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Abstract: This article examines the Church of the Virgin of the Black
Mount (Mateic) as a paradigmatic monument of Tsar Stefan Dusan’s program-
matic Byzantinism in the mid-14th century. Perched on a commanding hilltop
in the Skopska Crna Gora massif, Matei¢ is analyzed as an imperial project
that consciously appropriates and transforms established Byzantine and Serbian
architectural models. Through detailed comparison with foundations such as
Saint George church at Staro Nagori¢ino and Saint Nicetas near Cuger, the
study demonstrates how MateiC reinterprets the cross-in-square plan, bipartite
construction techniques, and ornamental strategies to articulate DuSan’s impe-
rial ambitions. The paper further explores the church’s complex iconographic
program, revealing its role as a commemorative and triumphal monument that
celebrates Dusan’s victories and dynastic legitimacy. By situating Matei¢ with-
in the broader context of the Nemanji¢ dynasty’s cultural politics, the study un-
derscores its significance as a testament to the dynamic negotiation of tradition
and innovation in late medieval Serbian architecture.

Keywords: Church of the Virgin of the Black Mount, Matei¢ monastery,
Tsar DuSan, Staro Nagori¢ino, Nemanji¢ dynasty, Serbian medieval architec-
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Introduction

Majestically perched on one of the eastern ridges of the Skopska Crna
Gora massif, the Monastery of the Virgin of the Black Mount—commonly
referred to in modern historiography as Matei¢ (Matej¢e)—occupies a site of
both strategic and symbolic significance (fig. 1). Its elevated position not only
dominates the surrounding landscape but also affirms its role as a spiritual and
ceremonial focal point. Initially founded during the reign of Isaac Komnenos
(r. 1057-1059),! the monastery experienced substantial restoration and artis-
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Fig. 1. The Church of the Virgin of the Black Mount (Matei¢), southeast view of the church
(© Jasmina S. Ciri¢)

Ca. 1. Lipkea boroponuue nproropcke (Mareny), jyrouctounu usnen upkse (© Jacmuna
C. hupnh)

tic revitalization in the 14th century under the patronage of the Serbian Tzar
Stefan DusSan (born 1308—died Dec. 20, 1355), King of Serbia (1331-46) and
emperor of the Serbs and Greeks (1346-55) fig.2). These historical layers ren-
der the site a rare testament to the entangled cultural and political dynamics of
Byzantine and medieval Serbian traditions.2
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1 K. Jire¢ek, Staat und Gesellschaft im mittelalterlichen Serbien: Studien zur Kul-
turgeschichte des 13.—15. T. III, Wien 1914, 4; V.Markovié¢, Pravosliavno monastvo i manas-
tiri u srednjovekovnoj Srbiji, Sremski Karlovei 1920, 18-19.

2 N. L. Okunev, “Grada za istoriju srpske umetnosti. 2. Crkva Svete Bogorodice
— Matei¢”, Glasnik Skopskog naucnog drustva VII-VIII (1930), no. 7-8, 89-113; K. Bala-
banov, A. Nikolovski D. Cornakov, Spomenici na kulturata na Makedonija. Skopje 1980,
82-83; E. Dimitrova, Manastir Matejce. Skopje 2002, 39—43; Eadem, “On the New Dating
of the Fresco Ensemble of the Church of the Holy Virgin in Matejée”, Balcanoslavica 30/31
(2002), 95-100.
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Its elaborate fresco program and
architectural context evoke not only
the local monastic tradition but also
a broader worldview that transcends
territorial boundaries. The existence
of an earlier architectural structure
dedicated to the Virgin on this site is
confirmed by King Milutin’s charter
from 1300, issued for the Monastery
of St. George the Gorgos.3 The mod-
ern name Matei¢, now commonly
used in scholarship, originally re-
ferred to the village at the Mount’s
base, with proposed etymologies
ranging from mati (“Mother”) to the
diminutive Matthew.# Nevertheless,
historical sources consistently identi-
fy the site as the Church of the Virgin
of the Black Mount—from Gerasim’s
inscription in 1409 to the colophons
penned by the scribe Vladislav in
1473, 1479, and 1480/81, and finally
in Archbishop Gabriel’s visitation ac-
count around 1650. These records at- Fig. 2. Tsar Stefan Dusan, fresco on the south

FCSt to the monaStery S, SHStalne,d vital- wall of Mateig, east of the southern entrance
ity and scribal production well into the (© Jasmina S. Ciri¢)

Ottoman period.>
L. . . Cun. 2. Lap Credan [yman, Gppecka Ha
Despite its commanding hilltop JyKHOM 3uIy Marernda, HCTOIHO Of jyKHOT

location and prominent architectural ynaza (© Jacmuna C. Rupuh)
massing—features traditionally asso-

ciated with commemorative and triumphal functions in the Orthodox medieval
world—the site has rarely received sustained scholarly attention for its sym-
bolic or ideological dimensions.® Much of the existing scholarship has focused

3 Zbornik srednjovekovnih Cirilickih povelja i pisama Srbije, Bosne i Dubrovnika.
Knjiga I, 1186-1321 [Collection of Medieval Cyrillic Charters and Letters of Serbia, Bosnia,
and Dubrovnik. Volume I, 1186-1321.], ed. Vladimir Mogin, Sima Cirkovi¢, and Dusan Sin-
dik, Beograd 2011), 321 (64), no. 92.

4 N. L. Okuneyv, ,,Grada”, 89, n.1; V. Petkovié¢, Pregled crkvenih spomenika kroz
povesnicu srpskog naroda, Beograd 1950, 428, n. 2470; M. Jakimovska Tosi¢, “Pogled vrz
istoriskoto minato na manastirot ‘Sv. Bogorodica’ — Matejce [A View of the Historical Past
of the Monastery of ‘Holy Virgin’ — Matejce],” Roots 5 (2003), 649—669.

5 SSZN 1, 68, no. 216; SSZN 1, 107, no. 335; SSZN 3, 146, no. 5572; SSZN 3, 147,
no. 5575; SSZN 1, 378, no. 1515.

6 A. Serafimova, Macedonian Cultural Heritage, Skopje 2009, 60—63.
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Fig. 3. Comparative
view of King
Milutin’s endow-
ment (Church of

St. George, Staro
Nagori¢ino) and the
Church of the Virgin
of the Black Mount
(Mateic) (© Jasmina
S. Ciri¢)

Cn. 3.
Komnaparusau
H3IJIe] 381y KOMHE
Kpajba MuiytuHa
(upxBa Cs.

Bopha y Crapom
Haropuunny) u
upkse boropoauue
LPHOTOPCKE
(Mareunu) (O
Jacmuna C. hupuh)

on typological analysis or on debates regarding the extent of Empress Helena’s
patronage, often overlooking the church’s deliberate articulation of imperial
ideology.”

This article seeks to address that gap by reinterpreting Matei¢ as a pro-
grammatic monument of Tsar Dusan’s “Byzantinism.” By examining its archi-
tectural composition, construction techniques, ornamental program, and com-
parative models—especially Staro Nagori¢ino and Saint Nicetas near Cuter—it
argues that MateiC represents not merely dynastic homage but the act of ideo-
logical appropriation and innovation (fig.3). The analysis further explores the
monument’s iconographic program, situating it within the broader context of
Dusan’s claims to Byzantine imperial legitimacy and the Orthodox Triumph of
Orthodoxy. Through this approach, the article seeks to illuminate Matei¢’s role
as a testament to the dynamic negotiation of tradition and originality that char-
acterized mid-14th-century Serbian ecclesiastical architecture.

What is particularly striking—and rarely addressed in scholarship—is the
deliberate and elevated placement of the church on a commanding hilltop (fig.
4), a location that conveys both spiritual authority and political statement. In
the context of Byzantine and medieval Serbian architecture, such topographi-

7 A. Deroko, “Matejc¢a”, Starinar8—9, 1933—1934 (1934), 84-89; E. HadZitrifonos,
“Pristup tipologiji petokupolnih crkava u vizantijskoj arhitekturi [Approches de la typologie
des églises a cinq coupoles dans ’architecture byzantine]”. Saopstenja 22—23, 1990-1991
(1991), 49, 57, 59, 67, 68, 74; V. Koraé, M. Suput, Arhitektura vizantijskog sveta [The Archi-
tecture of the Byzantine World], Beograd 1998, 342-344, figs. 486-487; V. Kora¢, Spomenici
monumentalne srpske arhitekture X1V veka u Povardarju, Beograd 2003, 212-242.
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Fig. 4. General view of the moun-
tainous terrain surrounding the
Church of the Virgin of the Black
Mount (Matei¢) (Purde Boskovic,
Legacy of burde Boskovic,
Archaeological Institute, Belgrade)

Ci1. 4. Onuty u3riel IIaHUHCKOT
TepeHa KOjU OKPYKyje LPKBY
Boropoauie upaoropcke (Mateny)
(byphe bomkosuh, Jlerar Bypha
BomkoBuha, Apxeonomiku
HHCTHTYT, Beorpan)

cal prominence often signals commemorative or triumphal intent, evoking the
visual strategies used in imperial Constantinopolitan foundations. Despite its
visual dominance in the landscape, Mateic’s position has received limited criti-
cal attention in art-historical literature, a gap this study seeks to address.8

Political and Ideological Context

The Church of the Virgin of the Black Mount must be understood within
the broader ideological and dynastic ambitions of Tsar Stefan DuSan’s reign.
Far from being a private devotional foundation or a mere expression of local
piety, Matei¢ functioned as a deliberate monument of imperial self-fashioning.
Dusan’s elevation from king to emperor in 1346 marked a decisive claim to
Byzantine political and spiritual authority—a claim that demanded architectural
expression commensurate with his new status. In this context, church became
not only a religious act but a crucial medium for projecting dynastic legitimacy.9

8 Although now administratively located in the Lipkovo Municipality near Kuma-
novo, the Church of the Virgin of the Black Mountain occupies a historically charged hilltop,
echoing the Christian tradition of situating sacred foundations on elevated ground. From
Mount Sinai to Mount Tabor, such topographies have consistently been sites of divine ma-
nifestation, spiritual vision, and theological revelation. The Old Testament is replete with
references to mountains as loci of God’s presence—Mount Horeb (Exodus 3:1; 4:27), Mount
Moriah (Genesis 22:14), and the eschatological ‘mountain of the Lord’s house’ (Isaiah 2:2-3;
Micah 4:1-2). These elevated settings not only signify access to the divine but often serve as
idealized templates for Christian sacred geography. The location of Matei¢, dominating its
surroundings from a commanding height, therefore participates in this wider symbolic fra-
mework of sanctified elevation. A. Lidov,“New Jerusalems: Transferring of the Holy Land as
Generative Matrix of Christian Culture.” In New Jerusalems: Hierotopy and Iconography of
Sacred Spaces, ed. Alexei Lidov. Moscow 2009, 8-10; J. S. Ciri¢,“Medieval Architecture in
Ohrid and Paradigms of Creation of the Sacred Spaces: A Few Observations.” In Canakka-
le Onsekiz Mart Universitesi Balkan ve Ege Uygulama ve Arastirma Merkezi Uluslararas
Balkan Tarihi ve Kiiltiirii Sempozyumu 6—8 Ekim 2016, Canakkale Bildiriler Cilt I, ed. Askin
Koyuncu. Canakkale 2017, 319-329.

9 V. Kora¢, “Matei¢. Crkva Uspenja Bogorodice”, Spomenici monumentalne srpske
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Much of the earlier scholarship
on Matei¢ has tended to emphasize
the figure of Empress Helena (fig. 5),
interpreting the church as a personal
foundation or even a mausoleum.!0
Although widely circulated, the theo-
ry that the church at Mateic served as
Empress Helena’s mausoleum lacks
solid evidentiary arguments.!1

The earliest mention of a tomb-
stone near the donor portraits—alleg-
edly dating to 1873—derives from a
questionable source, while an 1892
report misidentifies a later-added and
subsequently demolished chapel with-
in the altar space as a burial chamber. 12
These tenuous claims have nonethe-
less influenced later interpretations,
including a monograph which asserts
Helena’s mausoleum function—a

Fig. 5. Fresco of Empress Helena and her son
Uro$ holding a model of the church, eastern
section of the south wall (© Jasmina S. Ciri¢)

Cn. 5. LHapuua Jenena n Minaam Kpajb Ypor

view that has been met with critical

resistance in scholarly reviews.13
Much of the confusion stems

from divergent readings of the donor

JIPKE MOJIEI IIPKBE, UCTOYHH JICO jy>KHOT

portraits: the depiction of Empress
3una (© Jacmuna C. Rupnh)

Helena and her son Uro§ holding a
model of the church seems to have in-
spired Patriarch Paisius, writing in 1641, to conclude in his Vita of Tsar Uros
that they completed a foundation originally initiated by Tsar Dusan.14 In con-

arhitekture XIV veka u Povardarju, Beograd 2003, 212; E. Dimitrova, Manastir Matejce,
Skopje 2002, 1-74, about the architecture of the church esp. 39-74; V. Koraé, “Smisao
gradenja po uzoru. Primeri u srpskoj arhitekturi XIV veka”, Zbornik radova Vizantoloskog
instituta XLI (2004), 208-209.

10 E. Dimitrova, “On the New Dating”, 95-100.

11 L. Vinulovi¢, “The Painted Program of the Matei¢ Monastery and the Ktetorship
of Empress Jelena Nemanji¢ Asen as the Path to the Salvation of the Soul.” Bulgaria Me-
diaevalis 12 (2021), 141-164; T. Leber, Stifterinnen und ihre Stiftungen auf dem Balkan des
Spdtmittelalters. Wiesbaden 2023, 250-267; S. Smol¢i¢-Makuljevi¢, “Female Donation and
Representation in Serbian Medieval Visual Culture: Queen and Empress Jelena (c. 1330—
1376).” Etudes balkaniques 3 (2023), 599-628.

12 P. Sreckovi¢, “Grob carice Jelene” [The Tomb of Empress Helena]. Brastvo 2
(1888), 130, 132; J. Hadzi-Vasiljevi¢ J. Juzna Stara Srbija [Southern Old Serbia], Beograd
1909, 452.

13 E. Dimitrova, Manastir Matejce, 267-271; M. Radujko, “Elizabeta Dimitrova,
Manastir Matejce [Matejée Monastery], Skopje 2006 (review), Zograf 29 —2002/3 (2003),
234-235.

14 Patrijarh Pajsije,“Zitije svetog cara Urosa” [The Life of Saint Tsar Uros]., Sabrani
spisi, ed. Tomislav Jovanovi¢, Beograd 1993, 92.
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Fig. 6. General
view of the
church exte-
rior, seen from
the southwest
(© Mihajlo
DZzamtovski)

Ca. 6. Ommuru
u3res
eKcTepujepa
LPKBE ca
jyrozamasHe
ctpane (©
Muxajno
[JlamTOBCKHM)

trast, earlier sources such as the 16th-century Karlovac genealogy!5 and the
Brankovi¢ Chronicle (ca. 1620) attribute the church’s construction solely to
Helena.16

Such readings typically highlight selected iconographic details or specu-
lative genealogical schemes, often underestimating Dusan’s role as the primary
patron and ideological author of the monument.!7 By contrast, a close exami-
nation of the church’s architectural scale, commanding siting, and triumphal
decorative program suggests a far more public, political function.18

The monumental scale and elevated position of the Matei¢ church res-
onate with the triumphal tone of Stefan Dusan’s reign. As a young co-ruler,
Stefan DuSan gained prestige by leading troops in the pivotal Battle of Velbuzd
(1330), a victory that reshaped regional power dynamics. Following his proc-
lamation as Emperor in 1346, DuSan launched a series of military campaigns
extending Serbian rule deep into Byzantine territory, including Skopje, Serres,
and parts of Thessaly and Epirus. These conquests, culminating in his imperial
coronation, suggest a deliberate strategy of territorial and ideological expan-

15 Lj. Stojanovi¢, ed. Stari srpski rodoslovi i letopisi [Old Serbian Genealogies and
Chronicles], Sremski Karlovei 1927, 36, no. 23.

16 R. Novakovi¢, Brankovicev letopis [The Chronicle of Brankovié], Beograd 1960, 46.

17 S. Korunovski, E. Dimitrova, Macedonia. L arte medievale dal IX al XV secolo.
Milano 2006, 130-134, 185-190.

18§, Curti¢, “Articulation of Church Facades during the First Half of the Fourteenth
Century: A Study in the Relationship of Byzantine and Serbian Architecture”, in Vizantijska
umetnost pocetkom XIV veka, S. Petkovi¢, Beograd 1978, 23; J. S. Ciri¢, “Mateié Monastery:
a Place of Cultural Memory in Urgent Need of Conservation”, in Nis i Vizantija XXI: Dani
Sv. cara Konstantina i carice Jelene. Dvadeset prvi medunarodni naucni skup, Nis, 3-5. jun
2022, ed. Misa Rakocija (Nis: NKC Nis, 2023), 305-322.
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Fig. 7. Triumphal arch,
Mateic¢ (© Jasmina S.
Ciri¢)

Ca. 7. Tpujymdannu ayk,
- Marenu (© Jacmuna C.

~ hupuh)

sion aimed at Constantinople itself. Within this framework, the architectural
and iconographic program of Matei¢—with its five domes, elevated site (fig. 6),
and imagery of holy warriors—can be read as both a celebration of victory and
a visual assertion of divine sanction for imperial ambition.19

19 The principal challenges stem from misinterpretations of the building fabric and
site, as well as from a persistent absence of comprehensive documentation. In light of re-
cent scholarship emphasizing the monumental character and symbolic associations of this
church—particularly its imperial and triumphal undertones—it is difficult to disregard the
role of the Tsar as one of its principal ktetors. Furthermore, the importance of visual records
should not be underestimated, especially since early photographs from 1914, as well as those
from 1925 and 1938 from National Museum in Belgrade, have remained largely overlooked
in academic literature. G. Ostrogorski, Istorija Vizantije, Beograd 2000, 471; Danilo Drugi,
Zivoti kraljeva i arhiepiskopa srpskih, ed. Gordon Mak Danijel, Damnjan Petrovié, Beograd
1989, 44; B. Ferjancic, S. Cirkovié, Stefan Dusan kralj i car (1336—1355), Beograd 2005,
40—41; D. Preradovi¢, U ime nauke i domovine. Istrazivanja srednjovekovnih spomenika pod
okriljem Narodnog muzeja Srbije i njihovi rezultati (1906—1940) [In the Name of Science
and the Homeland. Research of Medieval Monuments under the Auspices of the National
Museum of Serbia and Their Results (1906—1940)], Beograd 2023, 86, 229, 231, 245. Fort
triumphal context of Matei¢ see J. S. Ciri¢, B. Cvetkovi¢, “Empress Helena in Athos, Matei¢,
and Serres: from Shared Power to Personal Reign,” in Women and Power in the Late Me-
dieval and Early Modern Southeast and Central Europe (1300-1600), ed. Melina Rokai,
Budapest 2025), 75 —-114.
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Fig. 8. General view from the east side: the apse and upper structure of the church (©
Jasmina S. Ciri¢)

Ca. 8. Onmty u3rien IpKBe ca HCTOYHE CTpaHe: alcuaa U ropmba CTpyKTypa npkse (©
Jacmuna C. hupuh)
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Fig. 9. Church of St. George, Staro Nagori¢ino (© Mihajlo Dzamtovski)
Ca. 9. Lipkea Cs. HBopha, Crapo Haropuunno (© Muxajno [lamToBCcKn)
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Although the dedication of the Matei¢ church to the Virgin places it with-
in a familiar theological and iconographic framework, the triumphal aspects of
its architecture and decoration remain surprisingly underexamined in the schol-
arly literature. In particular, the historical context in which the church was most
likely initiated—shortly after 1345—coincides with the renewed Byzantine cel-
ebration of the Triumph of Orthodoxy, marking the 500th anniversary of the
restoration of icon veneration in 843. This major liturgical and ideological feast,
commemorated each year on the first Sunday of Lent, celebrated the Orthodox
Church’s victory over heresy and reaffirmed its unity under legitimate impe-
rial authority. Within this context, the visual program of the Matei¢ monastery
acquires new ideological significance. The repeated use of triumphal arches,
both on the fagades and in the interior articulation—especially the monumental
trivelon (fig. 7) separating the western and central bays—suggests more than
architectural ambition.20 When considered together with the extensive cycle
of the Akathistos Hymn in the narthex, these features point toward a deliberate
conceptual framework aligned with triumphal theology. The pairing of devotion
to the Virgin Mary and triumphal rhetoric was especially potent in Byzantine
ceremonial and theological discourse, and it is striking that this dimension has
largely been overlooked in previous interpretations of Mateic.

Architectural Analysis

1. Materials and Construction Techniques

The Church of the Virgin of the Black Mount at Matei¢ exemplifies a
bipartite construction technique characteristic of late Byzantine and Serbian
ecclesiastical architecture (fig. 8). The lower portions of the structure are com-
posed of well-dressed stone masonry, conveying a sense of permanence, solid-
ity, and continuity with older local building traditions. By contrast, the upper
sections employ elaborately patterned brickwork, creating a striking visual dif-
ferentiation that emphasizes lightness and decorative complexity.2!

This combination of stone and brickwork is directly comparable to the
construction of King Milutin’s endowments, especially Staro Nagori¢ino (fig.

20 V. Kora¢, Spomenici, 219, 239, 247; J. S. Ciri¢, “Cetiri srpske srednjovekovne
crkve u okolini Skoplja: arhitektura i problemi oCuvanja kulturnog nasleda”, Glasnik:
Sluzbeni list Srpske Pravoslavne Crkve C, br. 6, (2020), 309-316. Moreover, the inclusion of
historical figures such as Theoktistus—an ardent iconophile and patron of Constantine-Cy-
ril—in the genealogical fresco cycle further reinforces the ideological program of the church.
The presence of such a figure is not merely genealogical ornamentation but a theological-
political statement, aligning Tsar Dusan’s imperial vision with the defense and propagation
of Orthodoxy. In this light, the architectural and iconographic choices made at Matei¢ ap-
pear not only as emulation of Constantinopolitan models, but as a localized enactment of a
broader Orthodox triumphalism. This interpretative gap—namely, the failure to connect the
triumphal character of the architecture and program with the broader commemoration of the
Triumph of Orthodoxy—is addressed more fully in recent research by Ciri¢ and Cvetkovié,
who argue that Matei¢ should be understood as a visual manifesto of Orthodoxy’s victorious
identity during Dusan’s reign. Cf. J. S. Ciri¢, B. Cvetkovi¢, “Empress Helena”, 100 — 102.

21 V.Kora¢, M. Suput, Arhitektura, 342-344, fig. 486—487; V. Kora¢, Spomenici,
212-242.
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9).22 Yet while both churches share this bipartite division, the execution at
Matei¢ demonstrates a heightened ornamental ambition. The upper brick zones
at Matei¢ are more densely articulated, featuring intricate patterns and deco-
rative frames around windows and cornices. This elaboration suggests an in-
tentional shift toward a more visually commanding and ideologically charged
architectural language—one that proclaims Tsar DuSan’s desire to surpass the
aesthetic restraint of Milutin’s reign and signal his own imperial creativity.23

Moreover, the use of stone in the lower portions at Matei¢ is not merely
structural but symbolic: it evokes continuity with earlier architectural phases,
appropriating an older tradition to stress monumentality on DuSan’s new ar-
chitectural program. It is noteworthy that this monumentality was mentioned
by Aleksandar Deroko; however, it appears to have been largely overlooked in
scholarly literature in the decades that followed. In the conclusion of his text,
Deroko noted: “The church building of the Mateic¢ Monastery ranks, in terms of
its dimensions, among the largest of our old monuments, but this alone does not
constitute its full value. What places ‘Mateic’ among the most significant monu-
ments is its monumentality. This monumentality stems from the fact that the
exterior appears imposing, with large, calm, and heavy masses lacking slender-
ness, ornamentation, and vividness — while the interior volume of the church
space is spacious, clear, and well lit. These qualities are not shared by many of
our old monuments .24

2. Plan and Dome Structure

The architectural plan of Matei¢ adheres to the five domed cross-in-square
model (fig. 10), one of the most canonical forms in Byzantine ecclesiastical de-
sign.25 This plan features a central domed bay supported by four robust piers,
creating a spatial arrangement that not only satisfies liturgical requirements but
also embodies cosmological symbolism: the dome as the vault of heaven, the
cross-arms marking the four cardinal directions. In adopting this plan, Matei¢
aligns itself with a centuries-old Byzantine tradition while simultaneously as-
serting dynastic continuity with the monumental church-building program of
King Milutin.26

22 G. Boskovi¢, “Deux églises de Milutin: Staro Nagori¢ino et Gracanica”, in L art
byzantin chez les Slaves. Les Balkans, Premier recueil dédié a la mémoire de Théodore
Uspenskij, Paris 1930, 197-206; B. Todi¢, Staro Nagoricino, Beograd 1993, 127-138.

23 8. Curéi¢, “The Role of Late Byzantine Thessaloniki in Church Architecture in the
Balkans”, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 57 (2003), 65-84; G. Velenis, “Building Techniques and
External Decoration During the 14th Century in Macedonia”, in L’ art de Thessalonique et
des pays balquaniaues et les courants spirituals au XIVe siécle, ed. R. Samardzi¢, Belgrade
1987, 95-105.

24 A. Deroko, “Matejca”, 89.

25 V. Koraé, Spomenici, 214 —217.

26 Vojislav Kora¢ offers limited commentary on Tsar Dusan’s architectural accents
borrowed from the architecture of King Milutin, mentioning it primarily in his conclusion on
Matei¢, where he observes some parallels between the Matei¢ narthex and those of the chur-
ches in Ljeviska and Gracanica. While comparisons with the Church of the Holy Archangels
near Prizren are frequent, Matei¢ is more convincingly interpreted as engaging in a visual
dialogue with the architectural idiom of King Stefan Uro$ II Milutin rather than replicating
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Fig. 10. Plan of the church, architectural sketch by architect Purde Boskovi¢, 1930 (Legacy
of Burde Boskovi¢, Archacological Institute, Belgrade)

Ca. 10. ITnan 1pkBe, apXUTEeKTOHCKa ckulla apxurekre Bypha bouikosuha, 1930 (Jlerar
‘Bypha bomkosuha, Apxeonomku HHCTHTYT, beorpan)

Yet Mateic is far from a static copy of earlier models. Compared to Staro
Nagori¢ino, Matei¢’s dome demonstrates a subtle but significant shift in pro-
portional emphasis: it is slightly more elongated, producing a pronounced ver-
tical thrust (fig. 11). This verticality is not simply an aesthetic refinement but
carries clear ideological weight, suggesting an upward movement that reflects
Tsar DuSan’s imperial aspirations. By accentuating height and light, the dome
structure amplifies the monumentality of the space and metaphorically elevates
the imperial patron’s spiritual status. Above these, dome windows admit care-
fully modulated light into the interior (fig. 12), contributing to a luminous atmo-
sphere that enhances the spiritual resonance of the space and visually supports
the theological symbolism of elevation.2”

the Prizren model, which in fact postdates it. When viewed from the east, Matei¢ clearly
echoes the architectural vocabulary of Staro Nagori¢ino, particularly in the tiered compo-
sition of the apse, the pronounced vertical articulation, and the carefully ordered rhythm of
fenestration. These elements suggest a deliberate invocation of Milutin’s monumental aes-
thetic. Simultaneously, the church asserts its distinctiveness through refined brickwork and
sophisticated ornamental details that reflect Tsar Dusan’s dual ambition: to pay homage to his
royal predecessor and to project his own imperial aspirations. V. Koraé, Spomenici, 231; J. S.
Ciri¢, B. Cvetkovi¢, B. “Empress Helena”, 91 — 96.

27 This interplay of light and architecture was designed to evoke profound spiritual
and sensory experience. B. V. Pentcheva, The Sensual Icon: Space, Ritual, and the Senses in
Byzantium, University Park, Pa. 2010, 141, 154, 184; A. Stejskal, “Substitution by Image:
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Fig. 11. Central
dome of Matei¢ (©
Jasmina S. Ciri¢)
Cin. 11. LlenTpanna
kynona Marenua
(© Jacmuna C.
TRupuh)

Fig. 12. View toward the south wall of the Church of the Virgin of the Black Mount (©
Jasmina S. Ciri¢)
Cn. 12. Usrnen mpema jy>xHoM 3u1y npkse boropoamiie ripHoropcke (Mareny) (© JacmuHa
C. hupuh)
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Fig. 13, 13a.
East part of
the south wall;
west part of
the north wall,
Church of St.
George, Staro
Nagori¢ino
(© Mihajlo
DZamtovski)

Cx. 13, 13a.
HcTounu neo
JYXHOT 317a;
3ama Hu €0
CEBEPHOT

" 3mJa, IpKBa
Cgeror
Bopha, Crapo
Haropuunno
(© Muxajmo
[lamTOBCKH)

3. Facade Articulation and Ornamentation

The facades of Matei¢ present one of the most compelling aspects of its
architectural program, revealing a conscious engagement with, and reinterpre-
tation of, the established formal language of King Milutin’s foundations—es-
pecially Staro Nagori¢ino (fig. 3). Both churches share a construction system
that combines a massive stone base with elaborately patterned brickwork in the
upper zones, creating a clear visual division between weight and ornament. This
dual-material strategy conveys solidity and tradition in the lower portions while
showcasing sophisticated surface articulation above.28

The Very Idea.” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 77 (1) (2019), 55-66; 1. Pota-
mianos, “The Handling of Light: Its Effect on Form and Space in the Greek Temple and the
Byzantine Church”, in The Oxford Handbook of Light in Archaeology, ed. Costas Papado-
poulos and Holley Moyes, Oxford Handbooks, London 2021, 284-302.

28 V. Koraé, Spomenici, 218-219.
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Fig. 14. South
wall of the
Church of the
Virgin of the
Black Mount
(Mateic) (©
Jasmina S.
Ciri¢)

Ca. 14. Jyxun
301 LIPKBE
Boropoauue
LPHOTOPCKE
(Mareny) (©
Jacmuna C.
Thupuh)

In Staro Nagori¢ino, the lateral fagades are organized in a rhythmic se-
quence of narrow blind niches and small, uniformly placed windows that to-
gether articulate the inscribed-cross plan on the exterior (figs.13, 13a).29 This
cruciform articulation is emphasized by vertical pilasters and horizontal cor-
nices, which create clear bands dividing the facade into ordered registers. The
apsidal zone is particularly developed, marked by tiered blind arcades and
richly decorated brickwork that nonetheless maintains a restrained, systematic
elegance. Decorative motifs such as the triumphal arch form around windows
and niches are carefully proportioned, underscoring the commemorative and
hieratic character of Milutin’s aesthetic program.30

Matei€ on the other side adopts this compositional matrix but transforms
it in scale, proportion, and ornament. The fagades of Matei¢ are markedly tall-
er and more vertically dynamic, with windows that are longer, narrower, and
placed higher on the wall surfaces, drawing the viewer’s eye upward in a pro-
nounced act of visual ascent (fig. 14). The articulation of the inscribed-cross
plan remains evident in the exterior volumes and pilaster lines, but these are
treated with a heightened complexity. Particularly striking is the eastern apsidal
ensemble, which clearly emulates the layered articulation of Staro Nagori¢ino
but expands it with larger blind niches, more projecting Constantinopolitan ar-
chitectural vocabulary visible at the apse of the south church of Pantocrator
monastery and the apse of the Christ the Saviour in Chora (figs.15, 15a).31

29 Ibid., 53-57.

30 Tbid., 220; J. S.Ciri¢,“Brick by Brick: The role of Thessaloniki in fagade exterior
decoration in the age of King Milutin’s Patronage”, Kyrillos kai Methodios: To Byzantio
kai o kosmos ton Slabon: Diethnes Epistemoniko Synedrio 20 - 30 Noembriu 2013 [Cyril
and Methodius: Byzantium and the World of the Slavs], ed. E. Tachiaos, Thessaloniki 2015,
229-238.

31 V. Kora¢, V. — M. Suput, Arhitektura, 139, 292; E. Dimitrova, Manastir
Matejce, 62; V. Koraé, Spomenici, 218-221.
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Fig. 15, 15a. The apse of the south church of the Pantokrator Monastery in Constantinople; the apse of
the Church of Christ in Chora (© Jasmina S. Ciri¢)

Ca. 15, 15a. Ancuna jyxHe upkse manactupa [lantokparop y Llapurpany; ancuna npkse Xpucra Xope
y Hapurpany (© Jacmuna C. hupuh)

The brickwork at Matei¢ represents an even more elaborate development.
Intricate patterns of sawtooth friezes, chevron bands, and interlacing motifs
frame windows and cornices with a level of decorative ambition not seen in
Staro Nagoricino (fig. 16). One of the most distinctive features visible in the
drum zones is the use of checkerboard (chequerboard) motifs in brickwork,
introducing textural variety and a high-relief play of light and shadow that ac-
centuates the monument’s verticality and visual complexity. These ornamental
details do not merely embellish the surfaces but function as ideological state-
ments of imperial sophistication and cultural appropriation of Byzantine models
(cf. drawing of the dome sides by the architect Purde Boskovic).

While Staro Nagori¢ino’s fagades project a sober harmony aligned with
Milutin’s programmatic piety, Matei¢’s more dynamic facades reflect Tsar
Dusan’s ambition to proclaim his imperial identity in explicitly triumphalist
terms. By adopting and transforming the established decorative vocabulary of
so-called Serbian-Byzantine architecture, Matei¢ positions itself as both a re-
spectful homage to Milutin’s legacy and a clear declaration of DuSan’s own
ideological and artistic originality.32

32 Architect Purde Boskovi¢’s unpublished 1930 drawing provides a rare and pre-
cise visual analysis of the ornamental brickwork decorating the interior drum of the Matei¢
dome. Each segment is individually recorded, revealing a deliberate and varied repertoire of
brick patterns that serve both structural and decorative functions. Boskovi¢’s documentation
demonstrates an early recognition of Matei¢’s architectural significance—not as a provincial



Huw u Buzanitiuja XXIV 325

Fig. 16. Drawing
of the central dome o A5 = e
sides by architect &1 TR T = E=
Purde Boskovic, . g7 o #
1930 (Legacy of [ / !
Purde Boskovic,
Archaeological
Institute, Belgrade)

Ca. 16. Uprex == ==—
CTpaHa ieHTpajHe R = 1
KYIIOJIe, apXUTEKTa
Byphe Bomukosuh,
1930 (Jlerar Bypha

Bomkosuha,
ApPXEOJIOIKH
uHCTUTYT, Beorpan)

4. Interior Features and Spatial Program

The interior spatial composition of the Church of the Virgin of the Black
Mount at Matei¢ demonstrates an advanced and ideologically charged reinter-
pretation of the cross-in-square plan, with a central dome supported by four
massive piers, establishing a hieratic vertical axis that directs the worshipper’s
gaze upward and reinforces the symbolism of imperial authority under divine
sanction (figs. 17, 17a).33

However, Matei¢ innovates beyond standard interpretations through its
treatment of the western part of the church. Instead of a conventional narthex
or simple western bay like those seen in Staro Nagoric¢ino, Matei¢ features a
trivellon—a monumental triple-arched screen (figs.7 and 17a) that divides the
western compartment from the naos.34 Architectural sections and plans reveal

derivative, but as a monument consciously aligned with the dominant artistic tendencies of
the mid-14th century. The careful articulation of brick ornamentation reflects a sophisticated
architectural vocabulary in which brick becomes a principal expressive medium. Rather than
evolving in isolation, Matei€ evokes and citationally references key visual strategies develo-
ped under King Stefan Uro§ II Milutin. This deliberate appropriation of earlier forms—parti-
cularly in the use of ornamental brickwork and polychromatic fagade organization—consti-
tutes a form of architectural eclecticism that simultaneously honors the past and asserts Tsar
Dusan’s imperial identity. Boskovi¢’s analytical approach captures this complexity, under-
scoring the need to interpret Matei€ not as an isolated structure but as a programmatic and
ideologically charged edifice within the broader currents of Late Byzantine and Serbian court
architecture. It is notable that Slobodan Curéié made a relatively similar observation stating
that Matei¢ as “five-domed church, obviously relies on the tradition of five-domed churches
initiated in Serbia by Dusan’s grandfather, King Milutin”. S. Cur¢i¢, “Articulation of Church
Facades”, 23.

33 V. Kora¢é, Spomenici, 214, fig.1, 215, 216; E. Dimitrova, Manastir Matejce, 62; V.
Koraé, Spomenici, 46—49.

34 Whether this space should be termed a “narthex” remains a matter of scholarly de-
bate; it might be more accurately described as a western architectural unit intended for ritua-
lized entrance, a typological feature absent in earlier examples. Notably, a comparable entry
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Fig. 17, 17a.
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this elaborate articulation, in which the western space functions not as a typi-
cal vestibule but as a distinct, ceremonial zone mediating the passage from the
secular exterior to the sanctified imperial core.35

The entrances merit particular attention. At the western portal, a broad
architectural frame was later constructed using two flanking columns that rise
just above the lintel. These columns were originally painted. Such a design must
have had a ceremonial function.36 It is plausible that significant buildings or
rooms—such as a trisectional annex, the hegumen’s residence, or a court—once
stood on that side. The dimensions of the northern entrance were adapted ac-
cordingly. It is not surprising that, only a short time after the construction of the
Archangels’ church in Prizren, master stonemasons from the western regions
of the empire were still actively employed. Two robust, round columns support
cubic capitals adorned at the corners with stylized human and animal heads,
along with curling foliage motifs (figs 18, 18a). On the southwestern figure
of the northern capital, remnants of color survive on the abacus. The capitals
were skillfully carved in local sandstone.37 One of the capitals, on the south-
ern column, displays sculpted motifs of particular iconographic and theological
depth: an eagle and a ram. Positioned on the side facing the southern entrance—
near the imperial donor portrait—the eagle may be understood as a heraldic or
imperial reference, amplifying the visual narrative of Tsar DuSan’s authority.
Diagonally across from this capital is the figure of Saint Nicetas, possibly al-
luding to the earlier dedication of a Milutin-era foundation, thus establishing a
visual and dynastic reference within the spatial setting.38

design—flanked by a pair of columns—can be observed in the church of Staro Nagoricino.
V. Kora¢ characterizes this type of space as a “ceremonial approach to the central zone of the
church”. V. Kora¢, Spomenici, 229; N. Stankovi¢, “Royal Canopy over the Church Entrance:
Forms, Spatial Contexts, Iconographic Programs, and Meaning of the Dome in Serbian Nar-
thexes of the 14th Century,” Collection of Papers of the Faculty of Philosophy of Pristina in
Kosovska Mitrovica LIV/3 (2024), 325-326. On the possible existence of a now-lost vesti-
bule originally preceding the western fagade cf. 325-326.

35 Vojislav Kora¢ noted that entrances of Matei; contained ceremonial character. V.
Kora¢, Spomenici, 217, fn. 14.

36 J. S. Ciri¢, M. Dzamtovski, “A Roman-Period Stele from the Matejce Monastery
in North Macedonia and its Reuse in the 14th Century”, CLOTHO 2026 (forthcoming).

37 V. Kora¢, Spomenici, 217, 218.

38 According to my knowledge, no previous art historian or scholar has drawn atten-
tion to a particularly significant detail: the figure of Saint Nicetas is painted within the very
space of the trivellon. This placement is far from incidental—it reinforces the triumphal cha-
racter of the church and evokes the concept of ecclesia triumphans, the victorious Church.
The depiction of a military saint in this liminal zone—the ceremonial three-arched passage
between the narthex and the naos—should not be read merely as part of a conventional icono-
graphic cycle. Rather, it reveals a deliberate strategy to sacralize this architectural threshold
and to underscore the protective and victorious dimensions of the Christian faith. Trivellons
in monumental churches such as Matei¢ were specifically designed to stage solemn entrances
and liturgical processions, thereby aligning spatial function with theological and ideological
symbolism. In this context, the strategic positioning of Saint Nicetas—a warrior-saint and
celestial intercessor—at the very threshold of the western approach acquires powerful con-
notations. It projects an image of the church as a fortified spiritual citadel, its sacred entrance
safeguarded by both theological authority and heroic virtue. His proximity to the liturgical
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Fig. 18, 18a. Capitals of the triumphal arch entrance in the Church of the Virgin of the Black Mount (©
Jasmina S. Ciri¢)

Cn. 18, 18a. Kanutenu tpujymbanHor ynasza y npkeu boropoauie nproropcke (Marewnu) (© JacMuna
C. Rnpwuh)

Of equal theological richness is the
ram’s head, carved into the northeast face
of'the southern capital. This motif evokes the
Old Testament episode of Abraham’s near-
! sacrifice of Isaac (Genesis 22:13), wherein
. a ram, caught by its horns in a thicket, is
divinely provided as a substitute offering.
The theme of substitutionary sacrifice
and redemption resonates profoundly in
Christian typology and may here acquire a
political undertone. The sculpted ram could
metaphorically reflect the complex dynastic
transition between King Stefan Decanski
and his son, DuSan. In this reading, DuSan’s
rise to power parallels the sacrificial narra-
tive, where the son is spared and the ram in-
tervenes—symbolizing both Divine provi-

Fig. 19. Capital of the northeast column, Church of
St. Nicholas in Ljuboten (© Jasmina S. Ciri¢)

Car. 19. Kamren cepepoucTouHor cTynua, upksa  dence and the legitimacy of the new ruler’s
Cgetor Huxone y Jbydoreny (© Jacmuna C.

Thupuh)

axis enhances the dramatic procession toward the divine, reinforcing the church’s identity not
merely as a place of worship but also as a spatial embodiment of imperial and eschatological
affirmation. Thus, the inclusion of this saint within the architectural and symbolic core of the
trivellon supports an interpretation of Matei¢ not simply as a devotional site, but as a monu-
ment of sacred victory—a space in which the triumph of Orthodoxy and imperial ideology
is both visually asserted and ritually enacted.
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Fig. 20, 20a. Drawing of the Matei¢ Monastery, Ljuba
Ivanovi¢, Juzna Srbija (Belgrade, 1928); drawing of the
chapel by architect Purde Boskovi¢ (Legacy of Purde
Boskovi¢, Archaeological Institute, Belgrade)

Cn. 20, 20a. Llprexx manactupa Mareuu, Jbyoa
WBanosuh, Jyxxna Cpbuja, beorpan 1928; nprex karmerne,
apxutekta byphe Bomkosuh (Jlerat Hypha Bomkosuha,

ApxeooLIKy UHCTUTYT, beorpan)

claim. As noted by Marjanovi¢-Dusanic¢, this Biblical typology serves as an
ideological framework that merges religious symbolism with political transfor-
mation.39

On the southwest face of the northern capital, another symbolic form
emerges: a scallop shell (fig. 18a). Though modest in scale, this motif opens
profound theological vistas. The shell has long been associated with themes
of Divine conception, spiritual rebirth, and the Incarnation, especially in
Marian symbolism. From early Christian interpretations of Gideon’s fleece
(Judges 6:36—40), to its role in the Physiologus and patristic texts—such as
Clement of Alexandria’s Paidagogus40—the shell became a symbol of the
virginal conception of Christ, and by extension, of Mary as Theotokos. Its
presence in proximity to the church’s western entrance, the liturgical “portal
of salvation,” reinforces its resonance with hymnic invocations such as the
Akathistos hymn: “Rejoice, O Door through whom the Salvation came into
the world”.41

The deliberate juxtaposition of the ram’s head and shell in the sculptural
program of the trivellon suggests a sophisticated iconographic strategy that in-
terweaves biblical, Theotokological, and dynastic themes. Positioned at the
threshold of the church, these motifs perform a dual function: theological proc-

39 S. Marjanovi¢-Dusanié, S. Viadarska ideologija Nemanji¢a, Beograd 1997, 209.

40 J. P. Migne, N. Le Nourry, Patrologiae Cursus Completus: Patrologiae Graecae
Tomus IX. Clemens Alexandrinus — Tomus Secundus. Paris 1857, col 393.

41 J.S. Ciri¢, “Sensory Encounters: Decoding the Symbolism of St Nicholas Church
in Ljuboten/Senzori¢na srecanja: dekodiranje simbolike cerkve svetega Nikolaja v Ljubote-
nu”, Studia Universitatis Hereditati 12 /2 (2024), 34-35.
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Fig. 21. Roman-period stele with inscrip-
tion, reused as spolia and inserted as the
threshold of the southern portal of the
Church of the Virgin of the Black Mount
(© Jasmina S. Ciri¢)

Ci. 21. PuMcka cTejia ca HaTIIHiCOM,
CeKyHJapHO yIOTpeOJbeHa Kao CIOHja

1 [IOCTaBJbEHA y TPar jy>KHOT IopTalia
upkse boropoaune uproropcke (Maremny)
(© Jacmuna C. hupuh)

lamation and symbolic mediation.42 They reinforce the sacredness of the en-
tryway as a liminal space—both physically and spiritually—Ilinking the interior
of the church with the narrative of salvation history. The sculptural decoration,
though modest in scale, thus engages in a profound visual theology, serving as a
vehicle for expressing both imperial ideology and Orthodox soteriology.

Moreover, the eagle, ram, and shell motifs—recurrent also in the church
of Saint Nicholas in Ljuboten (fig. 19)—indicate a sculptural idiom that blends
local tradition with metropolitan (Constantinopolitan) currents, reflecting
Dusan’s exposure to Byzantine visual culture during his youth. In this regard,
the trivellon of Matei¢ should not be seen as a mere architectural connector, but
rather as a sculpted theological statement—a visual prologue to the mysteries
of faith celebrated within.43

One of the most striking and original aspects of Matei¢’s interior program
is the deliberate incorporation of an earlier chapel, or parekklession, into the
new church’s eastern zone. Historical and archaeological evidence suggests that
this small, barrel-vaulted chamber corresponds to the prothesis of the original
church founded under Isaac I Komnenos in the mid-11th century, which was
demolished in 1938 (fig. 20, 20a). Rather than effacing this earlier sacred struc-
ture, DuSan’s builders preserved it as an integral part of the new edifice, enclos-
ing it within the larger spatial framework of the imperial monument. This act of
architectural spoliation served not only to maintain the site’s long-established
cultic continuity but also to sanctify the new foundation through direct physical
and spiritual linkage to its revered Byzantine past.44

The iconographic program of the interior complements the
Constantinopolitan architectural rhetoric shaped by reusage of antiquity. Above
the southern doorway — a clearly ceremonial portal, whose threshold is formed
by a reused Roman-period stele (fig. 21) bearing an intriguing inscription, and
over which the emperor would have symbolically stepped to enter the sacred
core of the church — an oversized lunette depicting Christ Pantocrator (figs 22,
22a) reinforces the sense of imperial presence. This configuration evokes not
only the monumental decoration of imperial churches in Constantinople that
Dusan may have encountered during his childhood and later visits to the capital

42 J.8. Ciri¢, “Sensory Encounters”, 35-36.
43 J.8. Ciri¢, “Sensory Encounters, 36-37.

44 A. Deroko, “Matejca“, 84-89; B. Boskovi¢, “Srusena je i stara kapela u Matejicu”,
Starinar, tre€a serija, XIV (1939), 153-157.



Huw u Buzanitiuja XXIV 331

Fig. 22, 22a. Lunette with the depiction of Christ Pantokrator above the southern portal of
the Church of the Virgin of the Black Mount (© Mihajlo Dzamtovski)

Cun. 22, 22a. Jlynera ca npencraBoM Xpucrta [laHTokpaTopa U3Hax jy»KHOT IIOPTaja IPKBe
Boroponute nproropcke (Marend) (© Muxajno lamToBckn)
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— a formative experience that likely shaped and sustained throughout his life
what modern scholars call the dream of Constantinople,45 but also the ideologi-
cal resonance of the Chalke Gate of the Great Palace. There, the renowned icon
of Christ Chalkites stood above the entrance through which the emperor would
ceremonially pass, receiving proskynesis from court officials and the public.46
The Chalke icon presided over triumphal returns and liturgical processions; its
periodic removal and reinstatement during episodes of Iconoclasm transformed
it into a lasting symbol of the Triumph of the Orthodoxy.47

By analogy, the southern portal at Mateic — crowned with Christ
Pantocrator — may be interpreted as a ideologically charged echo of this
Constantinopolitan archetype, linking Tzar DuSan’s ceremonial passage into
the sacred space with a visual proclamation of divine sanction and imperial
legitimacy. Through the integration of the cross-in-square plan with the innova-
tive trivelon, the pspoliation of the nowadays demolished parakklesion as a relic
of sacred continuity, and the adoption of monumental iconography, the church
emerges as a richly layered architectural statement of Tsar Dusan’s political the-
ology and his ambition to assert a Serbian claim to the legacy of Byzantium.48

5. Comparative Perspectives

The Church of the Virgin of the Black Mount at Matei¢ occupies a pivotal
position within the architectural production of the mid-14th-century Serbian
state, embodying both a profound respect for dynastic tradition and a deliberate
program of innovation in service of Tsar Dusan’s aspirations.#9 Comparative

45 About spoliation and the afterlife of the antiquity I. Jevti¢, I. Nilsson, “Imitation as
Spoliation, Reception as Translation. The Art of Transforming Things in Byzantium”, CON-
VIVIUM Supplementum: Spoliation as Translation: Medieval Worlds in the Eastern Mediter-
ranean, Brno 2021, 20-38; B. Ferjancic, S. Cirkovié, Stefan Dusan kralj i car (1336—1355),
Beograd 2005, 27; V. Kora¢, Spomenici, 230-231.

46 In the legacy of Purde Boskovi¢, there are also photographs mentioned in his
text (showing the state of the chapel before its demolition), as well as ground plan sketches.
The appearance of the chapel is visible exclusively in the photographs taken by Vladimir R.
Petkovi¢, which are preserved in the National Museum in Belgrade. D. Preradovi¢, U ime
nauke i domovine, 86.

47 C. Mango, The Brazen House; a study of the vestibule of the imperial palace of
Constantinople, Copenhagen 1959, 21; Constantine Porphyrogenitus, De cerimoniis, ed. J. J.
Reiske, CSHB, Bonn 1829-40, p. 276, 458; Theophanes Continuatus, Chronographia, ed. 1.
Bekker, CSHB, Bonn 1838, p. 467; B. Miljkovi¢, “Christ Chalkites in the Chora Monastery”,
Zbornik radova vizantoloskog instituta 61 (2024), 125-139.

48 Tt should be noted, as Vojsilav J. Puri¢ rightly observed, that “Mateji¢, tant avec
son édifice qu’avec ses fresques, illustraient parfaitement les idées en vigueur a cette épo-
que et I’idéologie politique des souverains et de I’Etat qui les ont fait ériger”. V. J. Djuri¢,
“L’art impérial serbe: marques du statut impérial et traits de prestige.” Bolavrio kou Zepfio
xoza tov 14" cacove / Byzantium and Serbia in the 14th Century, ur. Ev. ITonadomoviov i A.
Awrém, ABfiva: [s.n], 29; S. Cirkovi¢, “Between Kingdom and Empire: Dusan’s State 1346-
1355 Reconsidered”, Bulavtio kou ZepBia katd tov IA” ocudve / Byzantium and Serbia in the
14th Century, edd. Ev. [Tamadomodrov i A. Awrétn, Adiva: [s.n], 120.

49 N. Okunjev, “Grada za istoriju srpske umetnosti”, 89—118; A. Deroko, “Matejca”,
84-89; S. Curgi¢, “Architecture in the Byzantine Sphere of Influence around the Middle of
the Fourteenth Century”, Decani i vizantijska umetnost sredinom XIV veka: medunarodni
naucni skup povodom 650 godina manastira Decana, septembar 1985 / Decani et I’art
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Fig. 23. Church
of St. Nicetas
in Cuer near

Skopje, endow-
ment of King 25§

Milutin (©
Jasmina S. i
Ciri¢)
Cn. 23.
IpxBa Cetor
Huxkure y
Uyuepy xoxn
CkomJba,
3a1yKOnHa
Kpasba |
Mmunytuna (©
Jacmuna C.
Thupuh)

analysis reveals that Matei¢’s design is neither a simple imitation nor an iso-
lated experiment but a sophisticated reworking of models perfected under King
Milutin, emost of all church of St. George at Staro Nagori¢ino,50 as well as
smaller church such as Saint Nicetas near Cuer (fig. 23). Both churches share
the stone masonry in the lower zones combined with elaborately patterned
brickwork in the upper sections—that visually and symbolically marks continu-
ity with Byzantine imperial practice both of Constantinople and Thessaloniki.>!
Staro Nagori¢ino’s fagcades are defined by their restrained, systematic articula-
tion, with evenly spaced blind niches and small windows marking the exterior
expression of the inscribed-cross plan. Its apsidal ensemble is particularly in-
structive: tiered blind arcades and modest brick decoration establish a hieratic
yet sober monumentalism appropriate to Milutin’s pious image.52

Matei¢ adopts this compositional grammar but magnifies and transforms
it. Its apsidal design clearly references Staro Nagoricino in its tiered articulation
and the rhythmic use of blind niches, yet introduces greater verticality, more pro-
nounced projection of pilasters, and denser ornamental brickwork. The architec-
tural language of Mateic represents a deliberate reinterpretation of the building
practices developed during the reign of King Milutin, a gesture that invites com-
parison with the architectural plan of the prestigious Constantinopolitan monu-
ments, most notably the southern church of the Monastery of Christ Pantokrator
in Constantinople foundation of the Empress Eirene (1118-1124).53

byzantin au milieu du XIVe siécle, ed. V. J. Puri¢, Beograd 1989, 60—66.
50 N. L. Okunjev, “Grada za istoriju srpske umetnosti”, 91.
51 V. Kora¢, Spomenici, 229.
2 Ibid., 56-58; J. S. Ciri¢, “Brick by brick”, 206 — 214.
3 The Pantokrator Monastery held significance not only in cultic but also in dynastic
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Mateic’s fagades, with their elaborate brick ornamentation, complex pat-
terning including chequerboard motifs on the drum zones, and the systemat-
ic use of blind niches and pilasters, demonstrate a clear familiarity with this
Constantinopolitan model.>4 Such parallels suggest that Tsar DuSan’s builders
did not merely reproduce local Serbian models but consciously appropriated
and transformed the architectural language of the imperial capital itself, seeking
to legitimize DuSan’s imperial claims through direct visual and material quota-
tions from the most authoritative Byzantine sources.

This dynamic of imitation and transformation is further evident when
comparing Matei¢ to Saint Nicetas near Cucer. The church of Saint Nicetas ex-
emplifies a more conservative approach: while it demonstrates refined masonry
and careful articulation, it maintains modest proportions and limited ornamental
complexity.55 Mateié, by contrast, pushes these elements to their limits, intro-
ducing an ambitious ornamental system that includes complex sawtooth friez-
es, chevron bands, and the striking use of checkerboard patterns on the drum
zones—yvisual signatures of both technical virtuosity and ideological ambition.
Taken as a whole, the church at Matei¢ should be viewed as a monument deci-
sively influenced by a local architectural workshop associated with the building
projects of King Milutin.56

Importantly, Matei¢ does not simply emulate Byzantine forms in a super-
ficial manner but adapts them to local needs and dynastic memory. The pres-
ervation and integration of the earlier parekklesion within the new church—a
structure dating back to the time of Isaac I Komnenos—demonstrates an acute
awareness of the site’s layered sacred history.57 Namely, visualizing politi-
cal power in Matei¢ is achieved not only through architectural form but also
through a highly complex fresco program. In this context, the dynastic trees
depicted on the west wall of the church play a crucial role. It is well estab-
lished in historiography that King Milutin’s reign produced some of the most
elaborate examples of dynastic imagery to suit Serbian ideological needs.>8

terms. It was notably the place of imprisonment for Stefan Decanski and his son Dusan. Tzar
Dusan’s decision to adopt this Constantinopolitan foundation as a model is further empha-
sized by the placement of the fresco of Christ Pantokrator in the lunette above the church’s
southern portal. Notably, depictions of archangels also appear inside the building—next to
the southern entrance and in the central apse, where one is painted directly onto the window.
This arrangement suggests a carefully developed iconographic program in which the archan-
gels are presented as celestial guardians of the sacred space, in keeping with their role in both
dynastic and liturgical contexts. C. Mango, Architettura bizantina, Venezia 1974, 235-243;
V. Koraé, “Sveti Arhandeli. Dusanov carski mauzolej”, Glas SANU CCCLXXXIV, Odeljenje
istorijskih nauka, knj. 10, Beograd 1998, 191-201; Idem, 231.

54 V. Koraé, M. Suput, Arhitektura, 160-161.

55 @G. Velenis,“Building Techniques and External decoration during the 14th Century
in Macedonia, L art de Thessalonique et des pays balkaniques et les courants spirituels au
XIVe siecle: recueil des rapports du IVe colloque serbo-grec, ed. Dinko Davidov, Belgrade
1985, 96-100; V. Kora¢, Spomenici, 22, 23, 26.

56 V. Koraé, Spomenici, 231.

57 A. Deroko, “Matejca”, 84-89; B. Boskovi¢, Srusena je i stara kapela u Matejicu,
153-157.

58 B. Cvetkovi¢, “Royal Imagery of King Milutin in Historical Context Revisited,” in
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Fig. 24, 24a. Genealogical trees, north and south sides of the west wall of the ceremonial
compartment in the Church of the Virgin of the Black Mount (© Mihajlo Dzamtovski)

Ci. 24, 24a. T'enearnonka crabia, ceBepHa U jy)KHa CTpaHa 3ala HOT 3U/1a LEPEMOHH]jaTHOT
mpocTopa upkBe boroponurie nprHoropcke (Maren4) (© Muxajno [lamToBckm)
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These compositions, typically beginning with a saintly ancestor, emphasized
the sacred lineage of the ruling house and set Serbian royal ideology apart from
its Byzantine counterpart.>® Each foundation adapted the genealogical scheme
to its patron’s political agenda. For instance, the large fresco on the tower of
Studenica, though now damaged, once displayed both Jesse’s and the Nemanjié
trees side by side, incorporating scenes such as the Baptism and Crucifixion of
Christ in an unconventional sequence. At Mateic, two genealogical trees occu-
py opposite sides of the west wall of the ceremonial compartment (fig.24, 24a).
The surviving inscriptions—written in Greek—identify some of the figures as
Byzantine emperors. Earlier scholarship interpreted the imagery as a compos-
ite genealogy of Serbian, Bulgarian, and Byzantine rulers linked to Empress
Helena Asen. However, recent reexaminations of early photographs and a closer
reading of the iconography suggest a very different concept: no Bulgarian rulers
are represented; the founding figure is more likely Constantine the Great than
St. Simeon Nemanja. 60

The construction of this church atop a hill commanding a broad surround-
ing landscape is consistent with the typology of monuments bearing a memorial
or triumphal character. This interpretation is further supported by iconographic
and spatial elements such as the procession of holy warriors extending from
the western entrance toward the altar,6! and the imposing tripartite triumphal
arch linking the narthex and the naos.62 Within this context, the genealogical
fresco—commonly referred to as the Mateic tree—has often been interpreted
by scholars as part of Dusan’s broader vision for his imperial coronation.63 A
close visual analysis of the composition not only supports this interpretation but
also reveals the presence of additional historical figures—such as the logothete
Theoktistos—who are praised for their role in suppressing iconoclasm and re-
instating the veneration of icons. Rather than a mere dynastic chart, the tree
emerges as a deliberate construct, assembling select protagonists from Christian
history, with DuSan enthroned at its apex as the newly crowned Tsar of the Serbs
and Greeks.64

Holy King Milutin and his Age: History, Literature, Art, ed. Jasmina S. Ciri¢ and Srboljub
Ubiparipovi¢, Kragujevac 2023, 667-691; D. Vojvodi¢, “Kraljevi portreti,” in Sveti kralj
Milutin. Vladar na raskrséima svetova, ed. Srdan Pirivatri¢, Smilja Marjanovi¢-Dusani¢, and
Danica Popovi¢, Beograd 2022, 377-425.

59 D. Vojvodi¢, “Od horizontalne ka vertikalnoj genealoskoj slici Nemanjiica,”
Zbornik radova Vizantoloskog instituta 44/1 (2007), 295-311.

60 D. Vojvodi¢, “Rodoslovne predstave i ideja praroditeljstva u manastiru Studenici,”
in Manastir Studenica — 700 godina Kraljeve crkve, ed. Ljubomir Maksimovi¢ and Vladimir
Vukasinovi¢, Beograd 2016, 253-266.

61 V. J. Puri¢, “Le nouveau Constantin dans I’art serbe médiéval,” in A19ootporrv.
Studien zur byzantinischen Kunst und Geschichte. Festschrift fiir Marcel Restle, ed. Thomas
Steppan and Birgitt Borkopp, Stuttgart 2000, 55—65.

62 D. Gorgievski,“Identifikacija na svetite voini vo manastirot Matejée,” Patrimonium
7-8 (2010), 197-216.

63 V. Koraé, Spomenici, 212-242; J. S. Ciri¢, J. S. “Matei¢ Monastery: a Place of
Cultural Memory”, 305-322.

64 S. Marjanovi¢-Dusani¢, Viadarska ideologija Nemanjica, 89, 92, 197, 218; L.
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Conclusion

Architectural articulation of Matei¢ likewise transcends mere copying.
While the cross-in-square plan aligns it with a pan-Byzantine tradition, its in-
novative trivelon in the west—framing the monumental triumphal arch—dem-
onstrates knowledge of advanced Constantinopolitan spatial concepts and cere-
monial planning. This feature transforms the movement of worshippers through
the space into a choreographed passage from the secular to the imperial-sacred
realm, mirroring the ceremonial progression of imperial processions in the
Byzantine capital.

In this sense, Matei¢ stands as both a culmination and an evolution of the
Nemanji¢ dynasty’s architectural legacy. It pays deliberate homage to Milutin’s
mature Byzantine style while advancing it to new ideological heights. Through
its complex ornamentation, reimagined spatial planning, conscious referenc-
es to Constantinopolitan imperial models, and careful preservation of earlier
sacred forms, Matei€ proclaims Tsar DuSan’s aspiration not merely to imitate
Byzantium but to inherit and redefine its imperial legacy on Serbian soil.

Maksimovi¢, “L’empire de Stefan Dusan: Genése et caractére,” Mélanges Gilbert Dagron.
Travaux et Mémoires 14 (2002), 415-428; S. Pirivatri¢, “Ulazak Stefana Dusana u Carstvo,”
Zbornik radova VizantoloSkog instituta 44/2 (2007), 381-406. This observation was first
brought to my attention by my colleague and friend Dr Branislav Cvetkovi¢, senior curator,
who presented related insights at the international conference Nis and Byzantium on June
4, 2025, in a paper titled “Imagery of Theoktistos, Regent and logotheteés tou dromou.”
His interpretation is further supported by newly examined photographs of the fresco’s
inscriptions, which reveal the presence of additional figures associated with the triumph of
the iconophile cause, such as St. Sergius the Confessor and St. Theodosia of Constantinople.
It is also important to highlight Eva Haustein’s significant contribution: in the preserved
lower portion of the fresco, she identifies the partial remains of a halo, whose placement
and integration into the genealogical scheme suggest the original presence of two ancestral
figures—likely Constantine the Great and Helena, or more precisely Constantine bearing the
Cross.
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Jacmuna C. Rupuh
(Yausepsuret y Kparyjesiy, ®uionomko-yMeTHHIKA (aKynTer,
Karenpa 3a npuMemeHe yMEeTHOCTH)

LPKBA BOI'OPOJUIE LIPHOI'OPCKE (MATENY): U3BOPU APXUTEKTYPE

Pag pasmarpa Llpksy boropomune ILlpHoropcke (Marenu) y  KOHTEKCTY
apXUTEKTOHCKUX M3BOpa KOjH Cy OONMKOBAIM HEHY KOHLEMIMjy cpenuHoM XIV Beka.
IMonaszehu on aHamM3e MPOCTOPHE OpraHHU3allMje, KOHCTPYKTHBHHX TEXHHKa M (QacamHe
apTHKyNaluje, UCTPaXKMBamEe yKasdyje Ha CJIOXKEH Ipolec Ipey3uMama, aganTaluje u
NIPE0OINKOBakha BU3AHTH]CKUX M CPIICKHX I'PAIUTEIbCKUX MOJIeNIa y BpeMe BiIaJaBUHE I1apa
Credana [lymana.

IToceObna maxmwa mnocseheHa je omHocy Marenua npema 3amyxOMHaMa Kpasba
Muytuna, Hapouuto 1pkBu CB. Bopha y Crapom Haropuunny u Cs. Hukuru xon Uyuepa,
Kao ¥ MOTYHUM LIAPUTPAJICKUM y30pHMa, YKJbY4yjyhH apXUTEeKTOHCKH MPOCeae MaHACTHPa
IMTanTokparopa. AHaiM3a Iokasyje Ja ce y Marenuy He pajud O MEXaHUYKOM IIOHABJbakby
nocrojehWX THUIIOJOMKKMX peniema, Beh 0 CBECHOM W IIPOTpPaMCKOM IPEOOIHKOBAIY
apXUTEKTOHCKOT Haclieha y ckiiamy ca mapckuM aMOHITIjaMa CPIICKOT JBOpA.

Kpo3 ucnuTHBame NETOKYNONHE OCHOBE, OMIAPTHTHE TEXHHUKE 3HM[ama, CHCTEMa
pehama omeke, apTHKynanyje acUAATHOT CKJIONA U yBohera MOHYMEHTAJIHOT TPHBUIIOHA,
panx mokasyje na Marend TpeAcTaBba MPOCTOP y KOME €€ apXUTEKTOHCKH H3BOPH
TpaHcOpMHUILy Y HOCHOLE HICOJIOMIKOT 3Hauewma. OuyBamkbe M HHTErpandja crapuje
CakpaJlHe CTPYKType JOJIaTHO yKa3dyjy Ha CBECHO YCIIOCTaBJbamhe KOHTHHYHTETa ca
L@APUTPAJICKOM TPATUTEIHCKOM TPAIAUIIN]OM.

Marend ce, ctora, Moke pa3yMeTH Kao XpaM y KOME€ C€ apXMTEKTOHCKH M3BOPH HE
camo peduekTyjy, Beh M akTHBHO IIPEOCMHIIIBaBajy, Y (GYHKIMjH apTHKyJIalWje Lapcke
BJIACTH, AMHACTUYKE JICTUTHMAIMje M KYATypHE ampolpHjalyje BU3aHTHjCKOr Hacieha y
no6a cprckor IlapcTsa.



