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“THE DA VINCI MODE”
Unsolved Mysteries of Macedonian Medieval Fresco Painting

The field of Byzantine studies, which encompasses the many different
aspects of Medieval East in its historical, social and cultural manifestations,
has built a solid ground for profound investigation of the artistic production in
regard to its theological conception and religious significance. The scholarly
efforts of numerous authors related to the program configuration of the painted
ensembles, their iconographic features and stylistic characteristics, resulted in
creation of thousands of pages dedicated to the canonic principles in depic-
tion of the saintly images, biblical motifs, as well as hagiographic illustrations.
The comparative approach, as the most preferential methodological input of
Byzantine scholars in exploration of artistic legacy, had its expected output
in detection of the iconographic or stylistic similarities and in explication of
the painterly analogies and parallels of the works of art in question. As a con-
sequence, we can enjoy the results of investigations of what is common and
mutual and celebrate the God-fearing, all- admiring and everlasting rules of
Byzantine artistic creation.

However, one should also pay at least minimum attention to the work of
the painters who ventured to deviate from the standardized rules of artistic ex-
pression by infusing a significant degree of individual approach in the concep-
tion, as well as in the depiction of the painterly elements. With the inclusion of
peculiar images, graphical symbols and unexpected forms within the customary
designed structure of the pictures, they have created a whole world of unex-
pected shapes, cryptic messages and mysterious signs as components of their
genuine, exciting and discreet painterly idiolect. Esoteric in its configuration
and confidential in its function, it testifies to the ways and manners of alterna-
tive visual practice and its communication with the anonymous stratum of con-
sumers of their secret messages. In the frames of this “underground” Byzantine
artistic culture, developed in the period from the very beginnings of medieval
painterly practice until the death of Eastern Roman Empire and its creative pro-
duction in the mid 15t century, we will pinpoint but a few examples belong-
ing to Macedonian medieval treasury of representative fresco ensembles. Their
historical significance and social influence, as well as their artistic features and
painterly qualities, already confirmed by the majority of Byzantine scholars,
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should serve as an appropriate instrument for determination of the generous
contribution of Macedonian territory to the masonry of the magnificent treasury
of Byzantine visual avant-garde.

The first one is the most significant theological arrangement of the 11th
century Byzantium, the painted decoration of the Saint Sophia cathedral in
Ohrid!. Commissioned by the Constantinopolitan church dignitary Leo, who
was appointed as Ohrid Archbishop in 1037 in order to restore the orthodox
faith in Macedonia thorn apart by the widespread Bogomils’ heresy, the fresco
arrangement of this church, preserved mainly in the altar (Fig. 1), reflects the
issues of the contemporary theological disputes through the new constituents of
the painted programme. The new iconographic canons conceived in the decora-
tive programme of the St. Sophia church which, in the centuries that followed,
became the landmark of the painted ensembles in Byzantine monuments, are
the most precious contribution of the Ohrid monument to the overall develop-
ment of Byzantine art. The thoughtfully arranged program configuration of the
altar decoration based upon the notion of the cathedral character of the church,
the subtly designed liturgical components that radiate with the powerful aura
of the Constantinopolitan Dogma, the strongly suggested social context of the
illustrated Eucharistic scenes and the display of the religious unity through the
performative role of historical portraiture, are the main components of the in-
novatively composed iconographic structure that will change the decoration of
Byzantine sanctuaries forever.

Among the many iconographic novelties that, through the concept of 1
coopto (the ultimate wisdom), refer to the sophisticately displayed restoration
of orthodoxy, the illustration of the Liturgy of Saint Basil the Great is the most

1 TI. Musskosuk-Ilenexk, Marepujamn 3a Mak€JOHCKaTa CPEJHOBEKOBHA VM-
erHocr. Ppeckure BO CBETHIHIITETO HA UpkBaTa cB. Cogpuja Bo Oxpry, 300pHUK Ha
ApxeonomknoTt my3ej I, Ckomje 1955-1956, 37-67; P. Jby6makoBuk - M. KopoBuk-
JbyOouHKOBUK, CpegHOBEKOBHOTO C/THKAPCTBO BO Oxprj, 360pHUK Ha TPpyAoBU, OXpus
1961, 101-106; B. H. JTazapes, XKupomncs XI-XII Bexos B> Makegouni, Actes du XIIe
Congreés international d études byzantines I, Beograd 1961, 114-121; C. Papojuwnh, /lpamrozm
3a HCTOpH]Y HaJCTapHjer OXPHACKOr CIHKAapcTBa, 300pHUK pafgoBa Bu3zaHTomomkor
uHcruryta VII/2, Beorpan 1964, 355-381; I1. MumkoBuk-Ilenek, Marepujain 3a uc-
TOpHjaTa Ha CPEJHOBEKOBHOTO CIHKApCTBO BO Makegonmja Ill. Ppecknre BO HAOCOT
n HapTekcor Ha npkBata CB. Cogrja o Oxpryy, Kyntypuo nacnenctso 111, Ckomje
1967, 1-25; B. J. Bypuh, Buzanrujcke @pecke y Jyrociaasujn, Beorpag 1974, 9-11; R.
Hamann-Mac Lean, Grundlegung zu einer Geschichte der mittelalterlichen Monumental-
malerei in Serbien und Makedonien, Giessen 1976, 224-248; A. Wharton-Epstein, The Politi-
cal Content of the Painting of Saint Sophia at Ohrid, Jarbuch der Osterreischen Byzantinistik
29, Wien-Ko6In-Graz 1980, 315-329; 1. I'po3nanoB, Crrmka jaB/barba mpeMyApOCTH CB.
Jopanry 3naroycrom n Cp. Cogorjm Oxprzckoj, 360pHuUK pajfioBa BuzanTomomkor nH-
cruryTa, 19, beorpan 1980, 147-154; idem, /TopTpern na ceernresnre o Makegonnja
or IX-XVIII Bek, Ckomje 1983, 24-26, 43-47; A. M. JlunoB, O6paz Xprcra-apxuepess B
HKoHoOrpagmieckon nporpamme Coghrm oxprckoi, 3orpad 17, beorpag 1986, 5-21;
L. I'po3panos, Llukaycor Ha uerHpuecerre MayeHunH Bo Ceera Cogpuja Oxpuycka,
Crynnu 3a oxpupncknoT kuBomnuc, Ckomje 1990, 42-50; idem, @peckure ra CB. Cogprja
Oxpunzcka, Ckonje 1998, 3-16; A. Wharton, Art of Empire. Painting and Architecture of
the Byzantine Periphery, University Park and London 1988, 105-106; S. Korunovski — E.
Dimitrova, Macedonia. L’ arte medievale, Milano 2006, 52-56
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Fig. 1 St. Sophia, Ohrid,
Altar decoration

Cn. 1 Cs. Codyja,
Oxpup, Onrapcka
fekopanuja

Fig. 2 St. Sophia, Ohrid,
The Liturgy of St. Basil
the Great

Ci. 2 Cs. Coduja,
Oxpup, JIutyprujcka
cinyxk6a cB. Bacunmja |

Benukor §

i

interesting one? (Fig. 2). Placed in the eastern portion of the northern wall of
the altar and depicted with a number of iconographic details, this scene occupies
a festal position next to the main apse, revealing the particular performance of
a solemn religious ceremony. Within the structural design of the scene, Saint
Basil, accompanied by the priests and the deacons, reads the verses from the
scroll, bowing to the symbols of Christ’s Eucharistic sacrifice placed on the

2 TI. MumkoBuk-Ilenek, Marepujain 3a MaKC€JOHCKaTAa CPEJHOBEKOBHA YMET-
HOCT, PpecKHTE BO CBETHIHIITETO Ha jpkBarta c8. Cogouja Bo Oxpuy, 47, C. Papojuuh,
[Tlpniosn 3a ucropnjy Hajerapujer OXpaACKOr cIHKapersa, 363-364; A. Wharton-Ep-
stein, The Political Content of the Painting of Saint Sophia at Ohrid, 315-325; eadem, Art
of Empire. Painting and Architecture of the Byzantine Periphery, 106; S. Korunovski — E.
Dimitrova, Macedonia. L arte medievale, 53
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Fig. 3 St. Sophia, Ohrid, The Liturgy of St. Basil the Great (detail)

Cx. 3 Cs. Codmja, Oxpup, Jlutyprujcka ciysk6a cB. Bacunuja Benukor (metarb)

altar table. In the western part of the composition, the believers express their
admiration with various gestures of appreciation, watchfully following the li-
turgical service. Performed by its author and his clergy in the altar of a domed
church and attended by a group of citizens who stand in front of the massive
wall structure of the naos, it seems that it takes place in a very precisely defined
spatial context of the depicted religious edifice. Having in mind the dome as an
element of the original building of Saint Sophia from the time of archbishop
Leo, confirmed by the architectural analyses and destroyed after the Muslim
conversion of the church into a mosque in the 15th century3, we suggest that
the picture represents the interior of the Ohrid church as a location of the festal
performance of the orthodox liturgy in its genuine form.

As an argument supporting this hypothesis, one can mention the char-
acter painted as peeking at the liturgical ceremony from the window of the
building depicted behind the church wall (Fig. 3), which could allude to one
of the medieval edifices still existing on the slightly elevated terrain on the
side of the entrance of the Saint Sophia church. If we accept the possibility of
such metaphrasic approach to the illustration of the first ever represented scene
with the depiction of the liturgical rite conducted by Saint Basil, than we have
to take into serious consideration the idea that by placing this ritual within the
cathedral of Saint Sophia, one intended to accentuate the significance of or-
thodox rites for the believers’ benefits of Ohrid church diocese. This symbolic
inter-relation of the orthodox faith, manifested by the depiction of the genuine
religious ceremony and its symbolically specified performative location in the
Ohrid cathedral, is an effective visual allusion to the primary role of the eminent
church intellectual Leo, sent to restore the orthodox belief in the significant and
influential Episcopal see of Ohrid.

3 S. Korunovski — E. Dimitrova, Macedonia. L arte medievale, 29-30
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Fig. 4 St. George,
Kurbinovo, Ascension

Cn. 4 Cs. Bopbe,
Kyp6unoso, Bazneceme

Fig. 5 St. George,
Kurbinovo, The Melismos

Cn. 5 Cs. Bopbe, §
TToknomeme apxujepeja

Another example of creation of a sophisticated concept of encoded vi-
sual messages within the canonically conceived design of a Byzantine painted
ensemble, is the fresco decoration of the church dedicated to Saint George at
the village of Kurbinovo (1191)4. Commissioned by an anonymous donor, the
image of whom is tragically devastated and kept only in a small fragment pre-
served on the western facade of the church, this monument is even more mys-
terious due to the missed opportunity for disclosure of the appropriate social

4 P.Jbyounkosuh, Crapagpksa cesa Kypounopa, Crapunap Il cepuja, Kib. XV,
Beorpan 1942, 101-123; M. PajkoBuh, 7parom jegror Buzaarajckor crakapa, 360pHUK
panoBa Buzanronomkor uacruryra 3, Beorpan 1955, 207-212; A. HukonoBcku - 3.
Bnaxuk, Konsepparopcku u HCTpaxyBayku paOOTH HA CPEAHOBEKOBHUOT CIIOMEHHK
cB. I opru Bo cesro Kyponroso, Pazrnenn, Cromje 1958, 468-477; B. H. J1azapes, KuBo-
mreb XI-X11 BexoB B» Makegorni, Actes du Xlle Congrés international d’études byzantines
I, Beograd 1963, 129-131; L. Hadermann-Misguish, Les eaux vives de I’Ascension dans le
contexte visionnaire des théophanies de Kurbinovo, Byzantion XXXVIII, Bruxelles 1969,
374-385; B. J. Bypuh, Buzanrujcke ¢ppecke y Jyrociaasmju, beorpan 1974, 14-15; L.
Hadermann-Misguish, Kurbinovo. Les fresques de saint Georges et la peinture Byzantine du
X1l siecle, Bruxelles 1975, 43-318, 321-551; R. Hamann-Mac Lean, Grundlegung zu einer
Geschichte der mittelalterlichen Monumentalmalerei in Serbien und Makedonien, Giessen
1976, 276-281; L1. I'posnanos - JI. Xagepman-Mucrsui, Kypounroso, Ckonje 1992, 51-
64, 74-79; S. Korunovski — E. Dimitrova, Macedonia. L arte medievale, 74-81
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origin, as well as historical role of its khtetor. Still, the fact that the unknown
patron is represented in the company of the Byzantine royalty and positioned
next to the figure of Ohrid’s Archbishop, speaks in favour of his most prob-
able appurtenance to the highest circles of clerical nobility. Widely renowned
for its genuine program configuration of the painted arrangement, its refinely
designed iconographic novelties and its extraordinary painterly qualities based
on the dynamic whirl of kinetic energy (Fig. 4), the decorative arrangement of
Kurbinovo is enumerated among the most inventive fresco programmes of the
Middle Byzantine period. However, despite the numerous pages of scholarly
papers dedicated to the investigation of its sensational features, the Kurbinovo
fresco decoration still keeps many secrets of its painterly conception in the
sphere of iconographic innovations, as well as in the domain of artistic expres-
sion. In the frames of this paper, we will point out only two of them.

The first one is the oldest representation of the Melismos scene> (Fig. 5)
with the depiction of the Amnos laid on the altar table as an innovative icono-
graphic formula which, filling into the location of the former Hetoimasia, con-
cludes the process of the designing of the liturgical commemoration of Christ’s
Eucharistic sacrifice in the altar decoration of Byzantine churches. Considered
as a visual reflection of the subtle theological ideas related to Christ’ redemp-
tional sacrifice explicated at the church councils held in Constantinople during
the 12th century®, this fresco in Kurbinovo was strongly connected to the notion
of its Metropolitan dogmatic, as well as artistic origin. Related to the nature,
substance and meaning of the sacrifice of Christ and its perpetual enactment
in the liturgy, the debates of the most influential church dignitaries in the seat
of the powerful Patriarchate were considered as the crucial impact over the
iconographic design in depiction of Christ’s role in the Eucharist’. However, no
supporting examples of this early representation of the Melismos concept have
survived in the Byzantine capital, which could be employed in a chronological
or iconographical comparison. On the other hand, geographically much closer
to the Kurbinovo church, there is a monument in the altar decoration of which,
the Amnos is suggested through an encoded system of sophisticately designed
visual and textual messages.

Namely, in the sanctuary of the church dedicated to Saint Achillius at
Prespa8, commissioned by the Emperor Samuel in the closing decade of the 10th
century, the representation of the Hefoimasia is followed by a verse referring to
the Eucharistic rite celebrated within the altar, which reads:

5 B.l. Bypuh, Buzanrnjcke ¢ppecke y Jyrocraapmym, 14; L. Hadermann-Misguish,
Kurbinovo. Les fresques de saint Georges et la peinture Byzantine du XII siecle, Bruxelles
1975, 67-74; R. Hamann-Mac Lean, Grundlegung zu einer Geschichte der mittelalterlichen
Monumentalmalerei in Serbien und Makedonien, 280; L. I'po3nanos - JI. XagepmaHn-
Mucrsui, Kyponroso, 53-54; Sh. E. . Gerstel, Beholding the Sacred Mysteries. Programs
of the Byzantine Sanctuary, Seattle and London 1999, 91-92; S. Korunovski — E. Dimitrova,
Macedonia. L arte medievale, 76-80

6 T. ba6wuh, Xpucroromixe pacnpe y XII Bexy m 1mojaBa HOBHX CIEHA y
ancHiaIHoOM JeKopy BH3AHTHJCKHX LPKaBa, 300pHUK 3a INKOBHE yMeTHOCTH 2, HoBn
Cap 1966, 11-30

7 Sh. E. J. Gerstel, Beholding the Sacred Mysteries. Programs of the Byzantine
Sanctuary, 45-47

8 TI. MmmbkoBuk-Ilenexk, @Ppeckure m nkornte og X m XI Bex Bo Maxkenormja
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“Beholding the sanctuary of the Lord s altar
Stand trembling, O man and bow with obedience
For within, Christ is sacrified daily
And the powers of incorporeal angels, celebrating
Circle around the sanctuary in fear.”

Alluding to the sacrificial role of the Savior in his festal participation
within daily liturgical service, the Eucharistic verses of Saint Achillius refinely
contour the idea of the mystical presence of Christ as a corporeal sacrifice, laid
on the altar table. Moreover, we should mention that the Hetoimasia in Saint
Achillius is not depicted in its traditional and standardized form of a throne,
but in a shape of a real altar table!0, prepared for the lay down of the Amnos.
Thus, this refined Eucharistic allusion of the depicted Hetoimasia from the ca-
thedral church of Samuel’s Archbishopric at Prespa could be easily seen as an
immediate prefiguration of the concrete iconographic model formulated in the
altar of the Kurbinovo church, as a visual reflection of the sacrificial dimension
of Christ’s incarnation. As a supporting argument, we would like to mention
the fact that the Kurbinovo church was created as a smaller replica of the Saint
Achillius cathedral as the most representative sacral edifice in the Prespa region,
a fact confirmed by the analyses of the architectural features of the two monu-
ments, such are: the plan, the spatial organization and the building technique!!.
Therefore, the origination of the Melismos composition in Kurbinovo can be
seen as a further, visual development of the methaprasic concept conceived in
the Archbishopric see of Tsar Samuel’s Empire in the period of its greatest po-
litical and cultural rise, instead of being interpreted as a religious import from
the distant theological realm of the Byzantine Metropolis.

Much more mysterious and unsolvable is the peculiar artistic handwrit-
ing of the leading master of the Kurbinovo painterly atelier!2. Evaluated as one
of the most energetic fresco painters of the Komnenian era, he became well
known by his temperamental drawing, by the elongated figures executed with a
shivering graphic play of the lines and by the elastic rhythm of the draperies that
float with their weightless unrest!3 (Fig. 6). Imbuing his figures with a dynamic
whirl of kinetic energy, shaping the anatomic features of the characters with a
subtle cohesion of the details and permeating the saintly images with a refined

(Bo neprogor ra Camynnr n o Hero), KynrypHo Hacnencrso VI, Cromje 1975, 40-42

9 H. Papomesuh-Maxkcumosuh, Jegan ennrpam nz 6azuinke CB. Axuanja
Ha Mauoj [Ipecnm, 360opuauk pagoBa Buzantomomkor nHcTuTyTa 12, Beorpag 1970,
9-12

10 T1. MummkoBuk-Ilenek, @pecknre n nxonure og X n X7 Bex Bo Maxkenormja
(Bo neprogor ra Camynir u 1o rero), Ci. 5

IS, Korunovski — E. Dimitrova, Macedonia. L arte medievale, 52

12 L. Hadermann-Misguish, Kurbinovo. Les fresques de saint Georges et la peinture
Byzantine du XII siecle, 341-562; 1. I'po3nanos - JI. Xagepman-Mucrsntn, KypouHoBo,
74-79; E. dumutpoBa, 3a Oownre m puramor, CTHICKHTE HIPH BO MAaKEJOHCKOTO
cpegHoBeKOBHO caukaperso, Kynrypen xusot 2, Cxomje 2001, 50-51; S. Korunovski —
E. Dimitrova, Macedonia. L arte medievale, 80-81

13 S. Korunovski — E. Dimitrova, Macedonia. L’arte medievale, 80
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Fig. 7 St. George, Kurbinovo, Fig. 8 St. George, Kurbinovo,

Archangel Archangel
Cn. 7 CB. Bopbe, Apxanbeo  Cu. 8 Cs. Hopbe, Kypounoso,
Apxanbeo

Fig. 6 St. George,
Kurbinovo, Harrowing
of Hell

Ca. 6 CB. Hopbe,
Kypounoso, Cunazak

yan

Fig. 9 St. George, Kurbinovo,
Archangel Gabriel from the
Announciation

Cn. 9 Cs. Hopbe, Kypounoso,
Apxanbeo 'aBpuio u3
Bmarosectn
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psychological expression of the movements, the |
Kurbinovo master created a glamorous world of
aristocratic elegance and luxurious grace, never
before encountered in the sphere of mediaeval
painting (Fig. 7). With a sophisticated selection
of the hues, the delicate blending of the painted
harmonies and the softly applied shadows, he
accentuated the maelstrom of the wavy draper-
ies living their own life in the abstractly playful s
form, as a crucial element of his painterly dis- K&
course (Fig. 8). Much more than just express-
ing the interior spiritual charge of the figures, as
thought by the scholars engaged in investigation
of the Kurbinovo painterly attributes, the dy-
namic commotion of the draperies did not serve
only as a perfect instrument for capturing of the
nervous and sensitive rhythm of the animated
artistic interpretation (Fig. 9); it comprised the
many different cryptic signs and symbols, that
in a form of numbers, letters and floral elements
(Fig. 10), contained the secret messages of the
esoteric artistic language of the master. Subtly ** ' :
woven in the fluttering fabric of the draperies as ~ Fig. 10 St. George, Kurbinovo, Archangel
threads of an enigmatic puzzle, the cryptograms Gabriel from the Announciation
of the Kurbinovo painter may never be deci- Cn. 10 Cs. Bopbe, Kyp6unoso,
phered; still they will wave the garments of the =~ Apxanbeo I'apuno u3 Brarosectu
figures with their illuminative energy, until the
end of time.

Another example of the encoded system in transposition of visual mes-
sages within Macedonian medieval cultural treasury is the fresco decoration
of the church dedicated to Saint Archangel Michael at Lesnovo (from around.
1343)14, Investigated for almost eight decades by a great number of scholars in

| Sy . i, 7

14 N. L. Okunev, Lesnovo, L art byzantine chez les Slaves, Les Balkans, Paris 1930,
226-235; C. Papojunh, Crapo cpncko cmukapcrso, Beorpan 1966, 143-148; idem,
Jlecroso, Beorpan 1971; J. PagoBanosuh, Jegro uygo apxanbesra Muxania y Jlecrosy,
360puuK 3a mukoBHe ymMeTHOCTH 10, HoBu Cap 1974, 49-58; B. J. Bypuh, Brzanrajcke
@pecke y Jyrocnasmjn, beorpan 1974, 64; C. I'abenwh, Yerupn @pecke uz qukiayca
apxanbesa Muxauniay /lecaoBy, 3orpad 7, beorpan 1977, 58-64; eadem, Hosu nogarax
0 ceBacTokparTopckoj Tuatyan Jopada OnHBepa n Bpeme CIHKamba IeCHOBCKOT HA0Ca,
3orpad 11, Beorpan 1980, 54-62; eadem, Yyzo o kpuBokreTHuKy n3./IecaoBa, 3orpad
17, Beorpan 1986, 54-56; eadem, Jegna stokanna ciukapcka paguOHALA H3 CPEJHHE
XIV Beka, [/lewarn - Jlecros - MapkoB maracrap- Yeronek, [ledann n BU3aHTHjCKa
ymeTHOCT cpefmHoM XIV Beka, beorpan 1989, 367-378; eadem, [{uxiryc Apxanbesa
y BuzanrHjckoj ymernocra, beorpapn 1991, 45, 51, 55, 71, 75, 87, 89, 90, 104, 111-117;
eadem, Diversity in Fresco Painting of the Mid-Fourteenth Century: The Case of Lesnovo,
The Twilight of Byzantium, Aspects of Cultural and Religious History in the Late Byzantine
Empire, Princeton 1991, 187-215; 1. M. Bopbesuh, 3ugro cnnkapcrpo cprcke Biracrere,
Beorpan 1994, 153-157; C. Tabenwh, Maracrap Jlecroso. Hcroprja m ciakapcTBo,
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regard to its programme conception,
MM painterly features, as well as artistic
qualities, the fresco ensemble of this
monument is enumerated among the
most picturesque decorative arrange-
ments of the 14th century. The inven-
tive iconographic details included
into the standard skeleton of compo-
§ sitional matrixes, the brave deviation
from the painterly standards by the
introduction of elements from con-
temporary liturgical practices into the
. usual configuration of the scenes, as
8 well as the infusion of a substantial
4 dose of expressiveness of form and
immediacy of the painterly expres-
sion are the three elements decisive of
the artistic attributes of the Lesnovo
fresco ensemble. Commissioned by
the most powerful feudal lord in the
King Dusan’s hierarchy and executed
by an anonymous atelier of painters
prone to the vigorous resonances of
a joyful and exuberant artistic vision,
this monument belongs to the circle of the most splendid aristocratic endow-
ments of Byzantine Macedonia.

However, many of the challenging components hidden beneath/within the
conventionally structured iconographic design of the scenes have been neglect-
ed even from the most perceptive scholars. This particularly refers to the depic-
tion of the donor’s portraits representing the mighty nobleman Jovan Oliver
in his glamorous and admirable appearance!S. The one located in the eastern
portion of the northern wall of the naos pictures the corpulent and vigorous
aristocrat in his full-blooded masculinity (Fig. 11). Well-trimmed and dressed
in an exclusively luxurious attire, ornamented with golden threads and pearls,
he proudly presents the church replica to the militant figure of Saint Archangel
Michael, thus participating in the binal iconographic concept of the khtetorial
scene. The second portrait, included in the two-zonal khtetorial ensemble ex-
ecuted on the northern wall of the narthex (from 1349), radiates with the glow
of gold and gems of Jovan Olivers’s extraordinary palatial costume, revealing
his chivalrous elegance and astonishing glamour. Still, his older image, located

Portrait of Jovan Oliver

Cx. 11 Cs. Apxanbeo Muxaurno, JIecHoso,
[MoptpeT JoBana OnuBepa

Beorpam 1998, 51-154; b. Topwh, Harmnc y3 Joparna OmmBepa y Haocy JlecHoBa.
[Tpror xporosoruju JIECHOBCKHX @hpecaka, 300pHUK pajioBa Bu3aHTOJIOMIKOT
uHctutyTa 38, Beorpan 1999/2000, 379-381; S. Korunovski — E. Dimitrova, Macedonia.
L’arte medievale, 190-195

15 C.T'abennh, Maracrap Jlecroso. Hcropmja n cnakaperso, 112-118
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Fig. 12 St. Archangel
Michael, Lesnovo,
Khtetorial ensemble g
in the naos (&

Cn. 12 Cs.
Apxanbeo
Muxauno, JlecHoBo,
Krupopcka cuena y
Haocy

Fig. 13 St. Archangel e g

Michael, Lesnovo, 348
The Portrait of Jovan
Oliver

Cn. 13 Cs.
Apxanbeo
Muxanio, JlecHoBo,
IToprper JoBana
Ounusepa

in the naos and accompanied by the militantly designed church patron, is pre-
served much better than the one painted in the narthex; thence it is much more
significant for our insistent investigation.

In that regard, having in mind the extraordinary configuration of the do-
nor’s scene executed in the naos, the composition of which encompasses only
the commissioner’s portrait and the figure of the patron saint (Fig. 12), we can
not but notice that it deviates from the already established concept of khtetorial
arrangements, in which the Serbian feudal subjects are represented in configu-
ration with the sovereign of the Statel6. Occupying the central position on the
northern wall, designed to impress the spectators with its monumental dimen-
sions and structured as a simplified version of the traditional iconographic ma-
trixes of khtetorial scenes, the donor’s composition in the Lesnovo naos gives

16 B.Topuh, HarnucysJosarna Onnsepa y Haocy. /lecropa. [lpuitor XxpoHOJIOrHj i
JrecHOBckuX ghpecaka, 379-381; E. Dimitrova, The Portal to Heaven. Reaching the Gates of
Immortality, Ni§ &Byzantium, The Collection of Scientific Works V, Nis 2007, 373-374
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Fig. 14 St. Archangel Michael, Fig. 15 St. Archangel Fig. 16 St. Archangel Michael,

Lesnovo, The Portrait of Jovan  Michael, Lesnovo, The ~ Lesnovo, The Portrait of Jovan Oliver
Oliver (detail) Portrait of Jovan Oliver (detail)
Cn. 14 Cs. Apxanbeo (detail) Can. 16 Cs. Apxanbeo Muxamio,
Muxauno, Jlecuoso, [Toptper  Cn. 15 Cb. Apxanheo  Jlecnoso, [ToprpeT JoBana Onusepa
Jopana Onupepa (neTarm) Muxawuno, JIecHOBO, (neram)

IToprper JoBana
OnuBepa (merasm)

significant references in regard to the comprehension of its distinctive histori-
cal, as well as political context. The exclusion of Dusan’s image, which refers
to the possibility of immediate interference of a foreign ruler in the promotion
of Jovan Oliver into a high-ranking feudal lord on one hand!7, and the mysteri-
ous origin of this highly influential and extremely wealthy immigrant on the
other, are the two indications stimulative enough for us to search for a certain
historical substantiation of Jovan Oliver’s social background. The extraordinary
design of his fascinating portrait in the naos of Lesnovo reveals this enigmatic
issue to, at least, some extent.

Namely, on the facade of the church model held by the donor, sideways
of the entrance, we can notice the cryptic signs, that, in a form of a graphic
decoration, embellish the western wall of the temple (Fig. 13). Unknown to the
architectural design of Byzantine church facades, let alone to the concepts of
depiction of khtetorial church replicas, these unique visual symbols can be iden-
tified among the cryptograms from the secret catalogue of a certain esoteric ico-
nography. The symbolic signs, designed in a shape of floral ornaments depicting
a sword (Fig. 14), a helmet (Fig. 15) and a shield (Fig. 16) are the most distin-
guished emblems of the members of a very influential and extremely wealthy
medieval church order, known under the name of Templars!8. Although no con-
firmation of this hypothesis alluding to the links of the Lesnovo khtetor with the
Western knights can be found in the historical sources or surviving documents,

17 eadem, 374

18 M. A. Leinart, The Iconography of the Knights Templar, University of Sheffield
2002, Ch. 4
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the well known social, political and financial power of Jovan Oliver, as well as
his highly appreciated diplomatic ambiguity, speak in favor of a character much
closer to the western sustainable opportunism than to the Byzantine or Serbian
political conservativism.

In the long search for the key of many unsolved mysteries undertaken by
the western science as well as fiction, the ones related to art history are among
the most sensational. From Boticelli to Leonardo, from Hieronymus Bosch to
Diirer, one can list an exciting catalogue of visual phrases and crypto signs of
their refinely coded painterly language. However, from a chronological point
of view, they all appeared much later than the highly sophisticated system of
secret messages of Byzantine artistic culture. Although neither Leonardo, nor
the Kurbinovo master will never ever be fully comprehensible even to the most
ambitious scholars, their exquisite painterly idiolect, permeated with the hues
of a powerful emblematic vision, will always testify to the ever-inspiring puzzle
of supreme artistic creation.

Enuzabera Jlumutposa
JIA BUHYMIJEB MOJIEJT

Hepaspewene mucmepuje maxeooHCKkoz cpeoresekosHo2 Ppecko caukapcmed

Ccepa BU3aHTHjCKUX CTyaH]ja, KOja o0yXBaTa pa3IHyuTe acmekte Pomejcke muBUIN-
3anuje y JOMEHUMa UCTOPHjCKUX, COLMjaTHUX M KYATYpPHUX MaHu]ecTanuja, CTBOpuia je
4yBpcTy 0a3y 3a HCTpaKMBambe YMETHHYKOT CTBAPAJIAIITBA Y OJHOCY Ha HHETOBY TEOJOIIKY
KOHIETILIN]Y W PEIUTHjCKU 3Hadaj. OHO MITO je y HEeJIOCTH OCTaN0 BaH MCTPaKUBAYKOT WH-
Tepeca HayYHUX Kpyrosa cy cHelu(MUHM HaYMH{ HM3pakaBarba I10jeAHHHMX ayTopa KOju
Cy ce OJBaXWJIM J]a HAIycTe CTAaHJap/Ha Hadela YMETHHYKOT HM3pasa, ymymrajyhu ce y
ABaHTYPHCTUYKE IOy XBAaTe MH/IMBH/Iy aIHUX IPUCTYIIAY KOHLIUITUPALY U ITPE/ICTABIbAY CITH-
KapCKHX eJeMeHara. YHOILCHEM YyJHOBaTHX o0puca, rpadMuKix cuMO0I1a M HEOYEKUBAHMX
o0IIMKa y OKBHpY TpaJMIHOHAIHO AW3ajHUpaHE JHKOBHE CTPYKType (pecko aHcambana,
OHH Cy CTBOPHJIM YHTAB CBET MUCTCPHO3HHUX KOHTYpa, TAjHUX MOPYKa U YyJECHUX 3HAKOBA,
Kao o0enexja HUXOBOI OPUIMHAIHOT, y30yAJBUBOT U JTUCKPETHOT CIMKApCKOr MauHoMa. Y
TOM KOHTEKCTY, Mel)y OpOjHUM Cpenm-eBEeKOBHHM (PECKO apamKMaHHMa Ha MaKeJOHCKO]
TEPUTOPHUjH, Y KOjUMa IOCTOje CIIOMEHYTE KOMIIOHEHTE, TPH Cy HajKapaKTepUCTUYHH]a.
IIpBu je ontapcka aexopaiija Ceetocodujcke karenpane y Oxpuay (mocie 1037.), rae je
IIPBU YT NpeAcTaBbeHa JInTyprujcka ciayxkba cB. Bacmimja Bemukor kxao mimycrparyja
KOHKPETHOT YHMHA CBEYaHE LIEPEMOHHU]E y HeHOM M3BOPHOM OONHUKY. [IpHTOM, JIUTYPrijCKH
pUTyasl He IpaTe caMo BEpHHILM y Xpamy Beh M TajaHCTBEHH “ayTcajiep” KOju BHPU KpO3
po3op cBoje kyhe, JIoupane Ha jeAHO] y3BHIINNN H3a Ipkee. [Ipenn3no nedunucan mpo-
CTOPHHU KOHTEKCT cIieHe ymyhyje Ha MpeArnocTaBKy J1a KOMIIO3HIIMja MPHKa3yje eHTEepHjep
Oxpujcke IpKBe Kao JOKAIMjy cBedaHor nepdopManca BacuimmjeBe JUTypruje y meHOM
OpHrHHAIHOM 00IHKy. Jlpyrn npuMep coGUCTHIHPAHOT KOHIENITa KOJUPAHOT YMETHUIKOT
jesuka je ¢pecko aexopamuja npkse CB. Hopha y Kypounosy (1191), y kojoj je mo npBu myt
npezcTaBbeHa clieHa [lokIomema apxujepeja )KPTBOBAHOM XPHUCTY Y JIMTYPIHjCKOj CIYKOU
y onrapy. CmarpaHa BH3YeITHOM peQIIEKCHjOM CYNTHIHUX TEOJIONIKHX Hieja MOBE3aHUX
ca eBXapUCTHYHOM YJIOrOM XpHCTa Y JMTYPrHjH, pa3MaTpaHuX Ha LPKBEHHM cabopuma y
Hapurpany y Toxy XII Beka, oBa ¢pecka u3 KypOuHoBa je 6uia 4BpCcTO MOBE3aHa ca UIejoM
0 FbeHUM NPECTOHMYIKHUM JOTMAaTCKUM M YMETHHUKUM ropekioM. Wnak, jenuHu npumep Koju
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ce MOJKe CMaTpaTi yBOAHOM (ha30oM y KOHIMIHpaWky eBXapUCTUYHOT caapikaja [Toknomerma
He Hanasu ce y Llapurpany, Beh je npencraBibeH y 00Ky KOIHPAHOT CHCTeMa papuHUPAHO
JIM3ajHUPAaHNUX BU3YEIHHX U TEKCTYaJHHUX MOpyKa y ontapy xpama CB. Axunuja Ha IIpecny,
Koju je u reorpadcku mMHOro Ommku KypOuHoBcKoj 1pkBH. [la je KypOMHOBCKH MajcTop
010 BHYAH y KpealWju JMKOBHHX KOJOBA TOBOPE HaM M OpOjHM TajaHCTBEHH 3HAIU, KOJU
cy y obmuky OpojeBa, cioBa 1 (UIOpaIHUX eleMeHara CAaKpHUBEHHU Y JICHIPIIABO)j CTPYKTYPH
pacTanacaHux JApanepHja Kao eJIeMEHTH CIOXKEeHe eHMrmarcke ciaranuue. Tpehu npumep
KOJIMPAHOT CHCTEMa y IPEHOLICY BH3YEeIHHX IOpyKa je JIeKkoparuja IpkBe JIecHOBCKOr
MaHaCTUpa, Y YUjeM je HaoCy IPEACTABJbCH je[aH OJ] HAjICHIIMX HCTOPHjCKUX HOPTpETa
GajKaHCKOT CpeamOBeKoBIba: (aciuHanTHa (urypa mohHor ceBactokparopa JoBana Oiu-
Bepa (oko 1343). Ha krtutopckoM MoJeny KOjH OH JIPKH y pykama H3BeJcHa je (acaaHa
JeKopanrja y oOnuKy (IopaHHX eJeMeHara Koja ce Moke Hahu jemuHo y Temrapckum
Karano3uma rpaduukux cumbona, ynyhyjyhu Ha moryhe nopexiio OnuBepoBOr HOJTUTHYKOT
OINOPTYHH3MA.



