 
to the deceptive reality of the restoration, travel 
across the walls of Nemanja’s endowment as if 
they were never touched by the ravages of time 
will, sooner or later, come upon torn and faded 
remains of frescoes – a sobering testimony to 
the tragic history of the monastery’s decay. Then, 
with deep grief, we realize just how much the 
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calamitous historical events have taken from us here. Only together with its wall 
paintings, which stood in a special esthetic harmony with it, did the architecture 
of this ancient church condense and bring closer to us the messages of its abstract 
beauty, and their imagery imbued the abovementioned ascending rhythms of the 
building structure with a deeper theological meaning. The iconography made the 
messages of the creators of Djurdjevi Stupovi, embedded into the very fabric of the 
church as a whole, incomparably more multi-layered, richer and more eloquent. 
What makes our loss even greater is that this was an extraordinarily valuable body 
of wall paintings, the only one among those created owing to the efforts of the 
founder of the most important Serbian dynasty that had survived to a greater extent 
into the modern period and, as ill-fortune would have it, perished shortly thereafter. 
Too few monuments of Serbian wall painting have reached us from Nemanja’s time 
to allow us to assess its development in the period that preceded its grand rise in 
the 13th century. Finally, the frescoes of Djurdjevi Stupovi were a stylistically mature 
achievement of the Komnenian era whose importance far exceeded the national 
cultural framework. It is, therefore, very difficult to come to terms with its complete 
loss and resist the yearning to bring it back, at least seemingly, through the solace 
that the artificial reality of a book can offer, drawing on what of, and about it, has 
been saved from oblivion.

Thankfully, such an effort is not utterly hopeless. A faithful and quite compelling 
– although not exhaustive – picture of the Djurdjevi Stupovi murals can be recon-
structed in our mind and eye owing to a plethora of preserved written testimonies, 
old photographs, a number of fresco fragments at the National Museum in Bel-
grade and the church itself. We owe this opportunity to the generations of noble-
spirited lovers of antiquities, travel writers, painter-conservers and scholars who, 
in a race against time, managed to wrench away quite a lot from oblivion and ruin. 
Before the monastery was deserted after the Austro-Turkish wars and the Great 
Serbian Migration of 1690, Nikola Bošković, a Ragusan, saw its frescoes in vivo 
and much later mentioned many of them from memory.138 Another notable name 
among its early visitors, such as Ami Boué and Theodor Ippen, was the Russian 
linguist Alexander Hilferding, who left more detailed descriptions of the “count-
less paintings” at Djurdjevi Stupovi and recorded some of their Serbo-Slavonic in-
scriptions.139 He visited the already abandoned and dilapidated monastery in 1857, 
and his testimonies are important because he, like the British travel writers Adeline 
Pauline Irby and Georgina Muir Mackenzie ten years later,140 could see at the mon-
astery many things that would later be lost. Unfortunately, the first trained research-
ers of medieval art arrived to Djurdjevi Stupovi much later, in the early 1920s, after 
the katholikon had already been heavily damaged in an artillery duel between the 
Serbian and Turkish armies in 1912. It was then that Aleksandar Deroko, Vladimir 
Petković, Sergei Smirnov and Nikolai Lvovich Okunev compiled the first exhaustive 
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lists of the thematic contents of the frescoes, which were rapidly fading and crum-
bling off the dilapidated walls, described them and, even more importantly, immor-
talized their appearance by photographing them.141 For assessing the contents and 
artistic value of those wall paintings, the photographs taken in 1934 by the French 
Byzantinist Gabriel Millet are invaluable.142 Not long after that, during World War 
II, the Church of St. George and its murals suffered another round of devastation. 
The bulk of the surviving fresco fragments was later detached from the walls and 
taken to the National Museum in Belgrade. With the information preserved by the 
abovementioned scholars, these fragments provide a valuable foundation for recon-
structing the murals at Nemanja’s church, an endeavor most consistently and suc-
cessfully pursued by Ivan M. Djordjević and Sara M. Wages.143

The earlier wall paintings

Thanks to Irby and Mackenzie’s report that “to obliterate the figure of Christ, de-
stroyers have broken up the plaster of the dome” we know that a Pantokrator bust 
graced the hemisphere of the cupola at Nemanja’s church of St. George.144 This is 
not surprising at all because, by the Komnenian era, it had long become a usual 
part of the program at the top of the spatial hierarchy of domed churches.145 In ad-
dition, the remaining program of the frescoes in the dome is structured so as to 
form an ideational ensemble with the bust of Christ Pantokrator. Directly below 
and around it, in the lower half of the dome hemisphere, large yellow medallions 
with half-length archangel protomes were set on a blue background (fig. 83). This is 
evidenced by old photographs and Okunev’s descriptions,146 and the same or simi-
lar programmatic solutions are well known in both Komnenian and later Byzantine 
art. Some examples of its common inclusion in thematic ensembles chronologically 
close to the monument discussed here are the Church of St. Nicholas Chalidou in 
Attica, Panagia Kyparissiotisa at the Monastery of St. Hierotheos and the Church 
of the Ascension, both in Megara, Panagia Arakiotissa in Lagoudera, Cyprus, and 
the Episkopi church in the hamlet of Agios Georgios in the village of Stavri on the 
Mani Peninsula, etc.147 In the listed churches, besides the archangels in medallions 
below the Pantokrator, other images were usually painted: the Hetoimasia and/
or the Mother of God, and sometimes John the Forerunner alongside the Virgin. 
Whether at least one of those images once stood beside the archangels at Neman-
ja’s endowment is impossible to determine due to the fragmentary state of preser-
vation of the surviving frescoes. However, the old photographs lead to the conclu-
sion that there was quite a large gap between the medallions, i.e., that only a few 
clipei were painted. This concept, with a smaller number of medallions, sometimes 
just four, with angels in proskynesis or cherubim and seraphim scattered more free-
ly between them, was not uncommon. It was implemented in several of the above-
mentioned monuments. The angelic orders were painted as the royal retinue and 
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bodiless guard of the ascended Lord of the Universe in his dwelling, the Heaven 
of Heavens, and the Hetoimasia and the figures of the Theotokos and St. John the 
Forerunner brought to mind, among other things, the day of his Second Coming 
and invited the faithful to carefully await the Last Judgment.

The rhythmically structured drum of the katholikon at Djurdjevi Stupovi had a 
program that was essentially customary in domes with the Pantokrator at the top. 
Below the fourteen blind arches of the drum’s arcade frieze, there were the stand-
ing figures of the prophets – in the eight fields with no windows – and the busts 
of Old Testament personages in medallions above the six windows. By the time 
the first trained researchers visited the monastery, only the paintings in the west-
ern half of the drum were still in existence (fig. 83). Photographs and descriptions 
from the first decades of the 20th century reveal that the two adjacent fields on the 
southwestern side of the dome, without a window between them, featured repre-
sentations of Elijah the Prophet and his disciple and successor Elisha.148 The imag-
es of those two contemporaries and associates make up a pair, i.e., a small ensem-
ble in the thematic program of the domes of many medieval Orthodox churches.149 
In line with his usual iconography, Elijah is shown as an old man with completely 
white, long and unruly hair and beard, dressed in an ocher tunic and a green, fur-
lined melote (fig. 81). Elisha is balding (2 Kings 2:23) and middle-aged, with dark 
hair and a mid-length beard, who wears the clothes of the learned men of classical 
antiquity – a blue chiton and a red himation. The two prophets faced each other, as 
if having a conversation whose subject is revealed by the Biblical quotes written in 
Greek on the unrolled rotuli in their hands. The following text, albeit heavily dam-
aged, was once decipherable on Elijah’s scroll: :+ κάθου δη ενταύθα <ότι κ>(ύριο)ς 
α<πέστα>λ[κέ] …, which translates to: “Stay here; the Lord has sent me…” The let-
ters of the verse on Elisha’s rotulus were better preserved, making it easier to read: 
+ ζη κ(ύριο)ς και ζη η ψιχή μου η ενκατ(α)λεί[ψω σε] … (it should be: ψυχή σου, ει 
εγκαταλείψω), and translate: “As the Lord lives and as my (instead of “your”) soul 
lives, I will not leave you.”150

The texts of the rotuli of the prophets Elijah and Elisha at Djurdjevi Stupovi have 
been identified previously as the fourth verse of Chapter 2 of the Second Book of 
Kings,151 in which Elijah informs his disciple that the Lord sends him to Jericho, 
and Elisha swears to God and on his (own) soul to go with him. However, accord-
ing to most old Greek translations of the Old Testament, the words on the scrolls 
of the two prophets correspond to the second and sixth verse of Chapter 2 in the 
Second Book of Kings, which mention Elijah’s departure for Bethel and the Jordan. 
Given that only the sixth verse had a liturgical use and was, via the readings in the 
prophetologion, included in the celebration of some ecclesiastical feasts to whose 
understanding it contributed, there should be no doubt that the words inscribed on 
the rotuli of the two prophets in the dome of Nemanja’s endowment were meant to 
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bring precisely this verse to the mind of contemporaries. In Greek prophetologia, 
including the one kept in the British Library in London as AddMS 36660 and cre-
ated around the same time as the frescoes at Djurdjevi Stupovi, in the 12th century, 
the second verse of Chapter 2 in the Second Book of Kings appears as the opening 
line of the paroimia read at vespers on the Feast of the Baptism of the Lord (i.e., 
Epiphany in the Eastern Church) and the feast day of St. Elijah.152 Considering that 
the figures of the prophets Elijah and Elisha are part of the themes shown in the 
dome murals at the Church of St. George, with the Pantokrator in the crown of the 
dome as its ideational focal point, the texts on their rotuli clearly have Christolog-
ical symbolism at their heart. Therefore, they should be understood as a reminder 
of Christ’s descent into the waters of the Jordan, his baptism and, at the same time, 
the consecration of all matter.

On the western side of the dome of the Djurdjevi Stupovi katholikon, two more Old 
Testament prophets were shown, and again their appearance matched their usu-
al iconography. Daniel the Prophet was given a place just at the longitudinal axis 
of the dome, and the figure of Zechariah the Younger was a little bit more to the 
north, above the northwestern pendentive (fig. 83). The beardless, young Daniel, 
with mid-length curly hair, wore close-fitting, oriental trousers made of red fabric 
with a yellow pattern, and a short, belted gray-blue tunic (fig. 82). Over his shoul-
der hung a long yellow cloak, with pearl-embellished piping, fastened at the neck 
with a circular fibula and decorated with a tablion on the chest.153 At the top of his 
head, he wore an oriental headdress in the form a small fez, and from his right ear 
hung a hoop earring with a pearl pendant. His right hand, raised to the chest lev-
el, made a blessing gesture, and in his left hand, he held a scroll with the follow-
ing Greek inscription: <+ ο> θ(εό)ς ο μέγας εγνόρισεν τό βασιλεία δει γενέσθ(αι) 
[μετά ταύτα] (it should be: … εγνώρισεν τώ …). This is a quote from the Book of 
Daniel (Daniel 2:45):154 “The great God has shown the king what will take place in 
the future,” and it is read at the end of the sixth paroimia at Christmas vespers.155 
This paroimia contains Daniel’s interpretation of King Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of 
a stone that, all by itself, falls off a large hill and crushes a statue made of precious 
metals, iron and clay. In his prophetic vision, Daniel read the Babylonian ruler’s 
dream as a portent of the eternal kingdom to be established, at the end of time, by 
the God of Heaven after he brings down all transient, earthly kingdoms. Christian 
interpreters understood the hill as the Mother of God and the stone that crumbled 
off the hill “without hands,” i.e., with no human intervention, as the immaculately 
conceived and Virgin-born Christ Child.156 Daniel’s interpretation of Nebuchadn-
ezzar’s dream thus found its way into Old Testament readings for Christmas (Great 
Vespers), and so the quote from this reading on Daniel’s scroll should be under-
stood as a foreshadowing of the birth of God Incarnate, Jesus Christ, and an an-
nouncement of his Kingdom of Heaven.
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Zechariah (…<Ζαχα>ρίας) the Prophet, dubbed the “Younger” on account of his 
distinctive, almost boyish iconography, despite having lived half a millennium 
before his namesake among the prophets, the father of St. John the Forerunner, 
is dressed in a blue chiton and a red himation.157 Although heavily damaged, his 
figure is the only one that has survived in the drum of Djurdjevi Stupovi. Based 
on the remains of this painting and an old photograph, it can be ascertained that 
he was beardless, with long, dark, straight hair, its strands coming down to his 
shoulders. He is gently turned toward Daniel and makes a blessing gesture in his 
direction with his right hand raised high. In his left hand, he holds a scroll with 
the following text in Greek: + τάδε λέγ[ε]ι κ(ύριο)ς χέρε σφόδρα θίγατερ Σιών + 
(it should be: … χαίρε … θύγατερ …),158 which translates to: “Rejoice greatly, O 
Daughter of Zion!” This is the beginning of the ninth verse in Chapter 9 of the 
Book of Zechariah, and it continues with these words: “Shout, O Daughter of Je-
rusalem! Behold, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, hum-
ble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.”159 Understandably, the 
Christian fathers read this verse as a prophecy of Christ’s entry into the holy city 
of Jerusalem, and it served as the beginning of the third paroimia read at ves-
pers on Palm Sunday.160
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Of the prophet painted in the next field on the northern side of the dome, separated 
by a window from Zechariah’s figure, very modest remains were found, barely dis-
cernible on old photographs. These traces allow us to infer only that the Old Tes-
tament visionary shown there was dressed in a chiton and himation. However, the 
ideas that inspired the thematic program of the western part of the dome at Djurd-
jevi Stupovi are not attested just by the standing figures in the drum. In the lunettes 
above the two windows flanking the image of Daniel, medallions were painted with 
the busts of St. Ananias – ο άγ(ιο)ς <Ανα>ν<ίας> – and Azarias – ο άγ(ιο)ς Αζαρίας 
(fig. 83).161 Both wear tunics with jewel-encrusted peribrachia on their upper arms, 
a cloak fastened at the throat with a circular, pearl-embellished fibula, and ornate 
phylacteries at the top of their heads. The figure of St. Azarias was slightly better 
preserved, and an earring, very similar to Daniel’s, could be seen dangling from his 
left ear (fig. 84). These busts belonged to two of the three young men (collectively 
known as the Three Holy Youths) who accompanied Daniel to King Nebuchadn-
ezzar’s palace in Babylon. Given that a third medallion was painted above the next 
window on the western side of the dome (fig. 83), as evidenced by a smallish fresco 
fragment, there can be no doubt that they were joined by the fourth Israelite youth 

– St. Misael, commonly shown together with Ananias and Azarias.
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Spatially and ideationally tied to the figure of the prophet Daniel, the busts of his 
three compatriots and companions inevitably brought to mind the great miracle in 
Babylon that ensured they would be celebrated for centuries (Daniel 3:1–30). Nebu-
chadnezzar ordered Ananias, Azarias and Misael to be thrown into a blazing fur-
nace because they refused to worship the golden idol that the king had made and 
thereby debase their faith in the one living God. Although the flames in the furnace 
were so hot that they scorched even those who had cast them in it, the three youths 
stood in it unharmed, in the company – as the ruler of Babylon saw it – of a fourth 
man who seemed “like the Son of God.” Since Ananias, Azarias and Misael stepped 
out of the furnace unharmed, like from the womb of death, New Testament inter-
preters of the Old Testament event saw this account as a prefiguration of the Res-
urrection of Christ.162 However, not unlike the burning bush that Moses saw, they 
also understood it as a prophecy of the Mother of God’s virginal childbearing and 
the miraculous birth of the God-Man. Hence the Three Holy Youths were glorified, 
along with Daniel, in the canons of the services for the two weeks running up to 
Christmas Day, also emphasizing the invulnerability of the three young men in the 
blazing furnace as a prefiguration of Mary’s virginity and the immaculate concep-
tion of Christ.163 Interpreted in this way, the appearance of St. Ananias, St. Azari-
as and St. Misael not far from the figure of Prophet Daniel would have carried a 
special meaning. It would have additionally underscored the idea intimated in the 
verse on his scroll about the incarnation of God, unintelligible to the human mind, 
as the arrival of the Savior and the founder of the Kingdom of Heaven to come.
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By the time when the first trained researchers of medieval art had a chance to visit 
Djurdjevi Stupovi, the eastern side of the dome above the katholikon was already 
demolished. This is the reason that the themes of the frescoes that once graced that 
part of the dome remain completely unknown, and we can but speculate about the 
identity of the four full-length figures of prophets that would have been shown op-
posite Elijah, Elisha, Daniel and Zechariah and about the Old Testament personages 
in the clipei above the windows. Nevertheless, it is obvious that just one of the four 
great prophets (Daniel) was shown on the western side. Since it would have been 
very odd not to include the most prominent prophets in the program of the dome, 
it is almost certain that they were featured in its eastern part. The eastern side, the 
more important of the two sides in the sacral topography of a church, is also where 
they were often shown.164 But the question is whether all three of the remaining 
great prophets – Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel – were represented, and which of the 
Minor Prophets were included with them. There is much less certainty about the 
choice of quotes that might have graced the rotuli in their hands, all of which pre-
vents a comprehensive assessment of the program in the dome of the Djurdjevi Stu-
povi katholikon and a full appreciation of the idea that underpinned it, and conse-
quently, the broader ideational context of the prophet images found in situ.

It can, however, be noted that, in the westernmost part of the dome, clearly inten-
tionally, images of five youthful prophets were grouped together. Together with El-
isha and Isaiah, their appearance and the symbolism of the texts on their scrolls 
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pointed to the Pantokrator in the dome as the image of God who had become flesh 
and, incomprehensibly, come among humans to establish, in lieu of obsolete earth-
ly empires, the imperishable Kingdom of Heaven – the land of the eternally living. 
Daniel and three of his fellow prophets foretold in their visions and miracles his ar-
rival in history by foreshadowing the God-Man’s birth from the Holy Virgin Mary. 
The arrival of the righteous King of Peace, “having salvation, lowly and riding on 
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a donkey, a colt, the foal of a donkey,” was anticipated a long time ago by Zechari-
ah,165 and the citizens of the holy city of Jerusalem greeted him as the King of Israel 
and glorified him just five days before he would be crucified to meet death and van-
quish it forever. However, Christians also see the Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem 
(Palm Sunday) as an augury of the Savior’s Second Coming, i.e., the final establish-
ment of his kingdom. According to the text of a very old Prayer Behind the Ambon 
recited by the priest at the end of the liturgy on that feast day, а worshipful congre-
gation exclaims, restating the words of the ancient inhabitants of the holy city: “…
You who have come in the name of God, staying in the glory of the Father, and who 
will come again to justly judge the world, grace us with your coming… and, having 
bestowed on us the beauty of virtue instead of palm and other branches, to greet 
you with joy, you who will come on clouds in glory, and be the heirs of your King-
dom…”166 But the doors of the Kingdom of Heaven cannot be opened without the 
holy sacrament of baptism because “no one can enter the kingdom of God unless 
they are born of water and the Spirit” (John 3:5).167 The Lord established this sac-
rament when he descended to the waters of the Jordan and bowed his head under 
the right hand of St. John the Forerunner, an event prefigured centuries earlier by 
the prophets Elijah and Elisha, and so their depictions and the verses inscribed on 
their rotuli complete the frescoed homily about the Pantokrator and his Kingdom 
of Heaven in the dome of Djurdjevi Stupovi. The lost representations of the proph-
ets on the eastern side of the dome probably added to and elaborated this sermon, 
recalling the prophecies about other key events in the Gospel narrative as the cor-
nerstones of Christ’s economy of salvation.

If the frescoes in the dome explained the doctrine of the eternally living God and 
his redemptive incarnation in history by drawing on vague Old Testament visions 
of future events, right below the dome, the pendentive zone brings direct written 
and material testimonies about the arrival of the God-man among humankind on 
earth, an event that had already come to pass (fig. 83). In the southwestern pen-
dentive, Luke the Evangelist was shown sitting at a writing-stand full of writing im-
plements and other material and penning the opening lines of his Gospel (fig. 85): 
Ἐπηδειπ<ε>ρ πολὴ ἐ[πεχείρησαν] (it should be: Ἐπειδήπερ πολλοὶ  …).168 Oppo-
site his image, in the northwestern spherical triangle under the dome, the apostle 
and evangelist Mark, dressed in an ocher chiton and a blue himation, also sits at a 
desk in a scriptorium (figs. 86, 116, 121). His depiction, whose remnants are still 
attached to the walls of the church, is interesting in that the evangelist is not shown 
beginning his Gospel but checking the accuracy of the transcription on the tetra-
dion (quire) under his left-hand index finger: + αρχὴ του Eυ[α]γγελείου against 
the original text set on a raised bookstand: + αρχὶ του Eυαγγελ<ί>ου (it should be: 
H αρχή του Eυαγγελίου).169 The evangelists face each other, their feet are on rec-
tangular wooden footrests, and there is a low building behind each of them. The 
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surface between the western pair of pendentives featured one of Christ’s – Ι(ησού)ς 
Χ(ριστό)ς – acheiropoieta, the Holy Keramion, marked with a Greek inscription: το 
άγιον Κεραμίδη (figs. 83, 87). Earlier scholars noted that the tile was painted red, as 
per the established custom, that the halo around Christ’s head was done in ocher 
and that the blue surface of the beams of the inscribed cross was embellished with 
multicolored jewels and pearls.170

Above the side arches supporting the dome or, more specifically, between the pen-
dentives on the southern and northern side, a medallion each was painted, with an 
ocher border and a purple background, and a bust of an angel dressed in a chiton 
and himation (figs. 83, 88, 89). They held pearl-topped messenger staffs or scept-
ers in their right hands and orbs in their left. As the angels are intermediaries be-
tween heaven and earth,171 their images were often placed on the lateral sides of the 
uppermost parts in the space below the dome because the symbolism of the sky 
was always attributed to the dome in mystagogical interpretations of church topog-
raphy.172 Their role as messengers and heavenly guardians also meant that, shown 
frontally between the evangelists, the angels highlighted their work as sacred, di-
vinely inspired writings, in which the earth constantly meets the heavens.173

On the eastern pair of pendentives, opposite St. Luke and St. Mark, no other saints 
could have been featured but the evangelists Matthew and John the Theologian 
because the thematic fresco program in medieval Orthodox churches strictly fol-
lowed well-established practices that dictated its design. Throughout the medie-
val period, these two evangelists, as the more distinguished pair among the four 
Gospel authors, were routinely painted on the eastern, more prominent side of 
the space below the dome.174 Their special veneration was a result of the fact that 
they had directly witnessed Christ’s work on Earth and belonged to the Twelve 
Apostles, whereas St. Luke and St. Mark had written their accounts of the Savior’s 
deeds based on second-hand knowledge and were members of the Seventy Dis-
ciples. Similarly, there is no doubt that the wall between the eastern pendentives 
held, as the counterpart to the Keramion, Christ’s other acheiropoieton – the Holy 
Mandylion (Holy Napkin), the piece of cloth on which Christ mystically imprint-
ed an image of His face by holding it against His cheek, leaving it as material ev-
idence that God was truly incarnated and became flesh. Later, this imprint of the 
Lord’s face, which had healing powers, was miraculously impressed onto the Kera-
mion through contact with the Holy Napkin. However, the Mandylion – the origi-
nal acheiropoieton created in direct contact with the Savior’s face – had always en-
joyed a slightly loftier status than the Holy Keramion. This was reflected in the fact 
that, like the depictions of St. Matthew and St. John, it was given a more promi-
nent place in the thematic program and painted on the eastern side of the space 
below the dome.175
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The listed images in the pendentive zone were not just meant to invoke various tes-
timonies about the reality of God-Man’s appearance in history and the sacral nature 
of those accounts. As in St. Peter’s church, they also served a prophylactic purpose. 
Arranged on opposite sides of the uppermost and constructionally most vulnerable 
heart of the building, the abovementioned images were prayerfully invoked to spir-
itually bind together and statically secure the elements of the church’s material struc-
ture by the inextricable ties between the four evangelists, a generic-mystical bridge 
between Christ’s acheiropoieta and the inexhaustible energies of the Bodiless Powers.

The upper zones of the walls below the dome-supporting arches featured the scenes 
of the Great Feast cycle and the Passion of Christ, most of them quite condensed 
and, with a few exceptions, without any notable iconographic peculiarities. The 
Presentation and Baptism of Christ, separated by a window, graced the top of the 
southern wall (fig. 90). Positioned east of the window, the Presentation is somewhat 
unusual in that the Mother of God and St. Joseph, with two sacrificial doves in his 
hands, approach from the right the Holy of Holies, indicated by a low, ocher-color-
ed door at the center of the scene (fig. 91).176 The Virgin hands the Christ Child, 
dressed in a short, pale tunic, to St. Simeon the God-receiver. The Lord, almost 
prostrate, looks to the old man with white, long hair and a long beard, who takes 
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the infant’s feet with his cloth-covered hands. Christ’s halo was yellow, with an in-
scribed cross executed in blue and red lines.177 Behind St. Simeon, on the left end of 
the scene, the lower part of the prophetess Anna was discernible; on the right side 
of the composition, which had suffered heavier damage due to the subsequent ex-
pansion of a window, there was a narrow, high, olive-colored architectural structure 
in the background. When the window was widened, the left part of the next scene, 
the Baptism of Christ – Η Βά<πτι>σης – was destroyed even more, with the figure 
of St. John the Baptist – Ο άγ(ιος) Ιω(άννης) – right next to the window bearing 
the brunt of this architectural modification. Little has survived of the Baptist’s fig-
ure except some fragments of the halo, hair at the crown of the head and the low-
er part the chin, traces of his right hand outstretched in a rhetorical gesture, and 



his left hand resting on the head of the nude Savior – Ι(ησού)ς Χ(ριστό)ς – whose 
face and a part of torso are almost completely lost. Christ stood serenely in the wa-
ters of the Jordan, indicated by lazure undulating lines. In the lower left corner of 
the scene, there was a personification of the Jordan River, but only a fragment re-
mained discernible – an outstretched naked leg, much smaller than Christ’s. On 
the right side of the composition, on a rocky shore, two angels stood inclined to-
ward the Lord, ready to wipe his body after he came out of the river with the fab-
ric of the himations that covered their hands (fig. 92).178

The succession of scenes continued in the same zone on the northern wall with 
the Raising of Lazarus (west) and Entry into Jerusalem (east). These two composi-
tions were separated by a window, and were also damaged in its subsequent widen-
ing (fig. 98). Thus, the Raising of Lazarus lost a part of the resurrected man’s figure. 
With his head bowed and illuminated by a halo, Lazarus stood in his tomb, bound 
in grave wrappings. A man in form-fitting, oriental trousers held the end of those 
wrappings and covered his nose with the upper part of his shirt to protect himself 
from the stench of Lazarus’s body, which had already begun to decompose. At the 
foot of the grave, partially below the widened window, the damaged form of an-
other man, also in tight trousers, could be seen. He was removing the stone slabs 
that closed off the opening of the grave. In the background, a single-nave basilica 
had been painted and then cut off when the window was widened; a group of Is-
raelites with white caps on their heads stood in front of it.179 The scene of the great 
miracle in Bethany suffered the heaviest damage on the opposite side of the field, 
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where Christ was represented calling to his friend to come out of the tomb. Noth-
ing had survived of the Savior’s figure, surrounded by the apostles, except a frag-
ment of the halo and the lower part of the torso.180 Martha and Mary, Lazarus’s sis-
ters, greeted him in deep proskynesis, lying on the ground (fig. 100).

The left side and central part of the Entry into Jerusalem – Η Βαιοφώρος (it should 
be: Η Βαϊοφόρος) – were in a quite good state of repair and could be easily dis-
cerned (figs. 98, 99): Christ, accompanied by the apostles, rides on a donkey, while 
two boys spread their cloaks on the ground before him. In the upper segment, there 
was the top of a palm tree and, in it, a fragment of the head, shoulders and back 
of a child picking branches to give the “Son of David” and “King of Israel” a fitting 
reception. The right side of the composition was so heavily damaged that its con-
tents could only be roughly identified. In the group of citizens painted on this side 
of the scene, greeting the Lord at the walls of Jerusalem with foliated branches in 
their hands, it was still possible to make out a man with a mid-length, dark beard 
and a light-colored veil on his head and a woman holding a child.181

Following a not entirely accurate chronological sequence, the Christological narra-
tive continued in the lower zone of the southern wall, with the scenes of the Trans-
figuration (east) and Betrayal of Judas (west). They had a distinctive frame of tripar-
tite painted arches on the pillars, like the scenes in the same zone of the western and 
northern wall. At the center of the Transfiguration scene, Christ stood on a round-
ed mound, at the top of Mount Tabor (fig. 90). Only the lower part of his frontal-
ly positioned figure, dressed in light-colored garments, could still be seen in the 
first decades of the 20th century. The Savior’s figure was enveloped in a light-blue, 
almond-shaped mandorla with beams of light, represented as three thin lines, ra-
diating from it.182 The prophets Elijah and Moses, gently inclined toward the Lord, 
stood on the hillocks to the left and right of the central mound. Only the silhou-
ette of Elijah’s torso, dressed in a chiton and himation, was discernible on the left 
side of the scene. Shown on the opposite side, Moses wore the same type of gar-
ment but, unfortunately, his head was destroyed, and so he was identified by the 
Tablets of the Law in his left hand and the remains of the accompanying inscrip-
tion – Μοις<ής>… (it should be: Μωυσής). In the lower part of the composition, 
right below the mound on which Christ stood, a younger apostle was shown lying 
face-down on the ground. Another youthful disciple of Christ’s fell to the right, sup-
porting his body with his hand on the ground and holding his head up, looking at 
the blinding source of Divine light. The two youthful apostles were John and James, 
and hence, St. Peter, Christ’s most faithful follower, must have been shown in his 
usual place, in the lower left corner of the scene.183 The central part of the Betrayal 
of Judas – <Η Προ>δοσία – was already destroyed. Nothing could be seen except 
a part of the head, the back and the legs of the treacherous disciple, who stepped 
forward to greet the Savior, and many Jews brought to the site on both sides of the 
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scenes (fig. 90).184 Their heads were mostly covered by light-colored veils, and they 
held clubs and torches in their hands.185

Only modest traces were found of the scenes that continued the cycle in the same 
zone on the northern wall (fig. 98). Directly below the central arcade of the dec-
orative, tripartite arched opening on the western side of the wall, one could see a 
part of the beam of the cross on which Christ was crucified and the top of its up-
per arm with the inscription: Ι(ησού)ς Χ(ριστό)ς. To the left of the cross, the wing 
and parts of the head, body and halo of a small hovering angel, dressed in a chiton 
and himation and mourning the unjustly crucified Lord, were still visible (fig. 68). 
Facing the Savior, the angel held both of his open palms in front of his chest in a 
prayer gesture. Much lower, along the right edge of the composition, there was a 
very small fragment of a halo, which could have belonged to the soldier Longinus 
(fig. 98).186 Based on these details, the place assigned to this scene in the sequence 
of the Gospel episodes and the relatively condensed version of the cycle shown here, 
it was possible to infer that this was indeed the Crucifixion and not the Deposi-
tion from the Cross. Below the arched opening of the composition on the eastern 
part of the wall, Nikolai Lvovich Okunev noticed a remnant of a fresco with John 
the Forerunner’s hand holding a cross. That, along with the place of this represen-
tation in the frescoed Christological account, led him to justifiably conclude that 
this scene depicted the Descent into Hades,187 one of the obligatory representations 
of the Great Feasts, for which it would have been difficult to find a suitable place in 
another part of the Djurdjevi Stupovi naos, although it was recently proposed that 
the Lamentation of Christ stood next to the Crucifixion.188

The two closing episodes in the Great Feasts cycle were painted on the western wall 
(fig. 93). The upper zone featured the Descent of the Holy Spirit upon the Apos-
tles – Η Πεντὴκοστη (it should be: Πεντηκοστή). On a wall surface far from suit-
able for painting this scene because it was partitioned by two windows, an exedra 
was painted in the lower part, with the Twelve seated around it, hierarchically ar-
ranged, as per the established custom. St. Peter and St. Paul – “the first-enthroned 
among the Apostles,” as they are described in the St. Peter’s Day troparion, tone 4 

– were given the most prominent places, at the very center of the synthronon. The 
Princes of the Apostles were flanked by two evangelists on each side, with John and 
Matthew, as the more eminent two, seated next to Peter and Paul (fig. 95).189 The 
evangelists were followed by the remaining apostles. The youngest among Christ’s 
followers, Philip and Thomas, were the last in line, as usual, and this was once at-
tested by the well-preserved image of a beardless apostle on the left end of the exe-
dra (fig. 96). In the upper part of the field between the windows, in a semi-circular 
segment of the sky, an ornate prepared throne (Hetoimasia) hovered, with twelve 
flames of the Holy Spirit running from the foot of the throne toward the apostles 
(figs. 93, 97). On the surfaces separating the windows from the sides of the scene, 
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an aedicule each was painted above the last apostles in line. Although there were 
no vela strewn between those aedicules, they symbolized the interior of the Cenacle 
on Mount Zion as the place where the promised Consoler was sent to the apostles. 
All the way down, along the lateral ends of the scene, two groups of people were 
shown on a smaller scale.190 Dressed in different costumes, these were the repre-
sentatives of the multitude of nations and personifications of the languages that the 
apostles could speak after the Holy Spirit had descended upon them. Those groups 
had to be pushed to the periphery of the scene because there was no room for them 
at its center, below the most prominent apostles, which is the case, for instance, at 
the Holy Anargyroi in Kastoria (last decades of the 12th century), where the two 
groups were iconographically conceived in a very similar way and marked as λαοί, 
φυλαί, γλωσαι (nations, tribes, languages) or in St. George at Kurbinovo (1191).191

Of the composition in the zone below the Descent of the Holy Spirit – under the 
very broad painted frame that characterizes all scenes in this zone – there was just 
one surviving fragment with the lower parts of several figures in chitons and hi-
mations, followed, after a small gap, by another group (fig. 93). These details and 
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the spot where they were painted suggest that this scene depicted the Dormition 
of the Virgin,192 but they are insufficient to conclusively identify it. However, an-
other preserved fragment in the same zone, on the adjacent surface of the south-
western pilaster below the dome, proves that this was indeed the Dormition: a 
remnant of the figure of a hymnographer saint, his body facing the scene of the Vir-
gin’s death (fig. 60, 61). In his right hand, he held a scroll with the following Greek 
text: + Το θαύμα του Τόκου σ<ου> εκπλ<ήτ>τ<ε>ι μ<ε> Πανάμομε (it should be: 
Πανάμωμε).193 This is a verse from the theotokion, i.e., a hymn to the Mother of 
God from the Lenten and Festal Triodion, which translates to: “The wonder of thy 
childbearing doth fill me with awe, O all-imaculate one.”194 Figures of the holy mel-
odists holding rotuli with verses glorifying the Theotokos began to be shown on 
both sides of the Dormition scene precisely during the Komnenian era and became 
common in the following centuries.195 Therefore, there should be little doubt that 
the hymnographer at Djurdjevi Stupovi was part of the Dormition scene, located 
at its usual place in the second zone of the western wall, with another holy melo-
dist shown on the other side, on the northwestern pilaster. Along with the Bachk-
ovo Monastery in Bulgaria,196 Djurdjevi Stupovi is one of the earliest known exam-
ples of this solution in Byzantine art.
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Although only the lower part of the hymnographer’s figure has survived, it nonethe-
less reveals that he was not dressed in monastic garb (fig. 94). Instead of a monk’s 
mantle that would have been fastened at the chest, the holy melodist wore a dark-
brown phelonion trimmed with a gray-blue band with a drawn-on ornament. Un-
der the phelonion, instead of an analabos, he wore a priest’s epitrachelion and epig-
onation, both in an ocher color that suggested a luxurious fabric. The epitrachelion 
had two rectangular fields with goldwork embellishments. Given that Theodore 
the Studite was the only hymnographer saint shown in sacerdotal robes and some-
times included in the Dormition of the Virgin scene,197 there is no doubt that this 
was his representation. Similarly, it is certain that the zone of paintings with his im-
age was occupied by standing saints on both sides of all four corner pilasters be-
low the dome.198 On the east-facing front of the southwestern pilaster, right beside 
the depiction of St. Theodore the Studite, traces of an image were still visible but 
were insufficient to identify the category of saint to which the depicted person be-
longed. In contrast, there is enough evidence to infer that the southern side of the 
northeastern pilaster bore the figure of a martyr because his tunic and chlamys with 
a tablion were still visible.199 Consequently, this suggests that, in this zone, the re-
maining sides of the eastern pair of pilasters and the east-facing fronts of the cor-
ner pilasters showed those who were martyred for the faith and Christ.

Only one narrative could have been shown in the rather reduced space of the naos 
of the Djurdjevi Stupovi katholikon: the cycle of the Great Feasts, which seems to 
have been supplemented with a sole scene from the Passion. Given that this cycle 
almost inevitably included the Annunciation, Nativity and Ascension, there is no 
reason to doubt that these scenes once graced the demolished walls in the eastern 
part of the church. Suitable space for the Annunciation and the Nativity could have 
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been found only on the eastern wall of the naos, above the tribelon, opposite the 
Descent of the Holy Spirit and the Dormition of the Virgin, painted on the west-
ern side of the naos. Further, the surface on the eastern wall that would have been 
available for painting, segmented by the openings of the tribelon and, it would seem, 
windows, too, was of such a shape that it would have been easier to place the An-
nunciation than the Nativity directly around the passage into the sanctuary, and so 
it seems safe to assume that the Nativity probably occupied the upper part of the 
wall.200 This arrangement of the scenes would have also allowed a much more co-
herent sequence of the depicted events. The Nativity would have been followed, in 
this circular, clockwise-running cycle, by the Presentation of Christ in the Temple 
and the Baptism in the same zone on the southern wall. In this way, the cycle, as 
we have already noted, continued to unfold in the uppermost zone of the north-
ern wall (Raising of Lazarus and the Entry into Jerusalem), circling back or, more 
accurately, spiraling down, to the lower zone of the southern wall (Transfiguration 
and the Betrayal of Judas) before finally reaching the opposite side of the northern 
(Crucifixion and the Descent into Hades). Only the scenes on the western wall and, 
no doubt, the abovementioned Ascension lay beyond its circular flow. The Ascen-
sion of Christ seems to have been depicted in its usual spot – the vault of the central 
part of the sanctuary.201 This selection and arrangement of scenes, i.e., the general 
programmatic disposition of the Christological cycle, made the body of frescoes in 
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the katholikon of Djurdjevi Stupovi quite isolated and without more notable paral-
lels among the programs painted in Serbia later on.

The most unusual feature of the Christological cycle in the katholikon of Djurdje-
vi Stupovi is the placement of the Transfiguration in the sequence of scenes. It was 
not painted right after the Baptism and before the Raising of Lazarus, which would 
have reflected the chronology of the events recounted in the Gospels and, conse-
quently, the usual programmatic solution; instead, it was positioned after the Entry 
into Jerusalem and before the Betrayal of Judas. However, it should be noted that 
the place of the Transfiguration in Byzantine and post-Byzantine cycles of the Great 
Feasts was highly variable.202 A practice that is of lesser importance for understand-
ing the programmatic solution implemented at Djurdjevi Stupovi is separating this 
scene from the chronological course of the cycle and giving it topographic prom-
inence, sometimes due to the dedication of the church, on the eastern side of the 
building, which is, for instance, the case in the katholika of St. Catherine’s Monas-
tery on Mount Sinai (6th c.), the Monastery of the Transfiguration of the Lord in 
Pskov (12th c.), the Church of St. Stephen in Kastoria (12/13th c.) and the Church 
of St. Panteleimon and St. Nicholas in Bojana (13th c.).203 Much more commonly, it 
was moved to the highest zone of the western wall, usually gabled, above the Dor-
mition of the Virgin, or, alternatively, it could be placed beside the Dormition, in 
the same zone: Bachkovo (12th c.), a few churches in Kastoria from the mid-14th 
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century (Taxiarches, Agios Georgios tou Vounou, St. Nicholas Kiritsi, St. Athana-
sios of Mouzaki), the Virgin’s Church in Matka, St. George in Ajdanovac (late 15th 
c.) and the revetment of a tetraevangelion (early 16th c.) kept in the Museum of the 
Serbian Orthodox Church in Belgrade, etc.204 Moving the Transfiguration closer to 
the Dormition can be explained by the proximity of the dates of these two immov-
able feasts (6 and 15 August), with the Feast of the Transfiguration falling during 
the Dormition Fast.205

For the purposes of explaining the programmatic solution applied in Djurdjevi 
Stupovi, however, more interesting are the cycles with a continuous flow in which 
the Transfiguration was assigned a chronologically inappropriate place for slight-
ly different, dogmatic reasons. It could be placed, among other spots, after the De-
scent into Hades (Episkopi Church in the village of Stavri in Mani, ca. 1200; the Si-
nai tetraptych with depictions of the Great Feasts, Passion of Christ, figures of St. 
George and St. Demetrios, second half of the 14th c., etc.),206 highlighting that Jesus, 
owing to his divine nature which he revealed to three of his disciples on Mount Ta-
bor, vanquished death in his human body and rose from the dead as the God-Man. 
For the same reason, sometimes the Descent into Hades could be moved from its 
usual place in the cycle and shown next to the Transfiguration, like, for example, in 
the Church of the Ascension at Žiča and the Holy Apostles in Peć.207

Even more commonly, the Transfiguration was represented after the Triumphal 
Entry into Jerusalem and before the Passion scenes, i.e., the Crucifixion, just like 
in Djurdjevi Stupovi. The chronologically closest example of this arrangement of 
scenes is found at the Church of St. George in Kurbinovo (1191), where the Rais-
ing of Lazarus appears on the western end of the southern wall, and the Entry into 
Jerusalem, the Dormition of the Virgin and the Transfiguration follow one after an-
other on the western, before the Passion and the subsequent scenes on the north-
ern wall.208 Earlier scholars claimed that this disruption of the sequence of scenes 
occurred because there had been a window in the middle of the field where the 
Transfiguration was supposed to go. Because of this, they argue, the Raising of La-
zarus was painted there instead, as it does not have a centric composition, and the 
Transfiguration was moved not one but two or three places forward.209 However, the 
window on the western end of the northern wall was as much of a hindrance for 
the placement of the Crucifixion scene, which also has a centric structure but, in-
stead of finding a different spot for it, the program designers decided to merely re-
configure it, thereby disrupting its usual symmetry.210 In addition, there are many 
monuments, most of them of a later date, in which the Transfiguration appears be-
tween the Entry into Jerusalem and the Crucifixion, or the Passion scenes, even 
though there were no technical reasons that would have required its displacement. 
Besides Djurdjevi Stupovi, illustrative examples include the murals at the Church of 
St. Nicholas Orphanos in Thessalonike (1310–20), the Virgin’s Church in Mali Grad 
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on Lake Prespa (1368/1369), two stone slabs from the 14th century with the figures 
of Christ and the Mother of God surrounded by their vita scenes (Staatliche Mu-
seen, Berlin, 2721), a few soapstone icons with depictions of the Great Feasts made 
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (Museum Schnütgen, Köln, no. K/21; Wal-
ters Art Museum, Baltimore, no. 41.241; the treasury of St. Catherine’s Monastery 
on Mount Sinai, Case 4, no. 8; Metropolitan Museum of Art, no. 63.68.1–13), the 
murals in the Church of Timios Stavros (Holy Cross) tou Agiasmati, Platanista-
sa, Cyprus (late 14th century),211 and many icons from the post-Byzantine period.

The moving of the Transfiguration scene and its placement beside the Crucifixion 
and other Passion scenes was probably inspired by the homilies of church fathers 
and theologians who associated the miracle on Mount Tabor with the Savior’s an-
nouncement of his passion, death on the Cross and resurrection. Some of these 
homilists were St. Ephrem the Syrian, St. John Chrysostom, St. Cyril of Alexan-
dria, Panteleon, Timothy of Antioch, Emperor Leo VI and Nikephoros Choum-
nos.212 They remind us that Moses and Elijah, illuminated by the radiance of Trans-
figuration, “spoke” on Mount Tabor with Christ of “his departure, which he was 
about to bring to fulfillment at Jerusalem” (Luke 9:30–31). According to their hom-
ilies, Christ took his followers to Mount Tabor to show them his glory and pow-
er and thus reassure and embolden them before the humiliation and suffering that 
was to come. When they heard God the Father say from the heavens “This is my 
Son, whom I love,” the apostles could understand that their teacher would not be 
abandoned when he surrendered to torture and death. The Father’s words “Listen 
to him” meant, according to the interpretations of some church fathers, that they 

“should not stand in Jesus’ way even if he should set out to be crucified” because he 
had the deepest of reasons for all he did. The Savior took three of his disciples to 
Mount Tabor to have them witness his divine nature, making it obvious for them 
that he would not suffer his arrest and crucifixion due to human weakness but vol-
untarily, for the salvation of the world. In this way, the old church fathers believed, 
he wanted to let his closest followers know before his death and resurrection, that 
he would not rise from the dead because he had deserved to be granted glory but 
that he would rise in the glory of his Divine nature that has belonged to him prior 
to the beginning of time. He showed them, the homilists explain, that death could 
never triumph over the righteous, bringing Moses and Elijah before their eyes, and, 
as they spoke with him of “what is to come to pass on the Cross,” the two proph-
ets shone more radiantly than in their previous lives. Therefore, during the service 
for the Feast of the Transfiguration, it is sung: “Your disciples beheld Your glory as 
far as they could see it/So that when they would behold You crucified/They would 
understand that Your suffering was voluntary” (Kontakion, Tone 7).213

The displacement of the Transfiguration scene and its inclusion directly before the 
Passion scenes underscored the idea of Christ’s self-sacrifice, i.e., that the sacrifice 
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was made voluntarily, in keeping with the plan for the divine economy of salva-
tion.214 At the same time, the Transfiguration was assigned a place facing the Descent 
into Hades, most likely shown on the opposite, northern side of the church. The two 
representations of these events, which most clearly expressed Jesus Christ’s divine 
nature and whose deep connection was highlighted by the abovementioned authors 
of Transfiguration homilies, were thus positioned as direct spatial and ideational 
counterparts. Another reason for modifying the programmatic concept at Djurdjevi 
Stupovi could have been the need to keep the representations of the Raising of La-
zarus and Entry into Jerusalem close together – two feasts that have a strong heor-
tological and liturgical bond and make up a composite festal unit.215 Had the paint-
ers strictly followed the chronology of the Gospels in their distribution of the scenes, 
those two images would have been very far from each other – one in the uppermost 
zone of the northern and the other in the middle belt of the southern wall.

Sadly, the themes that might have been shown on the destroyed frescoes in the low-
er parts of the sanctuary and the ground-level zones in a large part of the naos at 
Djurdjevi Stupovi can only be speculated about. It is, however, certain that the side 
walls to the east and west of the vestibules and the western wall featured standing 
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figures of saints and that, above the vestibules, there were two fresco-icons on each 
side with busts of saints set on a red or blue background (fig. 90, 98). Owing to a 
modest fresco fragment on the eastern part of the northern wall, it could be in-
ferred that the full-length figures beside the sanctuary barrier, or tribelon, were sur-
mounted by a decorative painted arch, like the Gospel scenes in the second zone. 
Judging by the curvature of the fragment of the painted arcade, it seems that, on 
the eastern side of the southern and northern walls, two particularly distinguished 
saints were shown under the decorative frame. The one on the southern side was 
probably the patron of the church, St. George of Cappadocia. The western part of 
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the side walls, however, held full-length figures without ornamental arcades above 
them.216 This is evidenced by a fresco fragment on the southern wall with a part 
of the halo and a remnant of the inscription: Οάγ(ιος) Θε<ό>δωρο<ς>. The figure 
belonged to one of the two warrior saints named Theodore, Tyron or Stratelates,217 
who were, by the second half of the 12th century, already being shown together, as a 
pair.218 That also seems to have been the case at Djurdjevi Stupovi, where the monu-
mental figures of the two saints must have stood to the west of the vestibule, as sug-
gested by the size of Theodore’s halo and its distance from the right edge of the field.

Although nothing had survived of it by the time it was found except a modest and 
barely discernible fragment, the figure of St. Theodore is quite significant for assess-
ing the program in the lowest zone of the naos at Djurdjevi Stupovi. Firstly, the fig-
ures of warrior saints – the two Theodores – for sure, together with the emphasized 
depiction of St. George as the church patron, suggest that holy soldiers were the 
dominant type of saint shown in the lowest zone of the first foundation Nemanja 
built as a ruler. That is not surprising at all because such a choice would have suit-
ed the dedication of the church. On the other hand, the placement of the image of 
St. Theodore on the western part of the southern wall in the naos reliably proves 
that the donor composition was not shown there, in contrast to the custom strictly 
followed in later foundations of the Nemanjić family. However, it should be noted 
that, in those foundations, the donor composition was, programmatically and sym-
bolically, closely associated with the ktetor’s tomb, which it marked, and the grave 
was located along the western part of the southern wall in the naos.219 Unlike them, 
Djurdjevi Stupovi was not built to serve as the burial church of its founder. There-
fore, it seems that, although the programs of Nemanja’s foundations that preceded 
Djurdjevi Stupovi are unknown, the tradition of placing the donor composition in 
the western part of the southern wall of the naos in the foundations of Serbian rul-
ers must have emerged slightly later, probably during the time of St. Sava. The es-
tablishment of this tradition can be traced from Hilandar, Studenica and Mileševa, 
the temporary or permanent burial churches of Sava’s kinsmen, whose painting he 
personally oversaw.220 At Djurdjevi Stupovi, however, the original donor composi-
tion was probably somewhere in the narthex. That can be inferred from the imag-
es of three Nemanjić family members painted in the narthex in the 13th century – 
St. Simeon, the founder of the church; King Dragutin, its restorer; and St. Sava of 
Serbia. These representations will be discussed in more detail below.

Even less data has reached us about the placement of the representations in the 
lower parts of the pilasters in the naos. The border between the zone of standing 
figures and the upper fresco belts on the walls continued uninterrupted along the 
very narrow pilasters. Unfortunately, in this zone, only a remnant of a heavily dam-
aged figure has survived, accompanied by a partially legible inscription: Οάγ(ιος) 

…, on the northern side of the southwestern pilaster, directly beneath the figure of 
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the holy hymnographer Theodore the Studite (fig. 93). On the old photographs of 
this tattered image, we can discern that he was a beardless saint with dark, curly 
hair.221 The size of his nimbus, head and chest matches the bust of the saints above 
the entrances to the vestibules, but, unlike those, this is not depiction rendered as 
a fresco-icon. Taking that into account, and assuming that the system of zone divi-
sion was implemented consistently, it is reasonable to allow for the possibility that 
the wall paintings in the lower parts of the pilasters were not split into two zones 
and only featured full-length figures.

The division of the frescoes into zones – achieved by painting fresco-icon busts 
above the full-length figures – was, on the other hand, implemented in the big 
arched passage between the naos and the narthex. That was the only more exten-
sive ensemble with depictions of saints survived in the cathedral church of Djurd-
jevi Stupovi. In the second zone on the southern side of the passage, an icon was 
painted of a beardless martyr with a cross in his right hand, dressed in a red chla-
mys with a golden tablion. The accompanying inscription names him as St. Andron-
ikos: Ο άγιος Ανδρόνικος (fig. 102).222 Across from him, the youthful St. Provos (Ο 
άγιος Πρόβος) was painted as a rectangular bust icon with a yellow frame, and at the 



top of the soffit of the arch, in a tondo with a yellow frame and a red background, 
there was a protome of an older martyr with a mid-length, white beard, with a pa-
trician chlamys with a tablion draped over him, just like the previous two saints (fig. 
103).223 Although the inscription that once accompanied his image has not survived, 
there is no doubt that he was St. Tarachos, who was regularly shown with his young-
er companions, Provos and Andronikos.224 In the bottommost zone in the arch, on 
the southern side, there was a heavily faded fragment (the halo and a part of the 
head) of an image of St. Paul the Apostle: … Παύλ<ος>.225 A trace of the figure of 
a white-haired saint, with no remnants of the accompanying inscription, survived 
until World War II on the northern side of the arch, opposite Paul. Given that the 
well-known practice of representing the two leading apostles by the entrance, facing 
each other, had been long accepted by the 12th century (Bachkovo, Nerezi, the Holy 
Anargyroi in Kastoria, etc.), St. Peter must have been shown as Paul’s counterpart 
here, in the passage into the naos of the katholikon at Djurdjevi Stupovi.226 This so-
lution and its implementation in the main church of Nemanja’s monastery probably 
inspired the creators of the thematic program of the adjacent Dragutin’s parekkle-
sion because, a hundred or so years later, the figures of the two princes of the apos-
tles were painted on the sides of the arch that led into that chapel.227

The large-format equestrian figure of St. George, the patron of the church, is the sole 
yet truly monumental remnant of the original frescoes in the narthex (fig. 104).228 
Highly venerated in the Serbian lands and the Serbian ruling family,229 the warrior 
saint was shown in armor with a long red cloak, lined in olive-green fabric, flutter-
ing behind the rider on a galloping white horse. With his right hand, St. George tri-
umphantly holds an almost upright spear, and a large circular, gold-rimmed shield 
leans against left shoulder. The victorious saint rides through a landscape with a hill-
ock visible on the left edge of the image, but there is no way of knowing what could 
have been painted in the lower parts of the representation. Recalling this painting 
of the patron, Irby and Mackenzie – having forgotten to bring their notebook to 
Djurdjevi Stupovi and describing it from memory – report that the image showed 
Nemanja’s guardian saint, “St. George with the dragon.”230 Regardless, their testi-
mony should not be lightly discarded. About sixty years later, Nikolai Okunev no-
ticed, at the forefeet of the warrior’s horse, “a faint trace of the right shoulder and 
head of a figure, which would have matched the representation of the queen leading 
the dragon at the church of St. George in Staraya Ladoga.”231 On the other hand, al-
though he had seen and quite carefully described the damaged equestrian fresco of 
St. George, Aleksandar Deroko only ventured a hypothesis about its lost contents: “A 
symbolic figure must have lain under the strong hoofs of the forelimbs.”232 Vladimir 
R. Petković noticed no traces of a princess or dragon,233 and, more importantly, nei-
ther did Alexander Hilferding, who had drawn attention to the image of Nemanja’s 

“liberator, St. George on a white horse,” before all of the abovementioned visitors.234 
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Unfortunately, old black-and-white photographs show the fresco in such a condi-
tion that they cannot be used to either rule out or authenticate the testimony about 
the lost details of this painting. What is certain, however, is that it would have been 
difficult – but not impossible – to find the space for the princess and dragon fig-
ures on the very cramped surface in the lower part of the patron’s equestrian image.

The representation of St. George seems to have been originally surrounded by 
scenes from his vita because the remnants of this cycle that can still be seen on the 
semi-arched ceiling of the narthex date from the time of King Dragutin’s restoration 
undertaken in the last quarter of the 13th century. It is, however, much more difficult 
to assess the thematic program of the frescoes in the vestibules. In 1927, Nikolai 
Lvovich Okunev published the above-mentioned article in which he reported: 
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“The wall paintings in the vestibule are heavily faded, but it is possible to discern 
an archangel bust above the southern entrance and stand-alone, full-length figures 
of saints in the passageway.”235 Aleksandar Deroko in 1922 also mentioned an “an-
gel”, but only above the southern entrance,236 whereas in 1923, Vladimir Petković 
claimed that “an angel each was painted above the northern and southern portal.”237 
Photographs taken in the 1920s and 1930s confirm that the monumental bust of 
an archangel did indeed grace the wall under the passage from the southern vesti-
bule into the naos (fig. 105). On the other hand, they refute the claim that the fres-
coes on the southern wall of the northern vestibule had the same content. The old 
photos show that, by the time they were taken, only the right part of a scene had 
survived, and it took place in a craggy landscape with a succession of undulating 
mounds (fig. 106). It might have seemed to Petković that those mounds were the 
layers of feathers of a large wing belonging to an angel. No similarly painted details 
of a hilly or craggy landscape can be found in the Christological scenes on the lat-
eral walls of the main part of the church (Baptism, Transfiguration, Entry into Je-
rusalem). Also, the way in which the wing of the frontally shown archangel in the 
southern vestibule was drawn and painted does not match the angelic figures in the 
naos (Baptism, the medallions between the pendentives), and neither do his con-
tours and proportions. It is, therefore, reasonable to assume that the wall paintings 
in the vestibules were restored in the closing decades of the 13th century, concur-
rently with the frescoes in the narthex. Unfortunately, the condition in which the 
remains of the representations in the side passages were found does not allow us 
to reliably determine if that was indeed the case. However, if they were painted in 
the time of Stefan Nemanja, the wall paintings in the vestibules, or at least the area 
of the southern portal, were certainly not done by the artists who frescoed the up-
per zones of the naos in the katholikon of Djurdjevi Stupevi.

•
A special feature of the wall paintings in the naos of the Church of St. George is the 
minutely designed and carefully executed system of its decorative framework. In 
the drum of the dome, it is primarily made up of architectural elements – the series 
of colonnettes on the consoles surmounted by an arcade cornice emphasized by a 
broad, elaborate frescoed decorative band (Plan 3a–3b, fig. 83). The colonnettes and 
the arches above them frame the windows and prophet figures, coming together to 
form a ring of rhythmically arranged, shallow canopies reminiscent of the niches in 
which the figures of heroes, poets and philosophers were placed in classical antiq-
uity. Architectural elements also provided a three-dimensional frame for the fres-
coes in the uppermost zone of the space below the dome. Wide blind arches below 
the dome surmounted the Christological scenes, and their soffits were covered by 
painted bands with various ornaments (fig. 107, 108), more directly introducing 
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the surfaces of the arches into the decorative system of the frescoes, strikingly sep-
arating and emphasizing certain iconographic ensembles. In the part of the walls 
below the base of the arches, where the architecture did not create a relief, three-
dimensional frame for the imagery, it was conveyed through drawing and color.238 
All scenes in the second fresco zone (Transfiguration, Betrayal of Judas, Dormition, 
Crucifixion and Descent into Hades) had a painted frame made up of highly deco-
rative three-arch canopies resting on slender, bipartite pillars that had a sailor’s knot 
at their center, with narrow capitals (figs. 90, 98, 101). A linear ornament covered 
the fields above the arches of the canopies, and a very similar frame in the form of 
a single-part arcade, surrounded the figures in the lowest zones on the lateral walls 
by the iconostasis. The decorative system also included ornamental bands in the 
windows and those that separated the paintings in the drum from the frescoes in 
the pendentive belt and the uppermost from the second zone on the walls below the 
dome. Their ground-level parts, at the height of the socle, were covered by paint-
ings that imitated a marble cladding made up of multicolored, inlaid slabs (fig. 109).

The entire decorative system in the naos of Djurdjevi Stupovi matched the artistic 
views of the Middle Byzantine period, particularly the taste of the late Komnenian 
era, but it had older roots.239 The set of arcades on the colonnettes in the dome also 
reflected these views on art. In the drum of the cathedral in Ishani, Georgia, a similar 
arcade frieze was executed ca. 1032 on the colonnetes, making up a relief frame for 
the windows and prophet figures painted between them. On the surfaces below the 
arches, above the windows and full-length figures, medallions with busts were painted 
in this church, just like later in the katholikon of Djurdjevi Stupovi.240 However, at the 
Church of St. George in Staraya Ladoga (ca. 1167), the fields with prophet figures were 
topped by painted arches on consoles,241 and the colonnettes carrying the slender ar-
cades and framing the figures of saints in the segmented semi-dome of the narthex of 
the Nea Moni Monastery on Chios (ca. 1050) were partially rendered architecturally 
and partially in the mosaic technique.242 In the second half of the 12th century, paint-
ers from the Byzantine cultural sphere tended to place figures and even entire scenes 
in frames made up of arches resting on columns even in the lower zones of church-
es. Sometimes, like in the proskynetaria beside the altar barrier at the Church of St. 
Panteleimon in Nerezi (third quarter of the 12th c.) or the iconostasis epistyle from 
the second half of the 12th century at Vatopedi, these could be executed as relief, in 
stone or other materials, as single or tripartite arcades on colonnettes with capitals.243

Much more commonly, figures or scenes were framed by painted columns topped 
with arches. This method was employed to delineate the Dodekaorton scenes on 
a few painted epistyles from the second half of the 12th century at St. Catherine’s 
Monastery on Mt. Sinai, several figures of saints at Nerezi (the spaces below the 
smaller domes) and Nereditsa (1199).244 Besides the prophets in the dome and the 
saints in the lower zones, at the Church of St. George in Staraya Ladoga, a painted, 
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tripartite arch surmounts the central part of the Last Judgment composition on the 
western wall.245 Regardless, it was noted a long time ago that the frames of scenes 
at Djurdjevi Stupovi were most reminiscent of the tripartite and multipartite arch-
es on slender double colonnettes that delineate the compositions at Bachkovo in 
Bulgaria (third quarter of the 12th c.).246 The linear ornaments in the fields above 
the painted arcades in the foundation of St. Simeon of Serbia are also very sim-
ilar to those that appear at corresponding places in Staraya Ladoga and especial-
ly Bachkovo. The practice of showing busts of saints as icons hanging on the walls, 
like it was done above the vestibules and in the passage from the narthex to the 
naos at Djurdjevi Stupovi, was well-known in the Middle Byzantine period. It was 
particularly widespread in the wall paintings of St. Sophia in Ohrid247 and com-
monly applied in the late Komnenian era, with the fresco-icons sometimes given 
the tondo shape. Besides the frescoes in the church and crypt at Bachkovo,248 these 
fresco-icons appear, for instance, at the Church of the Holy Archangel Michael in 
Rila (apse), Nerezi (spaces below the smaller domes), St. Cyril’s Monastery in Kyiv, 
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Church of Zoodochos Pege (the so-called Samarina) in Messenia and Panagia For-
biotissa in Asinou, Cyprus (apse).249 In Serbia, this custom endured for several more 
decades after the frescoing of Djurdjevi Stupovi, as attested by the wall paintings of 
Studenica, Žiča and the Holy Apostles in Peć (apse).250

All other elements of the style of paintings in the naos of Djurdjevi Stupovi also suit 
the spirit and views of the time when the monument was created. The fresco paint-
er responsible for those murals, probably with his assistants, was a well-educated 
and gifted artist very familiar with the developmental currents of Byzantine art in 
the second half of the 12th century. His work is characterized by accurate drawing, a 
good knowledge of human anatomy, an ability to create compositions with a classi-
cist balance, a feeling for the monumental, and an extraordinary sense for the deco-
rativeness of the ensemble.251 His draftsmanship, capable of making his figures seem 
natural even in the most complex positions, along with skillful shortenings of the 
perspective and extraordinary knowledge of anatomy, is most apparent in the fig-
ures of Christ seated on a donkey in the Entry into Jerusalem or standing in the wa-
ters of the Jordan in the Baptism, as well as the apostles in the Descent of the Holy 
Spirit scenes (figs. 95, 96, 99, 117). It is also attested by the sketch of St. George rid-
ing his horse, executed in a single move, liberally and nonchalantly during prepara-
tions for work, which was discovered underneath a layer of fresco plaster (fig. 119).

The work of the Djurdjevi Stupovi fresco painter also displays the pronounced line-
arism of late Komnenian art and the undulating lines blending into a network over 
the surface of the volumes. On youthful faces, it is usually reduced to thin, curt 
brushstrokes that convey reflections of light or ruddy cheeks (figs. 79, 84, 113–115, 
118). A much denser network of lines cuts across and splinters the faces of the mid-
dle-aged and elderly (figs. 110–112). This fragmentation of facial volume and shapes 
of the indentations under the cheekbones and on the forehead and around the nose 
and eyes is quite reminiscent of the artists who painted some faces at Nerezi, a frag-
ment with St. Paul’s head at San Pietro alli Marmi near Eboli (1156), the representa-
tions at Staraya Ladoga, the Annunciation Church in Arkazh near Novgorod (1189), 
the parekklesion and the refectory of the Mother of God at the Monastery of St. John 
on Patmos (last quarter of the 12th century) and on a fragment with St. Peter and St. 
Paul embracing from Vatopedi (late 12th century).252 However, although ubiquitous 
as the main feature of his artistic expression and at times even manneristic, espe-
cially on the drapes, the artist’s line only partially departs from the logic of natural 
shape and turns into an arabesque (figs. 92, 96, 99, 116, 117).

It was pointed out several times that the drawing of the chief artist of Djurdjevi Stu-
povi is very pronounced, with the contours being dominant,253 but that is only par-
tially correct. This impression of the overbearing presence of lines is a result, on the 
one hand, of the dilapidated condition of the frescoes at Nemanja’s foundation and 
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partial loss of the modelation, and, on the other, the fact that most of the surviv-
ing frescoes were painted far from the eye of the spectator, in the uppermost zones, 
where the drawing and contours were usually emphasized to make visual con-
tent easier to distinguish. At Nerezi, too, the drawing and contours are more pro-
nounced on representations in the higher and less visible spaces below the small-
er domes than in the lower zones of the naos. At Djurdjevi Stupovi, the contours 
were not as strong in the Christological scenes in the second zone as on the images 
in the dome and the pendentive zone. Old photographs show that they were bare-
ly visible on the saints in the arched passage between the narthex and the naos and 
on the monumental equestrian representation of the church patron in the narthex.

However, one can hardly deny that the line strokes of the Nerezi and Bachko-
vo artists were less brusque and, indeed, subtler and more refined. It is this fea-
ture – along with the more gradual and sophisticated modelation, i.e., idealization 
of shapes, elongation of the proportions of figures with elegant movements, typo-
logical stylization and, often, a melancholy absentmindedness and calm pathos on 
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their faces – that lends the frescoes of Bachkovo and, even more so, Nerezi their 
artistocratic note and a dominantly lyric character, spilled over the cheerfulness of 
their bright, lively coloring. The wall paintings of Djurdjevi Stupovi are a work of 
a different sensibility. Built on the conceptional and stylistic underpinnings of the 
Byzantine art of the late 12th century, like the frescoes of Bachkovo, Nerezi and St. 
Demetrios in Vladimir, relying on the same or similar representation models and 
manners, they nonetheless reflect different poetics and different artistic aspirations. 
They are a work of an unambiguously epic artistic expression rooted in a monu-
mental and clear-cut form, robust volumes, and a sobering acerbity of the visual ap-
proach. The painter who frescoed Nemanja’s foundation did not elongate the pro-
portions of his figures, idealize their faces or imbue them with dreamy charm. They 
were always serious and stoically awake, usually sullen, with unflinching gazes, and 
stern, even when they happened to be angelic creatures (figs. 113, 114). The pos-
tures of the figures, studied and classically sturdy, betray no whiff of an esotheric 
elegance of gesture and instead display a temperance that adds to the eloquence of 
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the account (figs. 96, 99, 100, 116, 117). The spirit of this epic poetics was striking-
ly apparent in the figure of Elijah, with his chest pushed forward, the strong, volu-
minous body flexing, and the broad face swollen with thunderous inspiration and 
framed by thick, restless strands of his hair and beard (fig. 81). No less monumen-
tal was the representation of Mark the Evangelist with his sharp gaze and vexed fa-
cial expression (fig. 116).

Reflecting the principles of Komnenian art, the landscapes and interiors on the 
compositions in Djurdjevi Stupovi are not particularly deep but are still compel-
lingly conveyed through the simplified architectural backdrops and furnishings ren-
dered in oblique projection. In most compositions, the protagonists only occu-
py the first and second plane of the scene, which also added to the impression of 
monumentality. Given that the chief artist was capable of making their faces psy-
chologically convincing and spiritually present, the compositions and stand-alone 
representations of saints display a remarkable scenic faithfulness and liveliness of 
character. He was able to bring to their faces, with classical restraint yet very com-
pellingly, the full depth of the most dramatic human feelings, like in the represen-
tations of Mary and Martha in the Raising of Lazarus (figs. 100, 118). On the other 
hand, he positioned some figures in the scenes so as to, suggestively directing their 
gazes beyond the surface of the paintings, pull the viewers into the image and give 
them an illusion of communication, thereby transforming them, for a fleeting mo-
ment at least, into co-participants and witnesses of the Gospel events, which spilled 
over, unnoticed, deep into the other side of reality, into the three-dimensional space 
of the church (figs. 79, 99, 111).

The visual characteristics of the frescoes of Nemanja’s Church of St. George, known 
to us only partially and mostly based on old documentation, cannot be assessed in 
all their details and securely enough. The coloristic values of these paintings can be 
judged only based on the faded fragments in the church and those detached from 
its walls, now in the National Museum in Belgrade, and a few copies in the Gallery 
of Frescoes. Drawing on them, one can glean but a very general picture of the color-
ing of the earliest frescoes at Djurdjevi Stupovi. Its harmonies relied on balanced re-
lations of lazure blue, which dominated the background of the images, dark ochers, 
green, purple and violet. The challenge of offering a fair assessment of the value of 
those paintings is even greater because not a single representative full-length figure 
has survived in the bottommost zone, which was usually most carefully frescoed. 
Regardless, we know enough to conclude that, with the destruction of the earliest 
frescoes in the Djurdjevi Stupovi katholikon, we lost a remarkably valuable body of 
late Komnenian painting. Based on its place in the developmental line of Komneni-
an art, which can, at least provisionally, be traced owing to surviving fresco ensem-
bles, and the date when the construction of the church was completed,254 scholars 
rightfully proposed a long time ago to date it to the period ca. 1175.255
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The later wall paintings

Except the abovementioned equestrian representation of the patron above the 
entrance to the naos, all extant, heavily damaged remnants of the murals in the 
narthex of St. George in Ras belong to the fresco layer from the late 13th century, 
painted owing to the efforts of the monastery’s second ktetor – King Stefan Dragu-
tin. Wall paintings from this time also covered the walls of the parekklesia on the 
ground floor of the two towers and possibly even the sections created by closing 
off the space between those towers and the vestibules on both sides of the church.

Along the top of the soffit of the narthex vault, a wide field was sectioned off with 
red borders and filled with elaborate ornamental paintings; below it, down the sides 
of the ceiling and on the uppermost parts of the lateral walls unfolded the vita cy-
cle of St. George, with its scenes arranged into three horizontal zones. Unfortu-
nately, only fragments of the vita images along the eastern wall of the narthex have 
survived. In the topmost zone, both on the southern and the northern half of the 
ceiling, we can discern only very narrow fragments of representations with parts 
of painted architectural backdrops, which is not enough to reliably identify their 
contents. On the other hand, there is sufficient information to recognize four cycle 
scenes in the lower zones.256 The preserved part of the scene in the middle zone on 
the southern side of the vault shows a torturer swinging distinctive, curved, dark-
brown bands, revealing that this was obviously the Flagellation of St. George with a 
bull pizzle. In the same zone, the opposite, northern wall featured St. George Being 
Grilled Alive: in front of an edifice on the right end of the scene, a beardless tor-
turer with a long poker in his left hand fans the fire under a grating made of wide, 
metal rods, with the saint lying on it. Little has survived of this scene except his 
naked legs and a few low mounds in the foreground, and the entire left side of the 
composition has been lost.

The bottommost zone of the cycle on the southern side is occupied by the most 
distinctive scene in the martyrdom of St. George of Cappadocia: Torture on the 
Wheel (fig. 122). A segment of the accompanying inscription has survived: s(ve)tqI 
gewrg<iE> …, as has the large wooden wheel, with the saint’s nude body stretched 
out along its upper part and, to the left of his halo-illuminated head, the outlines 
of a steep mound. The cycle ended with a scene in the same zone of the northern 
wall. In its upper part, we can still discern traces of the inscription that unequiv-
ocally reveal that this was the Beheading of St. George: s(ve)ti gewrgiE pr … ;qnoEo 
usy;eniE 7 –, as well as a craggy landscape in its lower part. At its center, the great 
martyr stands dressed in a blue tunic, facing right, his head gently inclined and his 
hands raised in supplication. In front of him, in the lower right part of the scene, 
a body in a red sakkos with a golden loros lies prostrate on the ground, with the 
severed head of Empress Alexandra –7c(a)r(i)c<a> – next to it. The left side of the 
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image, which would have contained the figure of an executioner about to behead 
the saint, is destroyed.257

Judging by its modest remnants, it can be inferred that the cycle was very elabo-
rate and probably began in the uppermost zone on the southern side of the ceiling, 
spilled over onto the western wall and the northern side of the ceiling and unfolded 
clockwise in the two lower zones, spiraling down to the final scene of the Behead-
ing on the eastern end of the northern wall. It seems entirely certain that imagery 
inspired by the vita of St. George also graced the narthex ceiling when it was fres-
coed for the first time. Vita cycles of church patrons had long become a part of the 
program of narthexes and other peripheral parts of Orthodox churches by the Mid-
dle Byzantine period, especially in the Komnenian era (St. Panteleimon in Nere-
zi, Holy Anargyroi and St. Nicholas Kasnitzi in Kastoria etc.).258 There is no way of 
knowing, however, to what extent the late 13th century painters of the katholikon 
at Djurdjevi Stupovi repeated the number, selection and iconography of the scenes 
in the original painted hagiography of St. George of Cappadocia.

Remains of the wall paintings in the bottommost zone in the narthex have sur-
vived only on the arches adjacent to the lateral walls. At the top of the arcade on 
the southern side, the bust of an archangel, dressed in a light-colored chiton em-
bellished with a wide, gold-embroidered collar stretching downward in segments, 
covering his shoulders and the central part of the chest, was painted on a purple 
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background in a medallion. A dark-gray himation is draped over his luxurious tu-
nic (fig. 123). In his right hand, he holds a scepter with a long handle and in his 
left, an orb with a Christogram – Х̃. His image served a doubly prophylactic pur-
pose. As noted above, archangels were painted in constructionally vulnerable plac-
es in the church, in the dome and the space below it, but also on ceilings and on 
the soffits of arches, in the hopes that their incorporeality might relieve the stat-
ic load and their inexhaustible energy reinforce the construction. There should be 
no doubt that, as a counterpart to this one, another archangel was painted at the 
top of the arch on the northern side of the narthex in the katholikon of Djurdje-
vi Stupovi, on a spot that has long lost its fresco plaster. All that is left of this rep-
resentation is a tiny segment of the medallion in the eastern part of the northern 
arch. Shown above the doorways leading from the narthex to the ground floor of 
the towers that served as parekklesia, the two archangels, ever-present through their 
icons, oversaw and guarded these passages.259

On the other hand, the medallions with busts of bodiless beings had a direct spa-
tial connection with the figures of anchorites in the lower parts of the arches and 
can, therefore, be ideationally associated with them too as the original image of the 

“angelic likeness” that eremites sought to emulate. The remains of three out of four 
hermit images can still be seen on the blind arches. The eastern side of the southern 
arch featured a representation of St. Paul of Thebes, with only the right side of the 
halo and a fragment of the two-line inscription – tive<i>ski – preserved (figs. 123, 
125). However, not a trace has survived of any letters next to the figure shown op-
posite St. Paul from the Egyptian city of Thebes, on the western side of the south-
ern arch, where only a segment of the halo and the left side of the upper part of a 
hermit’s naked torso, which most likely belonged to St. Onouphrios, are still vis-
ible (fig. 123).260 There are no remains of a signature either for the representation 
of the anchorite painted on the eastern side of the northern arch. He is dressed in 
a fur tunic with close-fitting long sleeves, and his both hands are outstretched in 
front of the chest in the “Eve-Oranta” posture. His very long, graying hair falls on 
his shoulders, and his beard tapered down, it seems, all the way to his unshod feet, 
which could, until not that long ago, still be discerned on the timeworn lower part 
of the fresco. This iconography fully matches that of the saintly anchorites Makar-
ios the Great and Mark of Thrace.261

Thanks to the testimonies of early visitors to Djurdjevi Stupovi and the scholarly 
documentation drawn up by later researchers, quite a lot can be said about a few 
destroyed yet remarkably important figures in the bottommost zone in the narthex. 
Alexander Hilferding recorded in 1857 that St. Simeon and St. Sava of Serbia were 
shown on the eastern wall of the narthex, around the entrance to the naos.262 The 
image of the monastery’s founder was located north of the doorway and accom-
panied by the following inscription: S<ve>tQ Simeonq neman] i htitorq mysta sego 
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s<ve>tago.263 The first three words of the inscription, with the ktetor’s name, could still 
be seen in 1920 when Vladimir R. Petković visited the church, as attested by the 
photographs taken a bit later (fig. 124), but by this point there was no discernible 
trace left of St. Simeon’s picture.264 Given the content of the inscription and the time 
of painting, there is no doubt that the ktetor was shown in monastic garb, with a 
halo around his head and, if Irby and Mackenzie are to be believed, a model of the 
church in his hand.265 The paleographic characteristics of the letters in the inscrip-
tion that accompanied the saint’s image and the stratigraphy of the frescoes in the 
narthex unambiguously suggest that the representation of Nemanja was painted at 
the same time as the frescoes on the ceiling and the lateral walls of the narthex.266 
The image of St. Sava stood south of the passage to the naos and, according to Hil-
ferding, had a legible inscription with the saint’s name – s<ve>tQ sava srpski.267 In 
addition, the Russian linguist noted that Nemanja’s youngest son was shown with a 
long, light-brown beard, a description confirmed a few years later by the two above-
mentioned British travelers.268

The notes left by 19th-century travel writers are invaluable in a consideration of the 
programmatic and iconographic concepts implemented in the narthex of the Djurd-
jevi Stupovi katholikon as well as in Serbian art in general. Obviously, the images 
of St. Simeon and St. Sava, around the entrance to the naos of the first foundation 
Nemanja built as a ruler, made up a programmatic ensemble or, more specifically, 
a pair – an intimation and early example of their joint representation, which would 
in time become customary. This practice was very widespread from the early dec-
ades of the fourteenth to the end of the 16th century.269 It is rightly believed that the 
decisive impetus for it came from the liturgical texts written, precisely in the late 
13th century, by the Serbian religious author Teodosije, in which the two pre-em-
inent Serbian saints are celebrated together.270 Positioned next to each other, their 
images already appear in the room on the second floor of the Žiča tower and the 
Mileševa narthex, but in generationally and hierarchically arranged sets of dynas-
tic portraits.271 At that time, moreover, the cult of the first Serbian archbishop had 
yet to develop because he was still alive, and so the connection between his image 
and St. Simeon’s carried a different meaning. After St. Sava’s death, starting from 
the southern parekklesion of the Virgin’s Church at Studenica and throughout the 
following decades of the 13th century, their images were omitted from dynastic en-
sembles and instead added to the series of portraits of Serbian archbishops.272 It was 
not until the second decade of the 14th century that, on the one hand, we can trace 
the establishment of the abovementioned representation of St. Simeon and St. Sava 
of Serbia as a pair and, on the other, the programmatic re-inclusion of the two-
some – albeit with a new meaning – among the dynastic ktetorial representations 
and series of portraits (Virgin Ljeviška, King’s Church of Studenica, the naos and 
narthex at Hilandar, St. Nicholas in Dabar, the White Church of Karan, the southern 
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parekklesion at Dečani).273 However, already in the narthex of Djurdjevi Stupovi in 
Ras, the programmatically joined images of St. Simeon and St. Sava constituted the 
central part of the programmatic ensemble with a dynastic meaning, along with, as 
we will see, the portrait of at least one more member of the Nemanjić family.

As far as we know at this point, the iconography of St. Sava’s image at Djurdjevi Stu-
povi seems much more congruent with the customs of the 14th century than those 
followed in the second half of the thirteenth. The portraits from the time when he 
had long served as the Serbian archbishop (Mileševa) and those painted shortly be-
fore his death (the southern parekklesion of the Virgin’s Church at Studenica) show 
him with dark hair and beard, but in the decades following his passing, Sava was 
painted as white-haired and elderly (the altar apse and proskomedia of the Holy 
Apostles in Peć, the sanctuary and parekklesion of St. George at Sopoćani, St. Achil-
leos in Arilje).274 However, starting from the Virgin Ljeviška in Prizren, a systemat-
ic change becomes apparent. From that time onward, with very few exceptions, e.g., 
the King’s Church of Studenica, the founder of the Serbian autocephalous church 
again began to be shown with pale auburn or brown hair and beard, usually with 
a white strand or two.275 It is precisely this version – as Hilferding, Mackenzie and 
Irby report – that was featured in the narthex of Djurdjevi Stupovi. Nevertheless, 
like the programmatic joining of Sava’s image with Simeon’s, that cannot be used as 
evidence to infer that the paintings in the narthex are of a slightly later date than 
usually believed and that they were created in the 14th century, as Nikolai Okunev 
assumed.276 Such a claim is countered, first of all, by the stylistic characteristics of 
the narthex frescoes, which will be discussed later in more detail. The historical cir-
cumstances in the Serbian state after 1299 also speak against it – the decade-long 
conflict that broke out at the beginning of the 14th century between King Dragutin, 
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the ktetor of those paintings, and King Milutin, on whose territory Djurdjevi Stupo-
vi was located from 1282.277 Finally, a particularly strong counter-argument would 
be the youthful appearance of the Serbian ruler – Milutin or, more likely, Dragutin 

– on the portrait that for centuries stood on the eastern end of the northern wall 
(figs. 126, 127), next to the image of St. Simeon until it was recently completely de-
stroyed, to the irredeemable shame of our generation. Both brothers look consid-
erably more mature already on the portraits in Arilje from 1296 or 1297.278

The young ruler in the narthex of Djurdjevi Stupovi was shown in a hieratic, frontal 
position, dressed in a reddish-brown sakkos with a gold-embroidered kontomanikion, 
peribrachia and epimanikia (fig. 126). He also wore a loros, its bottom end, lined in 
light-green felt, draped over his left arm, in which he held an akakia. In his clenched 
right hand, raised to his chest, he held a cruciform scepter with a long handle and 
wide arms encrusted with gems and strings of pearls. His head was covered by a 
domed crown with a half-arch that went across the head, and on the front, judging 
by the once visible remains of the drawing, it ended with a wide, rectangular plate – 
an ornament on the frontal side of the circlet. This plate also graced the crowns on 
the portraits of King Uroš I at Sopoćani and Gradac,279 as well as Dragutin’s portrait 
painted next to the donor composition in the Gradac church. Unfortunately, the old 
travel writers accorded no attention to the ruler’s image and failed to even mention 
it. When, in the early 1920s, Vladimir R. Petković and Aleksandar Deroko visited 
Djurdjevi Stupovi, not a single letter of the accompanying inscription was to be seen. 
Its considerable length was attested only by a series of parallel lines incised into the 
plaster to help align the lines of the letters. Petković’s and Deroko’s descriptions both 
report that the northern wall of the narthex featured a dark-haired, young king with 
a small, fine (sparse), combed beard and long hair,280 and the accuracy of these ac-
counts is confirmed by photographs taken considerably later. Deroko suggested right 
away that this could be a portrait of King Dragutin because, as the monastery’s sec-
ond ktetor, he had been buried in the church.281 Agreeing with this explanation, the 
majority of later researchers accepted Aleksandar Deroko’s hypothesis. Further, giv-
en the iconography of the portrait, which matches that of a sovereign, and the fact 
that there is no surviving portrait of King Milutin in the narthex, it was concluded 
that this portrait must have been painted during King Dragutin’s reign (1276–1282).

There are, however, some details that call for caution when identifying the ruler por-
trait on the northern wall in the narthex of the Djurdjevi Stupovi katholikon and sug-
gest that a reexamination of the proposed hypothesis is due. There is no doubt that 
King Dragutin restored the Church of St. George and was buried in it. The fact that 
his grave was located in this church is attested by the Serbian patriarch and author 
Danilo III of Banjska in his Service to King Milutin with a Prologue Vita and other 
medieval and later sources.282 And yet, the only masonry tomb in which the king’s re-
mains could have been laid was found beneath the arched passage from the narthex 
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to the naos, next to its southern cornerstone.283 Alexander Hilferding, too, was shown 
the raided grave of King Dragutin “in the interior of the church, to the right of the 
door.”284 The discussed portrait was, however, painted on the opposite, left (northern) 
side of the narthex. Therefore, the now lost representation in the eastern part of the 
southern wall, directly opposite the surviving portrait and right next to the image of 
the first Serbian archbishop on the eastern wall, would have been closer to Dragu-
tin’s tomb. Similarly, it is beyond any doubt that the lost painting had a direct pro-
grammatic connection to the other images in the eastern part of the narthex, which 
made up an ideational ensemble. It bears repeating that these images represented 
three members of the Nemanjić family – St. Simeon, St. Sava and the young ruler. Is 
it not, then, the portrait of the church’s second ktetor, King Dragutin, that was paint-
ed on the southern side of the narthex? And was not the ruler portrait that, until re-
cently, stood on the northern wall, in fact, Milutin’s, and was not the narthex of the 
katholikon frescoed after 1282? This dating is supported by Petković’s claim that the 
ruler portrayed in the katholikon had a small beard and mustache and that Dragu-
tin was shown, beardless, on the portrait on the western wall of the parekklesion,285 
painted after Milutin replaced his brother as the sovereign at Deževa.

The analyses conducted during the conservation works at Djurdjevi Stupovi in the 
1970s showed that the murals on the ceiling and the lower parts of the walls in the 
narthex were executed on a plaster of a different composition than the one used by 
the painters of the parekklesion.286 Besides, different techniques were applied when 
making the two sets of wall paintings: the one in the narthex of the main church 
was largely done in fresco-secco, whereas only the fresco technique was used in the 
chapel.287 This means that the narthex of the katholikon and the parekklesion were 
painted by two different groups of artists but does not, in itself, unambiguously set-
tle the relative chronology of the creation of these ensembles. In addition, the pos-
sibility that they were painted at the same time cannot be ruled out because two 
guilds could have worked concurrently on frescoing the narthex, the rooms on the 
ground floors of the towers and perhaps even the space between the vestibules and 
the katholikon towers, probably closed off in Dragutin’s time, as well as the new re-
fectory and the parekklesion. It seems, however, that there is more evidence to as-
sume that the wall paintings in the main church were created before those in Dra-
gutin’s parekklesion, at least a little before the Deževa takeover.

It should be first said that Petković’s claim about the appearance of the donor por-
trait in Dragutin’s parekklesion is incorrect. It was influenced, to a large extent, by 
the diminished visibility of the details on the heavily damaged and sometimes dark-
ened paintings in the chapel. In fact, King Dragutin was also shown with a short 
beard and mustache on the ktetorial portrait in the parekklesion, as has become 
evident after it was recently cleaned. It is even possible to make out the individu-
al lines with which the artist indicated the king’s facial hair (fig. 152). In any case, 
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the young ruler’s beard and mustache 
on the portrait in the narthex of the 
katholikon were, according to the old 
photographs, neither longer nor thick-
er than on the ktetorial portrait in the 
parekklesion. This makes it clear that 
the narthex of the katholikon – if the 
portrait painted in it indeed belonged 
to Dragutin – and the parekklesion at 
Djurdjevi Stupovi were frescoed at the 
same time or in quick succession. On 
the other hand, the appearance of the 
crown on the head of the ruler shown 
in the narthex of the main monas-
tery church, with traces of an orna-
ment in the form of a small rectangu-
lar plate on the forehead, suggests that 
the painting works at Djurdjevi Stupo-
vi took place successively and that the 
young ruler’s portrait in the narthex 
was created at least a bit earlier than 
those in the chapel. As noted above, 
a crown with the same ornament ap-
pears on some portraits of King Uroš I 
and Dragutin but not on any later rep-
resentations of Serbian rulers. Hence 
the portrait in the narthex should be 
attributed to Uroš’s elder son and dat-
ed to the period before 1282 because 
the sovereignty of the shown ruler is 
also attested by his hieratic position 
and other insignia (the akakia, cru-
ciform scepter, etc.). Finally, it seems 
reasonable to assume that, reflecting 
the hierarchy of monastery complex-
es, their purpose and medieval cus-
toms, the reparation of the katholikon 
would have been a more pressing mat-
ter and that it was restored and fres-
coed at least a little before Dragutin’s 
chapel.
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Neither does the place of the ruler portrait in the narthex of the Djurdjevi Stupovi 
katholikon necessarily contradict the attribution of the portrait to King Dragutin, to 
the contrary. The position of the tomb marker of the monastery’s second ktetor – a 
sarcophagus made of multicolored marble and lauded for its representative appear-
ance by the Ragusan author Nikola Bošković – has not be ascertained.288 However, it 
is entirely certain that it could not have been placed directly above the pit, prepared 
in advance and carefully clad in masonry, on the southern side of the passage into 
the naos because that would have required deconstructing and damaging the lavish 
and very heavy sarcophagus for the ruler’s burial.289 Therefore, we can assume that 
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the sarcophagus was placed beside the spot below which the tomb was built, along 
the northern side of the passage to the naos and not far from the ruler portrait that, 
until recently, stood on the eastern end of the northern wall in the narthex. If it was 
indeed so, it seems entirely appropriate to ascribe the portrait to King Dragutin – 
even more so because a portrait of King Dragutin, as the restorer of the monastery, 
on the northern side of the eastern wall of the narthex would have been right next to 
the image of Simeon Nemanja, the monastery’s founder, on the northern end of the 
eastern wall. However, in this case, we must assume that, on the eastern end of the 
southern wall, next to the image of St. Sava and opposite the young ruler’s portrait, 
another departed member of the dynasty or one of its heavenly protectors was shown.

•
The later frescoes in the narthex of Djurdjevi Stupovi are so heavily damaged that 
their visual characteristics only offer grounds for a very broad dating – to the last 
quarter of the 13th century. Judging by their remains, they were executed by artists 
that held quite similar views to the painters of the parekklesion. Some authors have 
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hence proposed that both fresco ensembles were done by the same workshop.290 
However, besides the discussed technical details, there are some painterly differ-
ences that contradict such a conclusion. The color palette of the later frescoes in 
the narthex was cooler, their draftsmanship more summary and the painting mat-
ter drier. They seem to have been executed with a little less inspiration and skill. It 
is entirely possible that the same artists frescoed the ground floor of the two tow-
ers by the narthex, although this cannot be reliably determined. These spaces were 
decorated with wall paintings in the last decades of the 13th century, as attested by 
the stylistic and iconographic features of the foliated Calvary cross with the initials 
of Christ’s name painted in the lunette above the passage leading from the south-
ern tower to the narthex (fig. 128). It is possible that the fresco fragments in the 
room built subsequently between the vestibule and the tower on the southern side 
of the church belong to the same period, but they are so scarce that it is impossi-
ble to date them securely.
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Much better preserved than the 
katholikon paintings are the frescoes 
in the parekklesion created by 

restructuring the ground floor of the original 
monastery entrance tower during King Dragutin’s 
restoration.291 Therefore, almost all of their themes 
are known to us except for the paintings in the 
sanctuary, lost a long time ago together with the 
parekklesion apse, which was rebuilt as late as 
1926.292 Muir Mackenzie and Irby already found a 
tiny parekklesion without an apsidal conch, “open 
on two sides,” and slightly before them, in 1857, 
Hilferding described the chapel as the “entrance” 
to the monastery.293 Considering the shape and 
size of the apse and analogies with frescoes in 
parekklesia built along or next to Serbian 13th- 
and 14th-century churches,294 we can but assume 
that the Mother of God was shown in the semi-
hemisphere of the apse, almost certainly as a 
bust, and below her, the Divine Liturgy, possibly 
performed by four bishops. In the western part of 
the broad arch in front of the apse, two six-winged 
seraphim have survived – guardians of the holy of 
holies and the retinue of God Almighty (figs. 131–
133).295 These representations remind the viewer 
of the bodiless powers’ participation in the liturgy, 
which lifts the barrier between the earth and 
the heavens and concurrently takes place in the 
earthly and heavenly tabernacle.296 For instance, 
in the program of Studenica’s parekklesion of St. 
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Nicholas, painted a few decades before this one, seraphim and cherubim appear on 
the other side of the holy table, in the breadth of the wall of the apsidal window.297

Between the fields with the cherubim and the narrow ornamental band painted 
on the western side of the arch below the apse, there is a belt, approximately as 
wide as the ornamental band, which has no fresco plaster and runs all the way to 
the ground (fig. 133). Given that the field with the cherubim and the ornamen-
tal band have borders around them and that the inner edges of the plaster base 
of those borders are bent, stretching downward, it is obvious that, on the spot 
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of this belt with no frescoes once stood an architectural element that restricted 
or partially closed off access to the apse. It was built before the parekklesion was 
frescoed but was not constructionally dependent on the earlier walls of the ed-
ifice and thus eventually collapsed, just like the apse. In view of the chapel’s di-
mensions, unlike the katholikon, it could not have had a tribelon (a wall with 
three openings). In the parekklesion, access to the sanctuary could have been 
closed off by a single-opening wall between the naos and apse or, more likely, a 
masonry altar barrier topped by a slender arch. It is much less probable that an 
ordinary arch stood there instead because it would not have had an appropriate 
relation to the altar barrier. In that case, the barrier would have had to be po-
sitioned too close to the arch, just twenty or so centimeters to the west of the 
arch, directly below the cherubim. Whatever this architectural element might 
have been, the fact that it collapsed meant, like in the case of the apse, the loss 
of some paintings that might have been programmatically significant.

The symbolism of the themes of the frescoes in the upper zone of the east-
ern wall in the parekklesion is well-suited to the zone of approaching the sanc-
tuary (figs. 130, 134–136): in the middle is Christ’s acheiropoieton, the Holy 
Mandylion – 9s(ve)tQ0 UbrUsq5, I(sou)s(q) h(risto)s(q) – flanked by the busts of St. 
Joachim – 4s(ve)tQ iaykimq0 (sic!) – and St. Anna – 9s(ve)ta ayna (sic!). The im-
ages of Christ’s ancestors and the miracuolous imprint of his face on matter, on 
the cloth of a napkin, made without human involvement, bore testament to the 
reality of God’s incarnation as the root of the Eucharistic sacrifice performed 

  The wall paintings in King Dragutin’s parekklesion

175



  Djurdjevi Stupovi IN RAS

176



in the sanctuary. There are many examples in Byzantine and medieval Serbian 
art of the Virgin’s parents and the Mandylion shown wihout each other in the 
sanctuary or its vicinity. Alternatively, they could be represented together on 
the eastern wall around the apse or at the top of the arch in front of the shrine, 
more or less in the same arrangement as in the parekklesion at Djurdjevi Stupo-
vi (Hagioi Theodoroi near Kaphiona on Mani, 1263–1271; the Cretan Church 
of Saint George at Sklavopoula near Paleochora, 1290/1291; and the Transfigu-
ration Church in Zouridi, early 14th c., etc.).298 On the other side, as the coun-
terpart to the Mandylion on the eastern side of the church, the Holy Keramion 
(fig. 137) – <sveta ke>ramidi, <I(sou)s(q)> h(risto)s(q) – was also shown here but not 
on the same axis as the Holy Napkin. The artists painted it on the northern side 
of the parekklesion because this side, like the eastern, featured an arch whose 
top was a convenient place for an image in the shape of the Keramion (fig. 148). 
Thus, it was positioned among the busts of holy physicians, possibly as an allu-
sion to the healing powers of the acheiropoieta.299

Between the massive ribs of the chapel’s groin vault, elaborately decorated with 
ornamental bands, four scenes made up a unique cycle from the history of the 
Nemanjić dynasty (fig. 138). Unfortunately, none of those representations has 
preserved its accompanying inscription, which would have unequivocally iden-
tified their contents. The inference that these scenes indeed illustrated events 
from Serbian history is suggested, on the one hand, by the appearance of rulers’ 
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symbols that reflect the evolution of insignia used at the Nemanjić court, and, on 
the other, the tonsured heads of the featured bishops – a distinctive sign of Serbi-
an Orthodox clergy in the medieval period.300 Another highly suggestive feature 
is the emphasis on the secular and religious dignities of the main protagonists in 
some scenes, which correspond to the personages that had a decisive role in some 
changes on the Serbian throne. Thanks to the enthroned monarch on the first 
and two rulers in the last scenes, both of which have survived in a better state 
of repair than the others, it is possible to identify them as illustrations of specif-
ic events in Serbian medieval history and, consequently, understand the contents 
of the whole cycle.301 Properly interpreted and read, it reveals its creators’ talent 
for historicity. In fact, they tried to make these schematized visual accounts of 
past events as congruent as possible with the historical facts known to them and 
clearly strove to imbue the cycle with the authenticity of a convincing testimony.

The first in the chronological sequence of compositions is on the eastern seg-
ment of the vault (fig. 139). It shows the enthronement of Grand Župan Ste-
fan at the council held at the Church of Sts. Peter and Paul in Ras in 1196.302 
This can be unambiguously inferred from the iconography of the scene. In the 
foreground, three main participants in the event, illuminated by haloes, sit on 
high-back thrones. At the center is the newly enthroned ruler with brown mid-
length hair and beard, dressed in a dark purple tunic with peribrachia and epi-
manikia and, over it, a slightly lighter chlamys rimmed with a broad goldwork 
band and fastened with a circular fibula on the right side of the chest. These 
facial features and the ornate indeed correspond to the portraits of Stefan the 
First-Crowned in the entrance tower of Studenica, in the scene of the Trans-
lation of the Relics of St. Simeon in the southern parekklesion of the Virgin’s 
Church at Studenica and in the Mileševa narthex.303 Since the image is dam-
aged in its upper part, we cannot reliably ascertain what kind of headdress he 
wore, although it was obviously not a domed stemma. However, like the lat-
er Serbian rulers with a royal title in the following scenes, he holds an aka-
kia; the throne is covered by a white cloth with embroidery; he sits on a purple 
cushion, and his feet rest on a purple suppedaneum. To the left is a monk with 
graying hair, and to the right, a bishop in a phelonion, both slightly inclined 
toward him, all of which suggests that this can only be a depiction of the en-
thronement of the Serbian ruler in 1196. Therefore, the monk should be iden-
tified as St. Simeon Nemanja, who abdicated in favor of his son Stefan in Ras 
and immediately took the vows. To show that he had recently become a monk, 
the artist made his beard no longer than that of Stefan the First-Crowned. It is 
noticeably shorter and darker than Simeon’s beard in the bottommost zone of 
the parekklesion, where he is shown as an already revered and renowned monk 
(fig. 150). The church dignitary across from Nemanja must be Kalinik, Bishop 
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of Ras, mentioned in Stefan’s literary account of his own enthronement.304 Be-
hind the backrests of the three thrones, a few more council participants can be 
seen or made out in the background.

Given that the sequence of cycle scenes in medieval Serbian churches began in 
the east and ran from left to right, e.g., clockwise, the last composition on the 
vault of Dragutin’s parekklesion must be the one in the northern segment (figs. 
140, 153). Its content confirms this hypothesis. In the foreground, this scene 
again shows three persons sitting on high-back thrones. In the center, a frontal-
ly positioned youthful, almost beardless ruler wears a domed crown and a dark-
brown ruler’s sakkos with a loros and kontomanikion. To the left, another young 
ruler with an identical crown and ornate, holding, like the previously described 
monarch, an akakia in his right hand, sits on a throne with a white cloth strewn 
over it and rests his feet on a purple suppedaneum. Obviously, these are two 

  Djurdjevi Stupovi IN RAS

180

139
Enthronement of Grand 
Župan Stefan, eastern side 
of the parekklesion vault

140
Enthronement of King 
Milutin at Deževa, 
northern side of the 
parekklesion vault



rulers of almost the same rank. The subordinate status of the latter is suggested 
only by his place by the central monarch’s right shoulder and his posture – his 
head, upper body and left arm are gently turned toward him. All of these de-
tails suggest that this was a non-violent takeover of power between members of 
the dynasty from the same generation, after which the previous monarch kept 
his royal dignity. Therefore, there can be no doubt that the newly enthroned rul-
er in the center should be identified as King Uroš II Milutin, to whom his elder 
brother Stefan Dragutin, on the left side of the scene, ceded sovereign power in 
Serbia.305 This takeover took place in Deževa in 1282, after which King Dragutin 
retained his title and a part of the country’s territory. The enthronement of the 
new sovereign, in the presence of many secular dignitaries in the background, 
is consecrated by a tonsured hierarch on the right side of the scene. Given that 
he is dressed in a polystaurion, worn by the heads of the Serbian autocephalous 
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church in the 13th century, he should be identified as Archbishop Jevstatije I 
(1279–1286).

The remaining scenes of the cycle in the southern and western part of the vault 
are heavily damaged, but it is clear that, unlike those discussed above, they did 
not depict takeovers of power (figs. 141, 145, 158). The foregrounds of these two 
compositions also feature three enthroned persons but, in both scenes, the rul-
er is flanked by hierarchs, with no previous ruler ceding the throne to his heir. 
Hence these scenes must represent inaugurations of monarchs who either oust-
ed their predecessor from power or inherited the throne from a deceased king. 
Since they were positioned between Nemanja’s abdication in Ras and Dragutin’s 
in Deževa, both scenes must illustrate events that took place between 1196 and 
1282. In this timespan, however, as many as four Serbian kings were inauguarat-
ed, and all four came to power after coups or their predecessor’s death: Radoslav, 
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Vladislav, Uroš I, and Dragutin. We must, therefore, recall an important piece of 
information. Sequences of Nemanjić dynastic portraits included only the mon-
archs who were direct ancestors of the incumbent king and strictly followed the 
order in which they had ascended the throne. This was done to emphasize the 
legitimacy and inviolability of the succession rights of the main dynastic branch. 
Since such a sequence of Nemanjić portraits was, as we will see, also painted 
in the bottommost zone of Dragutin’s parekklesion, the same dynastic principle 
must have been implemented when designing the enthronement cycle in the 
vault.306 There is no doubt, therefore, that the scene in the southern segment 
commemorated the inauguration of Uroš I, while its counterpart in the western 
depicted the enthronement of his rebellious elder son Dragutin.307

In the zone below the groin vault of the parekklesion, an Old Testament scene 
and the busts of five holy physicians were painted. The arched surface in the 
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second zone of the southern wall, which catches the eye as one enters the chap-
el, is occupied by a condensed depiction of the Hospitality of Abraham, i.e., the 
Trinitarian God shown as three angels at a table, identified in the accompany-
ing inscription as 9s(ve)ta troica7 (figs. 141, 142). The Old Testament Abraham 
and his elderly wife Sarah were not included. In view of this omission and the 
inscription, it is clear that the creators of the thematic program did not want to 
literally depict this Biblical event but, drawing on its Christian interpretation, 
to emphasize the image of God, who already appeared to his beloved Abraham 
in three hypostases. The appearance of the angel in the middle was adapted to 
reflect the same intention. He bears iconographic elements characteristic of the 
second person of the Holy Trinity, Lord Jesus Christ, such as the cross-shaped 
halo, red chiton and blue himation. Unlike the other two angels, his hair is less 
wavy but long, falling down past his shoulders, and he seems to have held a 
rolled scroll in his damaged left hand.

The inscriptions by the busts of three holy physicians in medallions on the 
arched surface in the second zone of the western wall, now only partially visi-
ble, were once fully legible, as attested by old photographs. St. Kosmas – s(ve)tQ 
kozma – was shown on the left side of the field, St. Panteleimon – s(ve)tQ panqte-
leimonq – in the middle, and St. Damianos – s(ve)tQ damiy<nq> – on the right end. 
All three were depicted with their usual iconography, with scalpels and boxes for 
medical instruments and medicines in their hands (figs. 145, 146). The attrib-
ute of the medical profession also marks the representation of one of two holy 
physicians represented as busts on the northern side of the parekklesion, beside 
the big archway (fig. 148). The image of St. Cyrus – s(ve)tQ kir<q> – west of the 
entrance is quite worn, but a medical flacon with a spherical body and a long 
cylindrical neck, with a border running across its lower part, can still be seen. 
Such a vial was a common detail on Cyrus’s medieval depictions.308 On the op-
posite side, east of the arched entrance, his youthful companion and co-martyr, 
St. John – s(ve)tQ iwvanq0 – was shown with a cross in his right hand and his left 
hand raised to the chest in prayer (fig. 162). Although he made up a pair with 
Cyrus and was counted among holy physicians, he is dressed here, as usual, in a 
blue tunic with goldwork and a purple chlamys because he was a Roman officer 
who was martyred for the faith.309

The five holy physicians shown in the second zone are the most numerous group 
of saints in the parekklesion. Its ktetor, King Dragutin, must have held the anar-
gyroi in high regard because they are also very well represented in his most im-
portant foundation, the Church of St. Achilleos in Arilje, frescoed ten years lat-
er. In this much bigger edifice, as many as eight holy physicians were painted.310 
Such a fondness for healer saints was explained, quite rightly, it would seem, 
with Dragutin’s fall from a horse near the city of Jeleč. Having sustained a serious 
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injury to his leg that prevented him, at least temporarily, from going into bat-
tle, the king, as noted above, was forced to cede sovereign power in 1282 to his 
younger brother Milutin.311 He asked for their images to be painted in the little 
chapel to express his deep prayerful trust in their assistance, whereas the multi-
tude of their representations at Arilje probably reflected gratitude for his healing, 
which, as his and Milutin’s joint campaigns suggest, eventually came about.312

While images of holy physicians prevail in the second fresco zone, stylites are 
the most numerous among the pan-Christian saints in the bottommost zone.313 
Representations of the two Simeons, accompanied by inscriptions in a mix of 
Serbian and Greek, with some orthographic errors, were honored by a place 
on the eastern wall (fig. 130). St. Simeon described as the “Wonderworker” – 
0s(ve)ti0 simeon[q]0 o TaimatUrgos0 (sic!) – occupies the northern side and St. Sime-
on marked as “the Stylite” – 0s(ve)ti0 simeon[q] o stilitis0. – the southern (figs. 
130, 147). Since both of these saints called Simeon – the elder, celebrated on 1 
September, and the younger, commemorated on 24 May314 – were revered as 
both stylites and healers, we might ask which representation belongs to which 
saint. A reliable answer can be found thanks to a few images of the younger St. 
Simeon the Stylite described in the attendant inscription as the “Wonderwork-
er” (θαυματουργός), such as those in the churches of Christ Antiphonetes near 
the village of Kalograia and Panagia tou Araka in Lagoudera, Cyprus, or an icon 
from St. Catherine’s Monastery on Mt. Sinai with the Crucifixion surrounded by 
saints on the frame, all from the late 12th century.315 Opposite those images or in 
their vicinity, in all three cases, the elder St. Simeon the Stylite was painted and 
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variously described in the inscrip-
tions as Στυλίτης or Αρχιμανδρίτης 
or Ο της Μάνδρας,316 appropriate 
attributes for this saint that mark 
his representations in other mon-
uments, too. Hence there can be 
no doubt that the elder St. Sime-
on the Stylite was painted south of 
the entrance to the sanctuary in 
the parekklesion of Djurdjevi Stu-
povi and the younger St. Simeon 
the Stylite north of the entrance.317 
The latter was also known as Sime-
on “of the Wonderful Mountain” 
(Greek: ο Θαυμαστορείτης) be-
cause he undertook ascetic feats on 
the Wonderful Mountain (Greek: 
Θαυμαστό Όρος) near his native 
Antioch, so his images more com-
monly had an inscription with this 
attribute.318

Beside the two stylites next to the 
entrance to the parekklesion, on 
the northern side, no letters can 
be seen any more (fig. 148). How-
ever, relatively recent photographs 
reveal a remnant of the inscrip-
tion, again in a mix of Serbian and 

Greek (fig. 149), above the head of the pillar saint east of the entrance: s(ve)ti0 
alipios (sic!), securely identifying him as St. Alympios the Stylite, although he 
was shown with short brown hair, slightly younger than usual.319 The image of 
the saint on the western side is so tattered that only the narrow surface he was 
painted on, which matches those with representations of Alympios and the two 
Simeons, suggests that this was probably Daniel the Stylite. Such elongated ar-
chitectural elements in churches of the Orthodox world were one of the reasons 
for introducing images of hermits on high pillars into their painted programs, 
including the one in this parekklesion. However, at Djurdjevi Stupovi, a monas-
tery built on a craggy hilltop, whose katholikon had two tall tower-pillars, af-
ter which this religious edifice got its name, the cult of stylites must have been 
particularly revered. For instance, it is known that Archbishop Danilo II built a 
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parekklesion dedicated to St. Daniel the Stylite in the belltower of the Peć mon-
astery, acknowledging the symbolism and place of towers, i.e., “pillars,” in the 
sacral topography of sacral buildings.320 Therefore, it is entirely possible that the 
parekklesia on the ground level or possibly one of the upper floors of the two 
towers of the Djurdjevi Stupovi katholikon were dedicated to prominent pil-
lar saints. In addition, we should bear in mind that Dragutin’s parekklesion was 
created by partially remodeling a tower that once served as the entrance to the 
monastery. It is possible that this building, after it was remodeled and repur-
posed, retained the upper floors and served as a watchtower. Hence it seems, at 
least at first glance, that the “stylite” symbolism and architectural iconography of 
the two main church buildings in the monastery, i.e., the special veneration of 
pillar saints fostered in it, could at least partially explain the inclusion of as many 
as four stylites in the quite limited space in the chapel. Other, possibly equally 
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important reasons will be discussed below. Finally, it should be noted that rep-
resentations of pillar saints were indeed very well suited to the proportions of 
the surfaces on which they were painted in the parekklesion, but those surfaces 
were still broad enough to accommodate other types of images, too.

By far the largest and most prominent wall surfaces in the bottommost zone of 
the tiny parekklesion were used for painting remarkably elaborate series of dy-
nastic portraits. On the western end of the southern wall, in the center of this 
group of portraits, is Jesus Christ enthroned – I(sou)s(q) h(risto)s(q) – holding a 
Gospel in his left hand and blessing with his right. Members of the House of 
Nemanjić approach him in two prayerful processions, forming an integral com-
position like the wings of a diptych (figs. 150, 151). One was featured on the 
southern and the other on the western wall. All those portraits of the dynasty’s 
members once had informative inscriptions, now damaged or destroyed. Luck-
ily, they can be reconstructed owing to old photographs321 and transcriptions 
made by Alexander Hilferding in 1857.322 As for the surviving parts of the in-
scriptions, the readings of the learned Russian linguist seem correct except for 
an occasional detail or two. On the southern wall, St. Simeon Nemanja – s(ve)tQ 
simewnq neman<]> g(ospodi)nq v(q)s(y)hq <srqbq>skih(q) zeml<q> – leads the proces-
sion of former rulers dressed in monastic garb (fig. 150). He is followed by his 
son and successor Stefan the First-Crowned as monk Simon – <s(ve)tQ s>tefa<nq 
p>rqvov<yn>CanqnqI kraalq srqbsk<Q s>imonq mona<hq> – grandson Uroš I, with the 
monastic name Simeon – 9stefanq kraalq ouro[(q) simewnq monahq – and Uroš’s 
wife Jelena – 9Elyna velika kralica.

On the western wall, from the other side, Christ enthroned is approached by 
members of the Nemanjić dynasty dressed in rulers’ ornates of the highest rank 
(fig. 151). The first in line is the chapel’s ktetor, King Dragutin, shown slightly 
inclined and with a model of his foundation in his hands – 9stefanq kralq s(i)nq 
s(ve)tago i velikago kral] Uro[a i htit<orq s(ve)tago hrama sego> (fig. 119). Dragu-
tin’s wife, Queen Catherine (Catalina) from Hungary, walks behind her husband 
escorting their young son Vladislav in front of her. The now lost inscription with 
her name – katelina kralica dq{<i velika>go kral] Ugqrqsk<a>go s<tefana> – was 
above Vladislav’s head, as attested by the remnants of lines for letter alignment 
and old photographs (figs. 143, 151). The other, northern half of the western 
wall features the only two frontally positioned dynastic portraits in the parek-
klesion, unfortunately completely faded: the incumbent ruler of Serbia, King Mi-
lutin, and his wife. The king was shown in a hieratic position, holding a scepter 
and an akakia, the symbols of his sovereign power, in front of his chest. The in-
scription that accompanied his portrait – stefanq Ur<o[q> kralq s(i)nq s(ve)t<a>go 
i vel<ika>go kr<al] ouro[a> – is now completely worn, but old photographs from 
the 1920s show that it stood to the right of Milutin’s halo (fig. 144). This means 
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that the destroyed signature next to the portrait of his queen consort Jelena, 
also shown upright and frontally but with her hands prayerfully directed toward 
Christ’s image, was written along the very northern edge of the western wall. 
However, it was still visible and legible when Alexander Hilferding in 1857 and, 
most likely, Vladimir R. Petković in 1920 visited the monastery: Elyna kralica 
srqbqska.323

The creators of the thematic program in the parekklesion split the representa-
tions of mostly deceased monks, ex-rulers of the Nemanjić dynasty, and the por-
traits of their living lay descendants into two separate yet ideationally and icon-
ographically coherent lines. There were several reasons for this decision. Firstly, 
this allowed them to a avoid painting a lengthy, compositionally monotonous 
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procession of the dynasty’s members, whose number had grown in time. Also, 
such a large procession would have begun on one wall and continued on another 
in awkward continuity. By splitting the sequence into two segments, they could 
include the ktetor’s mother, Queen Jelena, and her two daughters-in-law without 
disrupting the comprehension of the patrilineal line of succession to the Serbi-
an throne. At the same time, this resolved the problem of having the ktetor and 
incumbent rulers, who would have been painted at the rear of a long line, too 
far from the image of the Lord as the ideational focal point of the entire icono-
graphic ensemble. Owing to this bipartite concept, the ktetor of the parekklesion 
could be shown beside Christ and directly opposite the progenitor of the dynasty 
and his intercessor (that is why the king holds a model of his foundation in his 
hands while St. Simeon offers an intercessory prayer at the front of the opposite 
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line). Reflecting the order in which they ascended the throne, King Dragutin is 
in front of his brother Milutin and his wife in the sequence of portraits on the 
western wall. However, he is accompanied by his heir and spouse, both shown 
in front of the incumbent ruler’s portrait, which could have created a problem 
for reading the hierarchy of dignities of the featured personages. Any confusion 
was avoided by showing King Milutin and partially his wife in frontal hieratic 
positions, distinguishing the ruling couple from other figures in the procession 
(fig. 151). The distinction was additionally highlighted by the conspicuous dis-
tance between the couple and the ktetor’s family and the positioning of the ac-
companying signatures. The inscriptions marking the images of King Dragutin 
and Queen Catherine were on the left, whereas the signatures for the portraits 
of King Milutin and his wife were on the right side of their haloes.

The division of the Nemanjić figures into two parallel lines gathered around the 
enthroned Christ, intimated in the peculiar donor composition on the south-
ern wall and on the southwestern pilaster at Gradac,324 appeared as a concept 
precisely here, in Dragutin’s parekklesion. Slightly later, it was employed again at 
Arilje, but in a distinctive form.325 Finally, the problem of the increasing num-
ber of members of the main dynastic line and the growing self-awareness of the 
saint-bearing dynasty, i.e., its trust in the intercession of its holy progenitor, gave 
rise to another novelty in the donor-genealogical image in Dragutin’s chapel: the 
Mother of God, previously routinely shown at the head of Nemanjić processions 
prayerfully approaching the Lord, was not included here.326

Since the northern wall of the parekklesion was cut out to make a large archway 
that served as the entrance, the frescoes in the breadth of this arch were giv-
en iconographic contents that usually graced the entrance zone of medieval Or-
thodox churches. At the top of the arch, Jesus Christ – I(sou)s(q) h(risto)s(q) – is 
shown as a bust, blessing with his outstretched hands all who enter the chapel 
(fig. 154). Visitors are greeted, seemingly also with a blessing, by the two princi-
pal apostles in the lower part of the archway. Both are half-turned to the outside, 
i.e., toward those entering the chapel. The figure of St. Peter is on the western 
side of the archway and St. Paul’s – s(ve)tQ pavlq – is on the eastern, with a vol-
ume of his epistles in his hand (fig. 155). The custom of representing these two 
apostles near the entrance to a church – the one on whose faith, firm as stone, 
the Lord founded his church and the one on whose teachings it was built – had 
been accepted in the Serbian milieu, as noted above, already at the time when 
the Djurdjevi Stupovi katholikon was painted. Later, from the frescoing of Žiča 
and through the 13th century, it did not leave its mark in Serbian art, probably 
because of the then-established practice of grouping the apostles together in the 
choirs of churches in Raška.327 Representing this apostolic pair beside the por-
tals experienced a revival in Serbia in the 14th century, during the restoration of 
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Žiča.328 Since St. Peter and St. Paul were painted at the entrance to the Djurdjevi 
Stupovi parekklesion considerably earlier, we must assume that such a decision 
was made to emulate the solution implemented in the katholikon, where they 
were shown on the sides of the archway leading into the naos. However, in the 
chapel, they swapped places, with St. Paul’s image on the left and St. Peter’s on 
the right side of the entrance.

There is no doubt that visitors had a chance to see some of the frescoes even be-
fore they passed through the mentioned archway. Describing the murals in Dra-
gutin’s chapel, Hilferding reported that “these paintings continued on the out-
er wall of the church.”329 Aleksandar Deroko confirmed his testimony in 1920, 
noting that the entire parekklesion was frescoed and that there were “wall paint-
ings even on the outside, on the sides facing the courtyard.”330 Unfortunately, the 
frescoes on this side of the chapel’s façades are now lost, and little can be said 
of their contents or date of creation.331

Modest traces of heavily worn paintings have survived only in the arched niche 
on the opposite, southern façade of the parekklesion. A bust of Jesus Christ was 
represented there on a purple background (figs. 156, 157). One can still make 
out the outlines of the upper torso beneath the folds of his himation and the 
head, illuminated by a halo with arms of a cross inscribed in it, the lines of the 
horizontal beam impressed in the plaster, to the right of the Savior’s head, and 
the better preserved upper beam decorated with pearls and jewels. Judging by 
the drawing and ornamentation of this upper beam, the cross in Christ’s halo is 
very different from the crosses inscribed in the nimbuses on the images of the 
Lord in the katholikon and parekklesion, and its diminutive decorations, above 
all, the jewels, and the way they were painted are most reminiscent of examples 
from the high 14th century. It could have been a replica of a much older repre-
sentation, which, insufficiently protected on the façade, had been exposed to the 
elements and decayed over time. That is even more probable because the niche 
is known to have existed even before the ground level of the tower was convert-
ed into a parekklesion. Therefore, it seems, especially since it was not above the 
entrance but on the opposite façade, out of sight of visitors of the parekklesion, 
that the bust in the niche did not represent the chapel’s patron. Its purpose was 
probably slightly different. Placed on a building that stood in front of the encir-
cling monastery walls and visible from afar due to its size and position, Christ’s 
bust, probably alongside an image of St. George, was part of the imagery on the 
exterior of Djurdjevi Stupovi, symbolically embodying and spiritually protect-
ing this monastic dwelling and, at the same time, watching over and sanctifying 
the surrounding landscape.
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No reliable evidence on the dedication of the unique parekklesion at Djurdjevi 
Stupovi has reached us. Therefore, the Holy Trinity shown as three angels in the 
Hospitality of Abraham, the only image with strictly religious contents among 
the surviving frescoes, is sometimes believed to represent the chapel’s patron.332 
Such an interpretation is not groundless. It is supported by the fact that the Hos-
pitality of Abraham or three angels seated at a table, taken out of this scene, was 
sometimes given a prominent place in the bottommost zone in some 13th cen-
tury churches dedicated to the Holy Trinity, such as the Sopoćani katholikon or 
a church near the town of Kranidi in Argolis.333 In the long history of Eastern 
Christianity, one can find unusual examples of parekklesia as hierarchically sec-
ond-rate churches that bore a dedication of the highest rank – to the Holy Trinity 

– in monastic centers whose katholika had patrons of lesser importance, merely 
saints that the Trinitarian God holds dear. A notable example is the parekklesion 
of the Holy Trinity (ca. 1100) in the Monastery of St. John Chrysostom at Kout-
sovendis in Cyprus (ca. 1090).334 However, caution is advised because this was 
a highly uncommon practice. In addition, the parekklesion at Koutsovendis is 
quite a large structure, not much smaller than the adjacent katholikon, and in its 
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elaborate program, a representation of the Descent of the Holy Spirit upon the 
Apostles – the image of the feastday of the Holy Trinity – holds pride of place in 
the dome. In contrast, the location in the monastery courtyard, dimensions, and 
architectural plan of the Djurdjevi Stupovi parekklesion are not anywhere near 
the position, size, and floorplan of the katholikon. Finally, the thematic program 
of the chapel, overwhelmingly dominated by themes from Serbian history, would 
have hardly suited the chapel’s dedication to the Holy Trinity.

Historical themes surmount and enfold the entire parekklesion to such an extent 
that the medieval Orthodox world includes no example of another church with 
a painted program in which dynastic themes so dominantly outnumber religious 
topics. Neither does earlier Serbian art offer comparable analogies for such a pro-
gram, although it heavily draws on earlier traditions. The unusual emphasis on 
historical images, achieved by placing them in the segments of the groin vault, 
does have a precedent in the frescoes of the room on the second floor of the Žiča 
entrance tower. At Žiča, however, the portraits of St. Simeon, Sava Nemanjić, Ste-
fan the First-Crowned and his sons were painted between the ribs of the groin 
vault.335 On the other hand, at Djurdjevi Stupovi, this spot features the already de-
scribed cycle, unique in its themes and iconography: a sequence of scenes show-
ing the enthronement of Stefan the First-Crowned and three subsequent rulers, 
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a sort of history of accession to the throne through the direct male line. On the 
other hand, sequences of dynastic portraits with pronounced genealogical under-
pinnings, whose iconography gradually developed in Serbian art throughout the 
13th century, were placed in the first zone. The growing interest of Serbian court-
ly and church circles in historical themes and the ktetor’s views and aspirations 
both contributed to such a distinctive and unusual program.

With this imagery, King Dragutin wanted, firstly, to immortalize the fact that he 
had abdicated in favor of his younger brother at Deževa, retaining the title of 
king and a share in power and, secondly, to promote his son Vladislav as a pos-
sible heir to the Serbian throne. Since the provisions of the Deževa agreement on 
the takeover of power are not fully known,336 whether and how the question of 
succession was resolved remains unclear. Given that neither Milutin’s nor Dra-
gutin’s sons bore the title of “Young King” or the matching insignia, including 
Vladislav in the parekklesion, it is highly likely that the matter had not been ful-
ly settled in 1282 and that the heir apparent had not been officially appointed in 
a religious ceremony of investiture.337 Hence, in the post-Deževa period, it was 
more important to King Dragutin to, in the subtle yet eloquent language of im-
agery, highlight the history of the dynasty and his place in it as, among other 
things, the status that legitimized his son’s future claims to the throne. The kte-
tor’s views, wishes and hopes also directly influenced the program in the parek-
klesion by including multiple images of healer saints, as mentioned above.

On account of the importance of dynastic themes and narratives on the histo-
ry of succession on the Serbian throne in the parekklesion, some scholars un-
derstood the image of the Holy Trinity above the Nemanjić portraits as an ideo-
logical-ceremonial supplement to the monarchical theme. They believed that it 
was a reminder of the protocolic duty of the ruler, as a precondition for assum-
ing the throne, to sign the Nicene Creed (profession of faith), which contains 
the Orthodox teaching on the Trinitarian God, thereby confirming his ortho-
doxy.338 This custom had been established at the Constantinopolitan court al-
ready in the early Byzantine period and was followed in the Palaiologan era,339 
and there are indications that it was also observed, in some form, in medieval 
Serbia.340 However, the Holy Trinity does not surmount the cycle of conciliar en-
thronements (it was painted below it) but the procession of monastic members 
of the Nemanjić family who abdicated and renounced earthly power for the sal-
vation of their souls. The Holy Trinity and the procession share the same archi-
tectural framework and are programmatically linked in the same way as the heal-
er saint images with the portraits of the incumbent rulers on the western walls. 
Therefore, the representation of the “Old Testament” Holy Trinity in Dragutin’s 
parekklesion does not seem to have been inspired by the protocol of ascending 
the throne. Notably, an iconographically identical image of the Trinitarian God 
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was painted directly above the 
dual portrait of the former Byz-
antine emperor John VI Kantak-
ouzenos (1347–1354), shown both 
as a ruler and monk Joasaph in a 
manuscript with his theological 
treatises, now in the Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France in Paris (Paris. 
Gr, 1242, fol. 123v).341 The reason 
for that is evident. Recognizing 
the “great God of the Christians” 
in the three humans-angels who 
visited Abraham, the ex-emper-
or based his anti-Islamic treatise, 
which begins with the mentioned 
miniature, on their promise that 
the offspring of the Old Testament 
patriarch and Sarah would bring 
blessings to all humankind. The 
purpose of the image of the “Old 
Testament” Holy Trinity in Dragu-
tin’s parekklesion is probably also 
to glorify God, who made a cove-
nant with Abraham and made him 
the forefather of the Chosen Peo-
ple, but here it does so in a mark-
edly different ideational context.

In the parekklesion, the represen-
tation of the tri-hypostatic God 
at the table in Abraham’s home 
is above the procession of mem-
bers of the saint-bearing dynasty, 
whose progenitor, St. Simeon, was 
celebrated as the New Abraham, 
i.e., the forebear of New Israel – the baptized Serbian people.342 Did not this im-
age, then, suggest that the God of the Nemanjić family was, in fact, Abraham’s 
God, the Pantokrator, who now elevates the Serbian saint-bearing dynasty as 
the new chosen family, the pious followers of the God-chosen lineage of Abra-
ham, the successors to the leaders of the ancient and now fallen Chosen Peo-
ple? Could not this parekklesion, with the striking dynastic underpinnings of its 
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fresco program, have been dedicated – like the chap-
els on the southwestern side of the katholika at Stu-
denica, Sopoćani, and Gradac343 – to the progenitor 
of this dynasty and the founder of Djurdjevi Stupovi, 
St. Simeon, shown interceding with Christ on behalf 
of his descendants? Do the prominence of his two 
namesakes at the entrance to the sanctuary and the 
multiple images of stylites in the bottommost zone 
of the chapel, saints whose cults provided models for 
celebrating St. Simeon of Serbia,344 support this pos-
sibility? Resolving all these dilemmas and secure-
ly identifying the patron saint of the parekklesion 
would have probably been possible had the frescoes 
on the masonry altar screen in the chapel and its 
façades facing the monastery courtyard survived.345

•
The insignia on the portraits of Dragutin and Milu-
tin, their posture, titles in the inscriptions and the 
last scene in the enthronement cycle on the parek-
klesion ceiling suggest that those portraits and, con-
sequently, the entire body of wall paintings in the 
parekklesion, were created after Uroš I’s younger son 
acquired the title of king and took supreme power 
in 1282. The age of Dragutin’s son and the name of 
Milutin’s wife could narrow down the latest point 
of the timespan in which they were painted. How-
ever, the name of Milutin’s spouse has been a mat-
ter of scholarly debate for decades.346 Since Hilferd-
ing’s reading of the queen’s name posed a problem 
in some reconstructions of the number and order 
of Milutin’s marriages and wives, it was questioned 
or rejected several times. Its accuracy was also con-
tested on account of its supposed orthographic ex-

clusivity, i.e., the appearance of the yat letter in the queen’s name,347 although the 
name of her mother-in-law and namesake, Dragutin and Milutin’s mother, in-
cludes this symbol in the same parekklesion.348 Her slightly unusual title– krali-
ca srqbqska – has a parallel in the same chapel, in the inscription beside the por-
trait of Stefan the First-Crowned, marked as kraalq srqbskQ. A comparison of all 
extant inscriptions in the parekklesion with Hilferding’s reading shows that the 
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Russian linguist made no major errors in their transcription, which was also 
the case in his copies of the signatures accompanying the portraits at the nearby 
Sopoćani monastery. Any departures are small and insignificant, mostly ortho-
graphic in nature. The inscriptions marking the portraits on the western wall of 
the Djurdjevi Stupovi were copied particularly accurately, and they include the 
representation of the Serbian queen. Hence it seems reasonable to trust Hilferd-
ing’s reading of the now lost inscription that accompanied her image, especially 
because he had no dilemmas when reading the name of Milutin’s wife. Finally, as 
noted above, a few decades later, Vladimir R. Petković also recorded the name 

“Jelena” next to the representation of Milutin’s wife in Dragutin’s parekklesion.349

In addition, other available historical information seems consistent with Hilfer-
ding’s (and Petković’s) reading of the inscription accompanying the portrait of 
the Serbian queen. The woman shown beside King Milutin was likely his first 
wife,350 whose name is not reported in other sources. The marriage, which bore 
a son, Stefan (later known as Stefan of Dečani, born ca. 1275), was conclud-
ed after 1271 and certainly before 1282 and dissolved shortly after Milutin as-
cended the throne. He then married the daughter of sebastokrator John Angelos, 
lord of Thessaly. However, Milutin suddenly dismissed his second wife, who is 
known not to have been called Jelena,351 and embarked on a short-lived, canon-
ically illegitimate marriage with Elizabeth, Queen Catherine’s sister. In the sum-
mer of 1284, he married for the fourth time, and the bride was Anna, daughter 
of the Bulgarian tsar George Terter I.352 Identifying the queen painted in Dragu-
tin’s parekklesion as the first wife of Stefan Uroš II Milutin would lead to a very 
precise date when the portraits and, by extension, all frescoes in the chapel were 
painted: in 1282 or 1283.

This timeline is not at odds with the age of Dragutin’s elder son Vladislav, shown 
as a young boy between his father and mother Catherine. Given that he appears 
as an actor in the political life of Hungary already in 1292 and that an agree-
ment on his marriage was made in 1293, Vladislav must have been born before 
1278, i.e., between 1275 and 1278,353 if not slightly earlier.354 That would have 
made him seven or eight years old in 1282–1283, which does match the age of 
the ktetor’s heir on his portrait in the chapel. The fact that Dragutin’s younger 
son Urošic does not feature in the portrait ensemble at Djurdjevi Stupovi per-
haps also supports this quite early date of its creation. Besides, on their imag-
es in the parekklesion (the donor composition and the painting of the Deževa 
takeover), Dragutin and Milutin have very sparse facial hair along the edges of 
their faces (figs. 152, 153), unlike in later portraits (Vatican icon, Arilje), where 
both brothers have thicker mustaches and increasingly long beards. Finally, the 
parekklesion was frescoed as part of the final works on the restoration of Djurd-
jevi Stupovi, begun while King Dragutin was still in power, which also supports 
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the conclusion that those wall paintings were created not long after the Deževa 
takeover in 1282.355

•
The frescoes in the tiny parekklesion at Djurdjevi Stupovi were painted by a gifted 
and well-educated artist, perhaps with the help of an assistant. With his extraor-
dinary sense of decorativeness and feeling for the totality of visual structure, he 
recognized the interior architecture of the edifice, with its multitude of deep pi-
lasters, blind arches and profiled ribs of the groin vault, as an almost ideal frame 
for his frescoes. Hence he emphasized and made it an important element of the 
visual concept, more dominant than the decorative framework in the katholikon, 
which could have inspired it. In doing this, he very creatively drew on solutions 
and esthetic practices for centuries fostered and developed in the Byzantine 
world. He consistently covered all the abovementioned narrow surfaces demar-
cating the wall surfaces with carefully painted, conspicuous bands with various 
ornaments, emphasizing the well-proportioned and rhythmic architectural shell 
of the central-floorplan chapel as the bearer of the compositional structure of its 
whole painted decorative system (figs. 138, 158–160). This considerably added 
to the legibility of the entire iconographic content. Cramped in the small space 
of the parekklesion, it could be divided into well-rounded formal and thematic 
segments arranged with a sense of classicist composition within an easily reada-
ble thematic ensemble. And otherwise, the artist shrewdly used the peculiarities 
of the chapel’s architecture. For instance, directly opposite the large archway, he 
painted the solemn prayerful procession of the most prominent members of the 
saint-bering dynasty before the enthroned Lord, surmounted by the Holy Trini-
ty seated at the table in Abraham’s home. Through this archway on the northern 
wall, the only source of daylight in the room, rays of light pour in and bounce 
off those images, the first to meet the eye when a visitor enters, bringing their 
colors to life and additionally highlighting them.

The painter of the parekklesion strayed from the parameters imposed by the ar-
chitectural backdrop rarely and solely when he had to and then only in details. 
Since the blind arches, resting on simple capitals, begin at a height smaller than 
needed to accommodate standing figures, he chose not to place the border be-
tween the first and second fresco zones at the level of the capitals, which would 
have reflected the architectural framework, and instead raised it considerably 
higher. This reduced the arched surface on which the Holy Trinity and the me-
dallions with the holy physicians were set but made the first zone tall enough 
to accommodate the Nemanjić portraits (figs. 145, 158). Also, the artist covered 
the capitals and the spiked consoles of the groin vault ribs with a neutral black 
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hue to tone down the riot of colors and push back the secondary architectur-
al elements that burdened the decorative system and disturbed the clarity of its 
structure (figs. 158–160).

Although he based his art on the conceptional frames, solutions and methods 
of 13th-century Byzantine monumental painting,356 the painter of King Dragu-
tin’s parekklesion showed remarkable skill in positioning his compositions and 
figures to fit the small wall surfaces fragmented by the architectural framework. 
His enthusiastic embracing and emphasizing of this framework was also a result 
of this. In some images, such as the Holy Trinity, one can see the artist’s affinity 
for small-format paintings and his ability to imbue them with a glimmering vi-
vacity of movement and charming expressions (figs. 129, 142). In this, his work 
matches the stylistic trends in the art of the last quarter of the 13th century, al-
ready intimated in the Sopoćani narthex and at Gradac.357 Another feature that 
overlaps with those trends is that, unlike the great artists of the previous peri-
od, he tended not to overemphasize the volume of his figures, although he clear-
ly defined and gave it firmness (fig. 161). Even though he competently used col-
oristic modeling, i.e., the contrast between warm and cool colors, to create an 
illusion of rounded shapes on bare body parts (Holy Trinity, Sts. Joachim and 
Anna), tonal modeling is the prevalent means of achieving volume in most im-
ages in the parekklesion (Keramion, St. John, Mandylion, and others). This mod-
eling method became dominant in the art of the last quarter of the century.358 
And yet, his works are very far from the expressive mannerism that pervades 
the fifteen years younger fresco ensemble at St. Achilleos in Arilje, with its upset 
balance, exaggerated movements, strong and almost baroque contrasts of light 
and shadow, and departures from classicist canons and ideals of beauty.359 The 
painter of Dragutin’s parekklesion aspired to achieve a perfect yet not lifeless bal-
ance in his compositions and a classicist sophistication of form (figs. 161–163). 
He succeeded in this because he had at least second-hand knowledge of the ar-
tistic solutions of classical antiquity, understood them and, as a fine draftsman 
and gifted painter, creatively built them into his works.

He also had a refined feeling for colors and sought balance in his compositions 
by carefully weighing the ratio of warm and cool hues, which usually alternate 
in his paintings, with the dominant combinations being dark-blues and light-
ochers, as well as olive-greens and light-purples. This coloristic refinement goes 
hand in hand with the beauty of the painted matter, taut and vibrant, imbued 
with a cheerful light that, on the most prominent points, transforms into glim-
mers suggested by lazure coats of white paint. They give the modeling addition-
al convincingness and vivacity. In terms of his artistic views and achievements, 
the painter of King Dragutin’s parekklesion is the closest to the artist who fres-
coed most of the chapel dedicated to St. Simeon at Sopoćani.360 Both were guided 
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by the same ideal of beauty embodied in a certain typology of saintly faces and 
a similar coloristic sense, but the Sopoćani artist was more inclined to employ 
monumental forms and more influenced by the chief painter of the naos at the 
foundation of Dragutin’s father. The inscriptions accompanying their figures and 
other representations in the southern parekklesion beside the Sopoćani narthex 
were written in the Serbian language, with few orthographic errors, which might 
have been a result of the involvement of a native speaker in their execution. On 
the other hand, major mistakes and a few Grecisms in the inscriptions at Dra-
gutin’s parekklesion suggest that they were written by the hand of a Greek art-
ist, apparently quite at home in the Serbian milieu.361 Entrusting him to fresco 
his parekklesion, King Dragutin gave Djurdjevi Stupovi an artistic work worthy 
of the ktetorial achievements of his great-grandfather, the monastery’s founder 
St. Simeon Nemanja.
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